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Abstract 

 This paper is an attempt to historicize Pakistan‟s war on terror in the 

province of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP). United States of America started a global 

war against terror after 9/11 attacks in 2001. Immediately, Pakistan became USA 

ally in this war especially when this war was fought against Taliban in 

Afghanistan. Sooner than later, the USA‟s war against terror became Pakistan‟s 

own war against terror in 2008/09. This paper takes up this question that how did 

global war against terror become Pakistan‟s war on terror in KP. Pakistan‟s pre-

9/11 history has significant explanatory value for this answer. For this query, this 

research methodologically investigates this topic through secondary sources 

relevant to the pre-and post-9/11 war and its various dynamics and history. This 

research is qualitative that simultaneously use descriptive and historical designs 

for war against terror after 2001 and the cold-war history during 1980s 

respectively. The objective of such mixed design was to find out that how 

Pakistan‟s pre-9/11 history of war, militancy and sectarianism is responsible for 

transforming global against terror into Pakistan‟s own war on terror especially in 

KP. 
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Introduction 

 On September11, 2001, USA was attacked by terrorists. As a reaction, 

USA started global war against terror across the world. After 9/11, terrorism and 

war against it became an international issue. However, in Pakistan generally and 

in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa particularly, war against terror had had its own peculiar 

and historical contexts and dynamics. Pakistan quickly joined war against terror in 

the wake of 9/11 attacks. Pakistan‟s joining this war could be explained by „fear 

and hope syndrome‟. In first place, Pakistan feared that she might be sent to the 

Stone Age (Gaurdian, 2006) if she refused USA demand of joining this war 
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against terror. Second, Pakistan also hoped that being in alliance with USA, it 

would get „blank cheque‟ from USA to write-off debts as well as legitimize the 

illegitimate military rule of Pervez Musharraf. 

 9/11 event dictated Pakistan‟s decision to be ally of USA in the war 

against terror. This approach of Pakistan to this war can be described as 

„embedded in the event of 9/11‟ and was, therefore, „situational‟.  Oblivious to the 

historical legacy of sectarianism, militancy and terrorism, Pakistan‟s joining this 

war added-up in its own distinct way to the historical process and legacy. In this 

way, when Pakistan added yet another war against terror to this larger historical 

context, turned global against terror into Pakistan‟s war against terror. In other 

words, what the rulers of Pakistan had considered situational and a historical war, 

proved historical in double sense. First, KP remained frontline for bearing all the 

consequences of Afghan Jihad in 1980s. This provided sociological basis for war 

against terror after 9/11. Second, war against terror in its own right remained all-

out different from the past wars because of its longevity and lethality as well as in 

its scope that left nothing unaffected in KP. Thus, understanding of war against 

terror with all these particular character and dynamics in KP in post-9/11 scenario 

without its being made historical is to be incomplete. 
 

Research Method 

 This research has been carried out with focus on the key question that how 

did global war against terror led-by and started-by USA become Pakistan‟s own 

war against terror in the end of first decade of the twenty first century. 

Considerable body of literature on war against terrorism is about post-9/11 era that 

has not taken up the pre-9/11 war‟s history especially in Pakistan and KP. In 

synch with this gap the above key question was framed so that the present 

Pakistan war on terror can be studied and investigated not only from presentist but 

also from historical perspective. Since this inquiry deals with the present and past 

of the issue, therefore, the research design is comprised of descriptive and 

historical components. The former describes the recent status of the terrorism that 

is not yet come to an end whereas the latter analyze the relevance of the past‟s war 

legacy for the current one. Qualitative method has been used in this research that 

helps us in-depth understanding the issue under investigation. Secondary sources 

have been used in this research. 
 

Pakistan’s Past’s War Legacy Before 1977 

Wars, revolts and oppressions of different kinds were common features of 

the Pre-British and the British era in India. The colonial state in its formation 

particularly in nineteenth century carried out enormous oppressions in society in 
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the form of killing, murder, destruction, mutinies (Ranabir) . The outlook of 

certain sections (particularly religious groups) of the society was militarized. 

Militant nationalism and religious movements (like Deoband, etc.) emerged in 

different parts of the subcontinent mainly in response to the oppressive measures 

of the colonialstate. Jihadi‟s movements, particularly the one that led by Sayyid 

Ahmad against the Sikh kingdom impacted the subcontinent people‟ psyche. It 

inspired anti-colonial nationalists in colonial time as well as militants in 

contemporary Pakistan(Jalal, 2008). 

With respect to Pakistan‟s creation, the formation of Muslim League in 

1906 gave an organizational expression to the demands and identity of Muslims, 

though not exclusively, in the name of religion. Since then, use of religious idioms 

in politics and religion-based identity in day-to-day narrative and discourse has 

been the norm in Pakistan. This was laid down by the Objectives Resolution 

in1949, declaration of Islam as the state religion in the 1956 constitution, and, 

finally Zia-ul-Haq‟s Islamization program that transformed the state and 

society(Khattak, 2012). 

The Muslim League had mobilized the Muslims on the basis of Two 

Nations Theory for securing a separate homeland. After Independence the general 

public was expecting that Islam would be the guiding principle in their social, 

political and economic life. The Islamist forces articulated and reinforced this 

public demand through different measures. This shaped the public psyche in such 

a way that they came to identify Islam and Pakistan as synonymous. On the other 

hand, the problem with Pakistan after it came into being was that it found itself in 

a very hostile and corrosive neighborhood. The regional realities necessitated 

Pakistan to seriously think about its existence in the face of enormous challenges 

internally and externally and rally around unifying symbol that could bind 

together the otherwise diverse ethnically, linguistically and religiously social 

fabric of the Pakistani society. The presence of such regional disparities inside and 

asymmetrical relationship outside Pakistan compelled in a way the state elite to 

use Islam as a unifying bond and symbol for its survival and security. This tactical 

and political use of Islam increasingly became problematic over the time for the 

state to tackle with. The securitization of Pakistan through Islam‟s political and 

tactical usage itself became a problem for the security of the state in terms of 

internal stability. The different governments‟ policies about Islam, different 

religio-political parties‟ campaign for and upholding the “cause of Islam”, illegal 

militant/Jihadi Islamic groups and non-state actors through multiple actions, 

measures and programs have strengthened and deepened the social base and 

structures of all these entities over the years in the Pakistani society. Anyone who 

dares to challenge this status quo has to face punishment ranging from social 
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unacceptability in the society to the death and destruction of the person and his 

property.  

 

Zia UlHaq’s Rule: 1977 to 1988 

Numerous events of sectarianism and militancy took place before 1977 

(Abbas, 2010).However, Zia Ul Haq eleven-year‟s rule systematically and 

systemically woven sectarianism while violence into the life of state and society. 

The later rulers of Pakistan in the 1990s decade let loose sectarianism and 

violence as an attendants of Islamization project initiated by Zia.  

Though Pakistan as state was an ideological state  from the beginning yet 

the nation being Muslim in the religious context had diversity, pluralism, tolerance 

for dissent, and respect for the rights of minorities existed in a great deal till the 

Zia‟s period. There existed a unity of ideology in the state or state apparatuses but 

the nation had plurality of ideologies. For bringing uniformity in the ideologies of 

the state and the nation/society, Zia period of rule was remarkable, which in the 

words of Lawrence, changed Pakistan “from Islamic Republic to Islamic 

state”(Ziring, 1984).The policies of Zia that were directed to create religious 

uniformity and unity in the nation to correspond to the state religion in the process 

derailed society and state from its natural course and sociological moorings were 

provided in the process to the subsequent militancy and militant activities. None 

of the areas in Pakistan was as badly affected by Zia‟s policies as it affected KP. 

Zia seized power in July 1977. At the national level, he introduced many changes. 

 He established Federal Sharia Court, promulgated Hudood Ordinance, 

and such other reforms of Islamic nature were introduced which sent a powerful 

message to the world about the ideological character of the country. This program 

of Islamization continued till his death in 1988(T, 2008). There had been military 

rulers before but now for the first time, a maulvi, a deeply religious person was the 

head of the state, the head of the government and the army chief—frightening 

combination (Zahid, 2011). 

On account of the Islamization process that Zia initiated at the national 

level coupled with other national and international developments, the Pakhtun‟s 

society went through various changes. In these national and international 

scenarios, Zia had interest to be in power; America had interest in fighting USSR 

in Afghanistan. In this way the interest of both were in agreement with each 

other.(Khan, Personal Communication October 14, 2012). For the purpose of 

being in power, Zia‟s used the religion of Islam in great measure. His interpreation 

and implementation of the religion was closer to a fundamentalist school of 

thought. His fundamentalism got reflections in the changes that he introduced into 

1973 constitution, blasphemy laws and formation of new religious institutions and 
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statutory bodies. In the context of cold-war rivalry in Afghanistan, Zia Ul Haq 

allowed a mushroom growth of religious seminaries in KP and Federally 

Administered Tribal Areas (FATA).These religious seminaries students and also 

of universities and colleges‟ were used for maintaining and maximizing his power 

in Pakistan. The former was used in Jihad against USSR in Afghanistan and the 

latter to fight against liberal political parties. For this purpose, afghan leaders were 

armed to kill whosoever was conceived as a threat to his policies(Khan, Personal 

Communication October 14, 2012).In this way, liberal and secular forces were 

suppressed in KP while FATA was kept outside from the jurisdiction of regular 

laws so that to inhibit any progressive change over there. This provided a chance 

to the fundamentalist elements and forces to flourish in the FATA. Last but not the 

least, a war economy developed in KP. Some were selling weapons, others were 

purchasing and smuggling it (Khan, Personal Communication October 14, 2012). 

 These developments changed peaceful Pakhtun society into a criminal 

society (Daud, Personal Communication October 14, 2012). The Kalashnikov 

culture that still persists in Pakhtun society was first introduced during Zia period. 

This weapon increased and intensified the feuds and enmities in the society. For 

many families, purchase of Kalashnikov turned first priority and sometimes even 

an item to be proud of. This weapon was available in the market and even many 

people brought such like other weapons to their homes when they came back from 

Jihad in Afghanistan in 1980s (Daud, Personal Communication October 14, 

2012). During the Zia period, murder ratio increased in enmity cases (Junaid, 

Personal Communication, October 11, 2012). Earlier, there was a simple gun that 

had to fire one shot in one minute and there was a great chance of the person to 

save himself in fighting. But with the introduction of Kalashnikov, being capable 

of firing30 bullets in one minute, the chances of a person reduced to minimum to 

save one‟s self in fighting from thirty bullets at a time. Killing someone for money 

became a profession during 1980s.  Before 1980s, there were no such professional 

killers, however, during Zia‟ rule, one could and even now can hire killer from 

Afghan refugees on thousands instead of hundreds of thousands of Rupees 

(Junaid, Personal Communication, October 11, 2012). The next evil that entered 

into KP in 1980s was drug, opium and its smuggling. Before Zia‟s rule, it was 

almost impossible to find opium in the nearby locality of Peshawar (Shakoor, 

Personal Communication, October 11, 2012). Similarly, it was difficult to find a 

man in KP who was doing business in the smuggling of illegal drugs of opium. All 

these sorts of activities increased. Drug addicts had almost found social 

acceptability in some areas and in sections of the Pakhtun society. Leave aside to 

smoke privately, now on the main roads there are dozens opium smokers.

 Similarly, the numbers of smugglers increased. First, they started this 
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smuggling activity in 1980s and since then they have kept continued (Shakoor, 

Personal Communication, October 11, 2012).Similarly, religious intolerance 

increased in KP. Before Zia‟s period, there had been over all religious tolerance in 

the Pakhtun‟s society (Ibrahim, Personal Communication, September 14,2012). 

Whenever there used to be Muharam, Shias, openly held religious ceremonies and 

Sunnis would gather to look at them. There was no sectarian violence in the 

society. But all these conditions changed when Zia ul Haq made an alliance with 

USA and started Islamization programme in Pakistan. He not only created 

religious intolerance but also brought about changes in the naming culture of the 

Pakhtun society. Mosques were named after the companions of Holy Prophet. 

Individuals‟ names were Islamized and above all Afghan war was imposed on the 

Pakhtuns (Ibrahim, Personal Communication, September 14, 2012). 

In accordance with Afghan war in 1908s, a culture of maddaris, Jihad and 

sectarianism developed. According to Vali Nasr, during Zia‟s period Islamic 

educational institutions became part of militant and violent activism that raised the 

question about the political role of Islamic educational institutions and the 

political use of Islam and its relationship with the state with a consideration that 

they have remained traditionally spokesmen of the religion(Nasr, 2000). „In 

North-West Frontier Province (NWFP) and Baluchistan, owing to the proximity of 

the Afghan war, madrasas also began to militarize, in many cases combining 

traditional religious education with a modern military one‟(Nasr, 2000). Not only 

maddaris institutions and education increased in numbers, it expanded the role of 

ulama and religious people in social life in KP. Many poor Afghanis refugees‟ 

families admitted their children into these maddaris. In the name of Afghanis 

being refuges, the government of Pakistan as well as these educational institutions 

received aid and money from Arab countries and the West. With aid and 

donations, came Arab version of Islam in KP. For the popularity of Arab version 

of Islam, construction of mosques and madaris started under aid prorgamme 

especially in Peshawar area that preached Ahle-Hadith version of Islam. This 

caused polarization of the society. Further, this Afghani‟s migration disturbed the 

population balance among various politico-religious groups in KP particularly in 

Kurram Agency between Shia and Sunnis. Since Afghanis were Sunnis sect-wise 

they consequently tipped the balance against the Shia in Kurram Agency that 

caused sectarian killings (Daud, Personal Communication, October 14, 2012). 

Once these refugees were trained in maddaris and camps, they were ready to 

create anarchy, civil war and fighting(Khan, Personal Communication, September 

15, 2012). 

 Afghan war and Zia‟s Islamization transformed KP in numerous ways 

(Rehman, Novermber 10, 2012). These include arms and drugs; increase in 
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religious seminaries and emphasize on jihad and tabligh; intolerance, ethnic and 

sectarian violence; and cultural change in Pakhtun society in KP. Previously 

unknown weapons intruded the Pakhtun society: use of mines in fields and heavy 

weapons in intra-tribal feuds rose to phenomenal heights. The smuggling of 

weapons flourished during Zia‟s regime. Drug trafficking was condoned by the 

regime carried by the warlords who fought against the pro-Soviet regimes in 

Kabul. The religious people particularly imams and madariswere lavishly 

rewarded for popularizing the concept of jihad. Particularly the Salafi Islam was 

given a great boost in the area adjacent to the Afghan border. The Arab sheikhs 

and kingdoms constructed mosques in the Pakhtunare as and they also popularized 

their own version of Islam. Thousands of young were lured into madrassa 

education. The Tablighi culture with a huge compound in Raiwand (Lahore) got 

an extraordinary momentum. Naturally those who spent on years in the Tabligh, 

they tried their best to enroll their children in the madaris wherein they were 

brainwashed and were taught jihad as a compulsory component of their lives. 

Emphasis in these madaris was on lesser jihad that is to fight with the infidels 

rather on greater jihadthat is to fight against evils in their own society. Religious 

extremism grew to dangerous levels, where extremists challenged the government 

writ. Beginning in the late 1990s Pakistan suffered from an intensified wave of 

indiscriminate incidences of violence, killings of party members, bombings and 

political assassinations motivated by sectarian strife. Places of worships could not 

even escape the ramifications of this phenomenon. Attacks on religious places 

were witnessed. A marked change was seen in cultural lifestyle of the people. 

People in the Pakhtunare as started keeping beards as it became a symbol of 

religiosity and respect. Also, a change came in cultural dress. A specific turban 

and dress style was adopted by a majority of the people (Rehman, Personal 

Communication, November 10, 2012). The Islamization of Pakistani state and 

society continued unabated till Zia‟s death in1988. All the major aspects of society 

and state were Islamized in a significant way under his rule. 

 

Post Zia ul Haq Period: 1988 to 9/11 

Islamization programme initiated by Zia did not stop with his death. 

Benazir and Nawaz Sharif governments, between 1988 to 1999, did not check 

militant activities and instead supported Islamization passively or actively. 

Islamists forces were a need of a time for Pakistan. The jihadis and Islamic zealots 

were now to be used by the military in its war with India. Pakistan and India had 

along history of rivalry, and Kashmir is at the core of this hostility. Pakistan 

wanted to engage India in Kashmir through these Islamist proxies. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

157 Abdul Qayum Khan, Mohammed Shafiq & SajjadHussain 

In the 1990s, MaulanaSufi Muhammad led an uprising in Malakand and 

Bajaur Agencies demanding the rule of Sharia. The paramilitary troops had to 

counter the armed uprising. 

However, the Government had to succumb to the Tahreek-i-Nifaz-i-

Shariat Muhammadi (TNSM) demands and established Qazi Courts in Malakand 

Division. During this time, Pakistan also established diplomatic relations with 

Talibanin Afghanistan in May 1997.In the same year, a worst kind of sectarian 

violence took place that killed 200 people. A year later, groups of Pakistani 

Taliban had launched campaign against television and video shops in FATA that 

borders Durand Line. They meted out punishments based on Sharia, such as 

stoning to death and amputation of limbs. Women were forced to conform to the 

Islamic code of life. Taliban newfound power and influence encouraged sectarian, 

ethnic and political factions in Pakistan thus creating law and order situation in 

Pakistan. In December 1998, the leaders of the Taliban movement in Orakzai 

Agency established a Shariat Court and ordered the execution of a group that was 

found guilty of criminal activity. The execution was carried out in public and the 

houses of the executed were demolished. In December 1999,Taliban set out to 

enforce their own brand of Sharia in Quetta, warning video shop owners to close 

down their businesses during the month of Ramadan. When the video shop 

owners ignored the order due to economic compulsions as it was the sole source of 

their livelihood, the group of Taliban moved in to smash the TV sets and VCRs 

with impunity (Rehman, Personal Communication, November 10, 2012). For 

countering this violent upsurge in militancy and terrorism in KP, FATA and in the 

rest of Pakistan, the government of Pakistan established anti-terrorism courts and 

Anti-terrorism Act 1997. 

 

Pakistan’s War against Terror: 2001-2008/9 

USA started global war against terror as a reaction to terrorists‟ attack on 

US in 2001. This incident is generally referred to as 9/11 because these attacks 

took place on eleventh of September in 2001. The first target of this war was 

Afghanistan wherein Usama Bin Laden and his organization, Al Qaeda were 

stationed that were declared responsible by US for 9/11 attacks. In this war, 

America sought Pakistan‟s help that was immediately extended. 

 For the military ruler of Pakistan, Pervez Musharraf, this war was an 

opportunity to legitimize his dictatorial rule in Pakistan and in world and to get 

other financial benefits. Therefore, USA and Pakistan‟s interests converged: 

Musharraf had the interest to be-in-power and America had the interest to fight 

Taliban and Al-Qaeda in Afghanistan through Pakistan. This repeated the cold-

war alliance of Zia Ul Haq with America in 1980s. 
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Oftentimes, Pakistan blamed America approach and her relation with 

Pakistan in the context of war on terror as „transactional‟. However, Pakistan‟s 

own approach to this war was very „personal, situational and episodic‟. Joining 

America global war against terror after 9/11 for Musharraf was „a historical‟ since 

Pakistani rulers are usually kept unaware of the country‟s history despite the fact 

that they pretend knowing-all that is required about history, government, and state 

of Pakistan
4
. 

Equally, Pakistan had assumed in this context that this war would be at 

margin of international state-system and at the margin of frontier of Pakistan that 

would not disturb in radical way any socio-political settings of Pakistan. But the 

subsequent developments after 9/11 in the years between 2001 to 2008/9 and 

afterward, proved wrong all these calculations when the terrorism entered into 

Pakistan with its ugly face and form. War against terror in KP proved a trigger for 

igniting the war‟s history. The proverbial colonial powder magazine of frontier 

was set at ablaze engulfing all that came in its way ranging from human lives in 

thousands to the economy in millions of dollars. Though Pakistan government did 

try again and again that it is not Pakistan‟s but America‟s war, however, various 

developments compelled the government to rethink of its war‟s stance. These 

include the forward movement of Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan(TTP) in Pakistan and 

Taliban’s own state in Swat and own against terror own lethality, longevity, 

intensity in KP that the rulers observed and the common men experienced on their 

bodies and homes as a result of Pakistan‟s war alliances before and after-9/11 with 

USA. It is under these war conditions of one after other terrorist attacks and 

military operations, the common people pressurized the government to accept that 

it was no more an outsider‟s but had become their own war. Then government of 

Pakistan accepted formally that „it is our war against terror‟(Reuters, 2008). 
 

Conclusions 

Pakistan has assumed that USA global war against terror would be like a 

cold-war. As we know that Pakistan was also an ally of USA in cold-war, 

however, that war‟s alliance with USA did not cause any direct bombing and 

shelling within Pakistan.  Being an ally of USA in cold-war, Pakistan trained and 

supported Mujahedeen against USSR in Afghanistan. However, Pakistan proved 

smart in this alliance as international cold war led by USA could not directly 

become Pakistan‟s war unlike war on terror. 

However, Pakistan cold war history and Zia‟s Islamization programme especially 

in KP created an environment and society that was explosive, lethal, militants and 

                                                             
4 One can take the recent example of Imran Khan when in one of the interviews he told an 
interviewer thatHaqqaniwas one of the tribes of Pakhtuns 
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sectarian. The introduction of violence, militancy and terrorism in KP took place 

under the rule of Zia-ul-Haq in the backdrop of cold war.  

 Thus, when Pakistan joined USA-led global war against terror in 2001, it 

found in KP a consolidated and ready-to-explode history of the cold war of the 

pre-9/11. Or, in other words, the past found the present in the war against terror 

that did not let it to be a historical war despite the rulers of Pakistan approach of 

joining it as being „situational and episodic‟ event of 9/11. This history made war 

against terror as ours war. Had there been not another war history in KP, the 

numbers of people killed and other socio-economic loss would have been fewer as 

well as global war against terror would not have become Pakistan‟s war on terror. 
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