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Pakistan: Why the United States and China need to cooperate to 

fight terrorism  

 
It is absolutely true that Pakistan is a country whose government is exposed to serious 

challenges. The fact that countries always supporting Pakistan (more or less explicitly) started 

referring to it as a “difficult nation” also works as a marker to stress the rise of a new dangerous 

outbreak of instability in South Asia. 

The latest declarations of the US President Donald Trump also highlight a certain degree of 

frustration. Trump’s declarations date back to the end of August, when the US stated their renewed 

commitment in Afghanistan. “We paid Pakistan with billion dollars”, Trump shouted, “but it still 

continues to host those terrorists we are fighting against. It is time for Pakistan to confirm its 

commitment in favour of civilization, order and peace”. Finally, the American President praised “the 

remarkable Indian contribution to keep Afghanistan stable”, inviting New Delhi to play an even more 

significant role in the region. 

The alleged link between Pakistan and terror groups has been at the centre of many debates 

for some time now. The problem emerged for the first time on May 2nd 2011, during the Operation 

Neptune Spear, that is when the American forces killed Osama Bin Laden in his hideout in 

Abbottabad (Pakistan). For obvious reasons of strategic rivalry, India is the country which probably 

helped the US most to gather elements proving a link between Pakistan and terrorism. More recently, 

given Islamabad’s support to the extremists operating along the Indian borders, New Delhi started 

to threaten Pakistan in a more direct way. 

For instance, during the General Assembly of United Nations at the end of September, the 

Indian delegate Eenam Gambhir referred to Pakistan using the term “Terroristan”, assuming that 

Pakistan is a country producing and exporting terrorism. It is also true that Indian attitude can be 

regarded as a reaction the Pakistani premier Shahid Khaqan Abbasi’s provocation. In his discourse, 

Abbasi accused India to have committed “war crimes” in Kashmir and to contribute “exporting 

terrorism to Pakistan”. 

Going back to the US, the choice to keep their presence in Afghanistan made even more urgent 

the need to find a solution for Pakistan, to clarify once and for all whether the country is to be 

considered an ally in the fight against terrorism or not. According to the reconstructions made by the 

American intelligence, Pakistani intelligence (ISI, Inter-Services Intelligence) did not succeed in 

arresting the Afghani terrorists operating in its territory, in particular those linked to the Haqqani 

network. What is even more important is that, apparently, Pakistan did not succeed despite it allowed 

Washington to use its territory to supply the US troops in Afghanistan with everything they needed. 

Pakistan also authorised American drones to fly within its territory and actively collaborated with 

Western forces to fight Al Qaeda. 

Pakistani ambiguity might depend on the contraposition between military and civil figures 

sharing the leadership of the country. On the one hand, the army tried to avoid the clash with the 

extremists; on the other hand, the civil bureaucracy (who tried to limit the power of the army) did not 

achieve noteworthy results in the field of internal stability nor in infiltrations by extremist groups. After 

the Pakistani Supreme Court removed the premier Nawaz Sharif from its role (last July), formalizing 

an accusation of corruption within the international investigation on Panama Papers, it became even 

more urgent (not only for the US) to understand the interests, the points of view and the military 

priorities, especially those shared by ISI. 
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According to the Pakistani researcher Hussain Nadim, it is essential to clarify how the Pakistani 

government relates to the US in order to understand the kind of relation between Islamabad and 

terror groups. The fact that Islamabad considers Washington an ambiguous ally is too often 

underestimated. Pakistan fought two wars against India, in 1965 and in 1971. In neither case 

Pakistan could count on the US support. Moreover, Islamabad did not forget when the US decided 

to abandon Southern Asia to its fate, therefore leaving Pakistan in serious difficulty after the rise of 

Mikhail Gorbachev at the leadership of the Soviet Union and his following withdrawal from 

Afghanistan (at the end of 1980s). 

The relationship between the US and Pakistan further deteriorated when Washington 

approved a set of economic sanctions (in early 1990s) against the Pakistani program of uranium 

enrichment. Lastly, we should not forget that Afghanistan represents a serious problem for Pakistan 

not only for terrorism but also for sovereignty. When referring to this remote but significant area of 

Asia, it is often neglected that the border separating the two nations is not considered legitimate by 

neither of them. In particular, Kabul does not accept that the current Durand’s line could include 

some Pashtun areas in its territory, which should instead be part of Afghanistan. 

According to Hussein, the rapprochement between Pakistan and the United States in 2001 

was not “natural” but “forced by the circumstances; that is a consequence of the American invasion 

of Afghanistan after the Twin Towers attacks on 9/11.” Hussein also argued that the US and Pakistan 

were never able to consolidate a partnership equating the government and the army, giving them 

same importance. Conversely, neglecting the government for too long and the excessive ambiguity 

attributed to Pakistan during the operations on the field led to the consolidation of a “collaboration 

being unwanted but necessary at the same time”.  

Among the elements more contributing to the image of a “problematic alliance”, the US stress 

the inability of Pakistani army to contain the Taliban expansion in Afghanistan and in Pakistan. 

Pakistan instead stresses how the US have always given the priority to their own interests rather 

than to the common ones of the alliance. This argument is supported by the strong American refusal 

to reach a political agreement with the Talibans: Islamabad, while being in favour of Al-Qaeda 

destruction, has never supported the hypothesis of excluding Taliban groups from every position of 

power. Instead, Pakistan has always tried to promote a political agreement which could satisfy all 

the involved actors. 

Islamabad has never hidden its feeling of “abandonment” when, in the years of the Bush 

administration, the US started giving more importance to Iraq at the expense of Afghanistan. 

Pakistan has never accepted the fact that the US could carry out some intelligence operations within 

its territory without involving Islamabad and, even more, without sharing the information gathered. 

These are some of the reasons pushing researchers like Hussein to doubt that a true 

partnership between Pakistan and the US has ever existed. While reasons of force majeure forced 

both countries to collaborate, this cooperation has never been transparent; instead it fostered 

suspicion and mistrust on both sides. 

Another element not to be underestimated is the conviction, deeply rooted and widespread 

among the highest echelons of Pakistani military, that the US are an “unresponsive power”. From a 

recent research work conducted with the collaboration of the Pakistani army, based on interviews 

and focusing on the Pakistani military’s perception of the US, it clearly emerged that Washington is 

not considered as a “positive force” or a “reliable” player in the region. At the same time, the need to 

keep strategic links with the US seems to be a widespread conviction, mostly deriving from the 

outstanding advantages in terms of military technology and modernization of armed forces. 

From the same research, it also emerged a sort of “terror of encirclement” that Pakistan 

associates with the American presence in the region. The army fears that Washington will always 

refuse to negotiate with the Taliban in Afghanistan both for “arrogance and delusions of grandeur”, 
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while for Islamabad it is essential to keep “non-violent” relations with the Taliban groups in order to 

have an interlocutor to deal with and to manage the transition and rebuilding of the country. Another 

significant fear among the highest echelons of Pakistani military is that, sooner or later, mutual 

suspicions could lead to a US intervention in Pakistan, probably taking advantage of a conflict to 

deprive the country from the nuclear power Islamabad is very proud of. 

In Washington, the debate on which strategy is the best to make the alliance with Pakistan 

more stable and productive has been open for years. The primary objective for Washington is making 

sure that Islamabad actively fights the Haqqani network and all those insurgent groups threatening 

American interests in Afghanistan. On the one hand, there are those who suggest to attack Pakistan, 

exposing it as a country sponsoring terrorism and imposing heavy economic sanctions on it. On the 

other hand, other analysts suggest a redefinition of the alliance with Pakistan able to give major 

prominence to Pakistani concerns and the strategic interests, hoping to make the country less 

suspicious and more collaborative. 

With his notorious boldness, Donald Trump tried to warn Pakistan. However, this audacious 

move will not necessarily produce any real or positive effects. After all, Trump is not the first to 

expose a real difficulty to cooperate with Pakistan in the field of terrorism. “We should make clear 

that the origin of the problem is Pakistan”, Barack Obama stated in 2009. “We can’t keep snakes in 

our backyards hoping that they will only bite the neighbours”, added the former Secretary of State 

Hilary Clinton in 2011. Her claim was further supported by a high-ranking military also persuaded 

that the Haqqani network had to be considered a real weapon in the hands of Pakistani intelligence. 

Yet, Pakistan continues receiving about 1 billion dollars a year as funds to support the coalition 

and other hundred million dollars as extra help. It is also for this reason that Pakistan does not 

consider Trump’s threat to impose sanctions to the country as a realistic one. Regardless of how 

strong Trump’s warning is, the central issue is to understand whether (and how) the US will ever be 

able to convince Pakistan to change its strategy to fight terrorism, which the country has not changed 

over the last 40 years. As Hussein stresses, the big American miscalculation was the one of 

imagining that Pakistan would ever change its strategic interests to align them with the American 

ones. 

Islamabad has always been able to keep some kind of control on the insurgent groups 

operating in the region until the 1990s, when they became too many and forced Islamabad to devote 

more attention to the ones that were representing a real threat to national stability. The Twin Towers 

attack on 9/11 imposed Islamabad for the first time the need to differentiate between “dangerous” 

and “reliable” militants. The first category includes all those groups representing a threat for Pakistan 

only (such as Tehrik-e-Taliban) or for both Pakistan and the US (such as Al-Qaeda).  

The second category includes the movements that do not represent a direct threat for 

Islamabad, even if they are dangerous for Washington and New Delhi. Among these movements 

there are the Afghani Talibans, the Haqqani network and the Lashkar-e-Tayyaba. Pakistan never 

took a clear position against them, basically to avoid a direct confrontation with a broader number of 

enemies. 

All things considered, the agreements between Pakistan and the US to fight the militants 

belonging to the first category have worked. The main problems concern the second category, where 

a compromise has never been reached, stressing how the mismatch of interests between Pakistan 

and the US has greatly affected the transparency and the success of the alliance. Nevertheless, 

besides all the difficulties and misunderstandings, it is not convenient for the US to isolate Pakistan. 

In order to avoid further deteriorations in their already complicated relationship, both countries should 

start creating realistic mutual expectations. Both countries should also start defining, through a more 

frequent dialogue, functional strategies to pursue those interests which are really shared. However, 
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the dialogue between Washington and Islamabad seems more and more impossible, also being 

flawed by the mutual scepticism characterizing both partners.  

Today, another element complicates the collaboration between the US and Pakistan: China. 

For decades, Beijing has protected and assisted Pakistan. The agreement reached in 1995 - 

during the Bandung Conference, when the Movement of Non-aligned Countries was launched – not 

only allowed Islamabad to receive regular financial, infrastructural, and military assistance but also 

those technological skills that helped the country to emerge as a nuclear power. Recently, China 

decided to invest in a new “Chino-Pakistani Economic Corridor” (CPEC), making tens of millions of 

dollars available to build new infrastructures and new power plants. 

As many analysts working on China and Pakistan argue, this initiative is not aimed to produce 

significant economic returns but it will serve as a powerful strategic move. After all, it is hard to 

imagine a Chinese significant commitment to assist Pakistan outside Chinese national interests.  

The only reason motivating China to commit to significant investments is the Chinese concern 

towards the incapacity of Islamabad to control the all insurgent groups operating within the country 

and the fact that this Pakistani incapacity allowed some of these groups to strengthen their positions.  

In particular, Chinese concerns mostly regard the Islamist groups linked to the pro-independence 

fringes in Xinjiang, the Islamic region located at the Pakistani Western border with China. For this 

reason, Beijing decided to support Pakistan, hoping that Islamabad will help China to stop dangerous 

infiltrations of militants. 

Considering that the renewed Chinese interest towards Pakistan is a merely self-serving one, 

a major reliance on the Chinese support could result in a major disappointment for Islamabad. If the 

US were to consider Chinese ambiguity as an element benefitting them, they could try to approach 

Beijing and start a three-party dialogue aimed to force Pakistan to adopt a harder line in the fight 

against terrorism. The newfound complicity between Beijing and Washington in the fight against 

terror would not leave Islamabad much room for manoeuvre to undertake alternative strategies.  

It would also make a common compromise easier to be reached. On the contrary, if each of the 

country continues pursuing its own national interests, they could only achieve mediocre results, and 

insurgent groups will once again benefit a lot from it.  

  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 


