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ABSTRACT 
 

The problem driving this research stems from the lack of a systematic and theoretically, 

informed framework to identify the dynamics of Pakistan is strengthening alignment 

with China. Pakistan developed close defence and strategic ties with China during the 

Cold War period as both states balanced against a common adversary i.e. India. 

 However, Pakistan has attempted to bolster and expand its’ links with China in the 

aftermath of U.S. military presence in Afghanistan due to a host of regional and global 

developments that widened the cracks and increased the mistrust that has existed 

between Pakistan and U.S. This study hypothesises that Pakistan has maintained a 

policy of alignment with China prior to 2005 however; from 2005 onwards, Pakistan 

has attempted to diversify its scope of relations with China as in response to external 

changes and circumstances in the geopolitical and geo-economic sphere. 

Therefore, the objective of this research is to analyse why Pakistan has attempted to 

strengthen its’ alignment towards China from 2005 onwards.  

The existing literature on the subject is outdated, rigorously descriptive and is void of 

conceptual connections. To address these gaps; this research adopts a theoretical 

framework of analysis that is informed by neoclassical realist theory of foreign policy 

analysis to help analyse Pakistan’s China policy. This framework offers a two-level 

analysis of Pakistan’s behaviour. The independent variable is the set of system-level 

drivers such as international power relations, external threat perceptions and 

international economic interdependencies. The intervening variable, which affects the 

way Pakistan’s decision-makers perceive the system-level developments, is the 

strategic culture at the unit level. 

This study suggests that the principle driver of Pakistan’s accelerated alignment policy 

towards China during this period is Pakistan’s perceptions of international 

systemic/structure drivers, which are; the external developments that have occurred in 

its region.  In addition, how Pakistan perceives those external developments is 

determined by its’ strategic culture; which an intervening role. The strategic culture, 

the author argues, is dominated by Pakistan’s distrust of India and, it narrowly confines 

the idea of Pakistan’s national interest to military security whilst neglecting the 

economic aspect of it. The thesis finds that Pakistan has actively tried to cultivate a 
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broader and robust relationship with China to limit its’ dependency on U.S. for 

strategic, economic and diplomatic support. 

Pakistan has become increasingly sceptic of the U.S. for its carrots-and-stick approach 

towards Pakistan. Whereas China has enabled Pakistan to continue in its’ revisionist 

agendas which to some extent are tolerable for China. It finds that growth in China’s 

economic and military power has provided Pakistan with an alternate patron from 

whom it can procure weapons, conventional and non-conventional and it can seek 

financial support. This study also finds that although there is evidence of a deeper 

relationship beyond the traditional security-centric one, however; it is developing into 

more of a client-patron relationship, given, that Pakistan is increasingly becoming a 

country highly indebted to China. 

 

Keywords: Pakistan, China, foreign policy analysis, alignment, neoclassical realism 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

Foreign policy refers to a set of goals and objectives that a state sets to safeguard its 

national interest by maintaining relations with other states of the world. Foreign policy 

is a strategy1  that a government of one state sets to deal or interact with other states. 

The foreign policy of Islamic Republic of Pakistan, is formulated by the state to protect 

the national interests of the country and to accomplish its aims within the milieu of 

international relations. M.A. Jinnah , the founder of this nation, outlined the proposed 

direction of the state’s foreign policy in 1947 in the following words: 

“Our Foreign Policy is one of friendliness and good-will towards all the nations of the 

world. We do not cherish aggressive designs against any country or nation. We believe 

in the policy of honesty and fair play in national and international dealings and are 

prepared to make our outmost contribution to the promotion of peace and prosperity 

among the nations of the world. Pakistan will never be found lacking in extending its 

material and moral support to the oppressed and suppressed of the United Nations 

Charter."2  

Nearly two hundred years ago, South Asia was on large mass of colonial territory of 

the British Empire, divided sociologically and in religious terms into fragments that 

kept as one coherent and compact administrative entity by the British rule. That unity 

can’t be considered the one stemmed out of common aspirations, cherished goodwill, 

shared sentiments, and spontaneous comprehension. It was rather a forced unity 

resulting from allegiance to the same foreign rulers, who realized it fact fully and used 

                                                 
1 Strategy can be defined as a plan to achieve one or multiple goals under conditions of uncertainty. In 

the security or political security domain, it refers to a comprehensive manner of pursuing political ends. 

This may include use of threat or actual use of force. A strategy generally involves setting goals, 

determining actions and the means to achieve the goals. Also, mobilizing resources to execute the plans 

are an important part of a strategy. See Freedman, Lawrence, Strategy: A History (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2015) 
2Ministry of Foreign Affairs“Islamabad, Pakistan 

http://www.mofa.gov.pk/content.php?pageID=Foreign%20Policy” 
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it to their benefit to the large extent. Their policy of divide and rule enabled them to 

stand in a good position until the start of WWII. 

After a long political struggle of Hindus, Muslims and Sikhs of the Sub-continent 

(Hindustan), the British were decolonizing the continent. As they prepared to leave, the 

Hindu majority political party led by Mahatma Gandhi , the Indian National Congress, 

was becoming increasingly unpopular with the Muslim population of Hindustan. Thus, 

a Muslim majority political party called All India Muslim League began its struggle 

for more provincial autonomy in 1935 which later turned into a struggle for a separate 

homeland for the Muslims of Hindustan by 1940.  

The British Colony was divided into East Pakistan (Bangladesh), West Pakistan ( 

Pakistan today) and India .East Pakistan was separated by 1000 km of Indian territory. 

Violent communal riots made this event one of the most devastating independence in 

history causing a million deaths, seventy thousand rapes and 15 million displaced3. A 

bloody legacy of independence remains etched in the minds of all three countries. 

A disproportionally small share of assets was inherited by Pakistan after the 

independence in 1947. Pakistan received 17.5% whereas the share of India was 82.5% 

of all monetary assets. Jinnah, the new governor general of Pakistan called it  unjust.  

Hence, Pakistan was not given its due share of the resources and as it emerged as a new 

state, the question of security remained critically important because its very existence 

stood challenged. India believed it would not sustain and reverse the partition. Its 

economic viability was questioned as the state had been created against their wishes. 

India triggered the first serious attack on the territorial integrity of Pakistan in October, 

1947 that led to major security concerns in Pakistan and triggering a territorial issue 

that remains unresolved even after decades of partition, being major bone of contention 

and a reason for three wars between Pakistan and India4 .   

Pakistan faced a myriad of problems that the young state was unprepared for. Despite 

the challenges it survived. Some of those challenges were: 

1. Division of assets with India 

2. Rehabilitation of millions of  refugees  coming from India 

                                                 
3 The New Yorker, “the Great Divide”, 29 June 2015, 

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/06/29/the-great-divide-books-dalrymple 
4 Shaukat Ali, Pakistan:“A Religio-Political Study (Islamabad:”NIHCR, 1997), 5-6.  
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3. Massacre and communal riots on both sides of the new border 

4. Issue of princely states (Hyderabad, Kashir, Junagarh) 

5. Language and communication barrier with East Pakistan 

And the biggest challenge that hit the young state was when its founding father died 

just a year after the independence. Pakistan’s internal and external challenges have 

made it into what it is today. It is complex, it is diverse but despite all its challenges 

Pakistan is a resilient state.  

Pakistan’s leadership crises in the early years led it into a western alliance and 

Pakistan’s foreign policy choices were driven from internal weaknesses that its weak 

leadership failed to address on its own. However, the early drivers of Pakistan’s foreign 

policy were different from what they are in this age. 

This thesis seeks to explain Pakistan’s China policy arguing that Pakistan’s perceptions 

of external factors have driven Pakistan closer to China over the years, and the position 

of the country in China’s South Asia policy has also become strategically more 

important. This has resulted in a deeper engagement between the two. However, a 

systematic/theoretical approach to comprehend how the external factors shape 

Pakistan’s policy towards China and how does Pakistan manage to receive international 

pressures in response to its collaboration with China. Many researches have been 

carried out so far on Pakistan-China relations as their relationship has remained close 

and co-operative. It has been understated by some and overstated by others, but there 

is no getting away from this fact that it has outlived many formal alliances. Conflicting 

approaches towards understanding the relations have been in the discourses, ranging 

from geostrategic to hard-core security raison d'état and recently to geo-economic 

compulsions of both countries. Scholars and experts have focused their attention 

exclusively on the mutual adversary foundations (India) for many decades. Very few 

have taken up a more balanced approach in relation to the state of affairs. Still, 

analytically as well as theoretically, competent approaches are still to be explored. The 

empirical aspects of the bilateral relationship have received attention, but no efforts 

have been made so far to place Pakistan’s foreign policy behaviour in the framework 

of international relation scholarship and theories. In this research an emphasis has been 
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placed on Pakistan’s policy towards China within a theoretical framework derived from 

Neoclassical Realism. 

The study contends that Pakistan got involved with China regarding a policy of 

alignment, which led to its simultaneous engagement in several great powers instead 

of just one. In terms of this context, the problematique that governs this thesis can be 

considered twofold, on the basis of empirical as well as the theoretical gaps that have 

been mentioned in the review of literature. Hence, the study aims to address why 

Pakistan has strengthened5 its alignment policy towards China from 2005 onwards. 

The study aims to apply the theory of neoclassical realism to answers these questions. 

By doing so, the aim of the researcher is to study the variables that shape the policy of 

Pakistan towards China through a multi-levelled and a theoretical approach, and 

contextualize Pakistan in terms of theoretical strands represented by neoclassical 

realism.  

It has been mutually contended by the Pundits and enthusiasts that Pakistan and China 

may have been fostering close ties in diplomatic and defence spheres, but economic, 

trade and social exchanges remained insignificant.   In a study designed to explore 

various aspects of the bilateral ties, a, separate chapters have been dedicated to explore 

the nature of these ties in-depth, this is an inch deep and a mile-wide study.  

As the goal of this thesis is to primarily examine why Pakistan has aimed to strengthen 

its policy of alignment towards China during the period of 2005 onwards, a thorough 

review of literature on the  Pakistan-China relations revealed that very little has been 

written so far on this subject.  

Much of the work on Pakistan-China relations has been done in a descriptive fashion. 

With the intention of addressing this problem, this thesis fills up the theoretical vacuum 

by applying the theoretical framework of International relations ‘neoclassical realism’. 

The theory is a fusion of classical realist and neorealist ideas and the rationale for 

choosing this theory particularly for this research has been elaborated in the theoretical 

framework along with operationalization of concepts and variables. 

                                                 
5 By stating that Pakistan has aimed to strengthen its alignment with China, the author means that 

Pakistan has actively tried to enhance its relationship with China and reinvigorate its relationship 
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 A significant aspect of the topic under investigation is to study Pakistan’s alignment 

practices. Pakistan’s record in terms of its choice of allies reveals its capricious 

relationship with the U.S., which interestingly  plays a significant role in its  policy 

towards China6. Both have been security partners in one way or another since1954.  

Amid these times, three periods of deep engagement can be identified: 1) period of 

early Cold War from 1954 till the war of 1965 between India and Pakistan, 2) the period 

of Soviet invasion of Afghanistan along with its repercussions seen between 1979 to 

1990, and 3) the period since the attacks on US on 11 September in the year 2001 7. As 

per popular belief, in all these three periods, Pakistan focused its energies towards 

maintaining balance against India, whereas U.S. objectives in the initial two periods 

were directed at forming an alliance against the Soviets and responding to the Soviet 

attack on Afghanistan. In the third phase, elimination of terrorism from the region has 

been the top most agenda. Fulsome backing from China at times has been claimed by 

many from the Pakistani side whenever U.S. refused to extend its help or support. 

Interestingly, a fair amount of mirrored claims equally surfaced from the India side to 

reinforce their own arguments for China’s nefariousness.  Contradicting narratives in 

this regard have been identified by extensively reviewing the literature produced on 

Pakistan-China relationship that implicitly lead to dire need for a conceptually-

informed analysis of Pakistan’s relationship with China; the one which also addresses 

Pakistan’s own internal complexities, its foreign practices and developments in its 

volatile neighbourhood. 

  The alignment preferences and policies of developing countries such as Pakistan are 

crucially important to study for a number of reasons; the geo-strategic location of 

Pakistan on the border of the ‘graveyard of empires’ makes it a highly crucial regional 

actor with global resonance with respect to security. 

So it really has a significant impact on the overall dissemination of power among the 

global key players in international politics.  

                                                 
6 See, for example, the statement given by Rand Paul at a U.S.“Senate Foreign Relations Committee 

hearing on the supply of F-16 aircraft to Pakistan, March 2016, Joe Gould, “Pakistan F-16 Sale Survives 

U.S.. Senate Dogfight,” https://www.defensenews.com/air/2016/03/10/pakistan-f-16-sale-survives-us-

senate-dogfight/” 
7 Teresita C. Schaffer, “Pakistan and the united states: a more turbulent ride?”, Asia Policy 23, no.2 

(2017), 60 
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Moreover, when such states become breeding grounds and hubs of militancy, their 

significance with reference to regional and global security is amplified; such is the case 

of Pakistan. 

On a global security level, Pakistan for the most part has remained a relevant player in 

international affairs for multiple geostrategic reasons. Its status as the only Muslim 

country with nuclear capability makes it relevant and powerful in regional and global 

affairs. From China’s perspective, 21st century economic and strategic interests in 

Pakistan are seen primarily through the One Belt One Road Initiative i.e. the Silk Road 

Economic Belt as well as the  Century Maritime Silk Road. This seems to be the key 

driver for China’s economic drive towards its western region. Secondly, Pakistan’s 

security situation and the threats that emanate from various provinces of the country 

are serious concerns for China whose leadership insists on the importance of 

sustainable regional peace.  

China’s diplomatic and geographical proximity to Pakistan has provided multiple 

opportunities of co-operation and exchanges. China has maintained a cordial military, 

and political, with Pakistan for many decades. Their ties are habitually described in 

rosy terms such as “all-weather friendship” which is “higher than the mountains and 

deeper than the oceans.” Frequent official exchanges at all levels are maintained by the 

governments of these two countries, military exercises are conducted, and regular 

dialogues on politics and security, are hold between the two countries.  

Nuclear assistance, defence cooperation and diplomatic support on core interests have 

been celebrated for decades and Beijing seeks to synchronize its economic growth with 

an active role in international affairs. This is something it has previously shown 

reluctance for. Pakistan increasingly holds an important position in the foreign policy 

of China since Beijing’s search for trustworthy partners to facilitate its’ ‘global power 

projection capabilities’ has little room for competitors like India. However, Pakistan’s 

economic and security challenges coupled with political instability make it both part of 

the problem and part of the solution for Beijing. The shared economic and political 

interests of these two governments is the reason for behind the mutual provision that 

both these governments provide to each other in multilateral establishments in the 

regional relations as well as in the United Nations. China looks to Pakistan to support 
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Beijing’s stance on–One China policy, that Xinjiang and Tibet are the parts of China. 

Pakistan often gives assurance of its support to the Chinese positions on these issues. 

Pakistan has served as intermediary for China with regard to maintaining good relations 

with the rest of the Islamic world.  

 

Scope and Time span of the Research 

The aim of the study is to assess Pakistan’s China policy and to challenge the notion 

that Pakistan’s actions are driven solely by external factors. It highlights the role of 

Pakistan’s strategic culture and the fault lines between its domestic institutions for a 

deeper comprehension of its behaviour. The study covers time span from 2005 

onwards. 

The year 2005 signifies a special year in the bilateral relationship and a shift in 

Pakistan’s outlook due to regional developments. In 2005 in the month of April, Wen 

Jiabao, who is aa Chinese Premier, came to Pakistan and both the parties developed 

and signed the Treaty of “Friendship, Cooperation and Good Neighbourly Relations”. 

The treaty was unique in a sense that it was the first time when China categorically 

assured Pakistan that it will safeguard Pakistan’s “sovereignty, independence and 

territorial integrity”8. This treaty also declared that both parties would institute a closer 

partnership that is based on cooperation and bilateral strategies. Furthermore, the 

connection of India with Saudi Arabia had reached a new high when King Abdullah 

had a visit to the country in 2006. This was the first time  when Saudi Arabia, a staunch 

supporter of Pakistan, had developed a bilateral link with India. China and India too 

celebrated 2006 as a ‘Friendship Year’, which also raised alarm bells in Islamabad. 

In the same year, 2006, General Musharraf had also visited China. During this stay, 

both the countries had agreed upon and had officially inked various framework of 

agreements for the purpose of expanding and deepening the bilateral trade and 

economic collaboration. 

By the end of the same year, the President of China, Hu Jintao, also officially visited 

                                                 
8  Dawn News, “Pakistan, China sign treaty of friendship: Beijing’s assurance to defend territorial 

integrity, sovereignty,” “Dawn News, 6 April 2005, https://www.dawn.com/news/1067686” 
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Pakistan. This was the first time when a Chinese President had visited Pakistan in the 

last ten years. All through this visit, the two counties had developed a draft of an 

agreement for collaborative settlements. Hence, the years 2005/6 signifies a period 

when Pakistani decision-making elite had to balance and navigate itself through 

internal and external pressures in increasingly restrictive geopolitical constraints given 

the complexity of the Afghanistan problem. 

While being a U.S. ally President Bush was viewed as a pro-India president in Pakistan. 

Numerous security, economic and global initiatives were launched between the two 

countries, and the frequency of travel of high ranking officials between the two was a 

source of uneasiness in Islamabad. The most significant aspect of this new cooperation 

was the initiation of the U.S India civil nuclear deal. It was significant because Pakistan 

did not receive one. 

In 2006, Pakistan and the U.S agreed to authorize U.S. Joint Special Operations 

Command (JSOC) to make an entry into Pakistan for hunting down Osama bin Laden. 

This was however done under the understandable notion that Pakistan would never 

agree to allow the U.S. forces to come and launch a operation. In official terms, the U.S 

was not allowed to carry out any armed operations in the country. Musharraf wanted 

to maintain a strategic position in Afghanistan while pleasing the Americans and it was 

these set of circumstances in the region that primarily drove Pakistan into Beijing’s 

orbit and it is important to study why did Pakistan chose to strengthen its alignment 

towards China. 

Pakistan is considered as a developing country and political scientists treat such states 

as ‘pawns of great power rivalry’. Given that such states are economically or militarily 

dependent on a greater power, they feel pressured to either balance (against) or to 

bandwagon (with) greater powers. Pakistan too has operated in this trend. Traditionally 

considered a U.S. ally, Pakistan has sought other options for itself after experiencing 

illegitimate limitations  imposed by U.S. and its conditioned support to Pakistan. This 

study examines the dynamics of Pakistan’s foreign policy towards a lesser explored 

partnership i.e. China. The thesis contends that for a developing country like Pakistan, 

that has a volatile external and internal environment, its’ policy of alliance and 

alignment is targeted to maximize its gains and minimize losses that it can sustain. It 
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then identifies Pakistan’s strategy towards China and pitches its finding not solely on 

theoretical, but also empirical evidence. For policy makers, students and political 

scientists, this systematic study of Pakistan foreign policy with particular focus on  

Pakistan-China relationship would   add value to the  topic under  investigation and to 

the discipline in general. 

 The research covers Pakistan’s foreign policy towards China from 2005 onwards. It is 

important to note that this thesis is not a descriptive or a lengthy bilateral account of 

the relationship between the two but is an analysis of what drivers Pakistan closer to 

China. 

 

Research Methodology  

Hypothesis 

The alternative hypothesis of the study is as follows:  Pakistan has employed a strategy 

of alignment towards China since mid-1960’s. This alignment has strengthened from 

2005 onwards which can be described using neoclassical realism as a framework of 

analysis. 

Research Objectives and Design 

In social sciences there are limits to theory testing as human behaviour is involved. The 

presence of human subjectivity and interpretation may complicate the fact-value of the 

social phenomenon. In qualitative research, an objective world exists out there and only 

through careful experimentation knowledge about it can be obtained. By making 

contingent causal interferences of an observable phenomenon researchers can 

investigate qualitative case studies. 

The study hypotheses that Pakistan has maintained a policy of alignment with China 

prior to 2005 however, from 2005 onwards its foreign policy towards China can be 

explained as a strengthening alignment. The research question posed in this study 

revolves around a political phenomenon that is inadequately explained by scholars; 

however, the phenomenon itself is not an anomaly.  The author argues that Pakistan’s 

foreign policy direction has not changed over the years but the scope and scale of its 

engagement have changed in favour of a more robust relationship. The author argues 

that the reasons for this drive and ambitions have primarily to do with Pakistan’s 
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perceptions of its external environment which are heavily shaped and influenced by its 

strategic culture on a domestic level. 

The research question to be assessed in this thesis is:  

1) Why has Pakistan’s alignment towards China strengthened from 2005 

onwards?  

Other than the research question, there are a few sub-questions that are additionally to 

be answered in this thesis. These include:  

1) Why is neoclassical realism the most suitable approach to explain Pakistan’s 

behaviour? 

2) What are the major features of this alignment? 

3) What are the limits of this alignment?  

The most applicable strategy for the investigation of the causal chains in distinct case 

studies is the method of process-tracing, which is to be employed in this research. 

Andrew Bennet and Alexander George write “ the general method of process-tracing 

is to generate and analyse  data on the causal mechanisms, or processes, events, actions, 

expectations, and other intervening variables that link putative causes to observed 

effects”9. In essence suggesting that a thorough examination of a case must help in 

determining if the causal variables that have been hypothesized are present not, and if 

the threshold identified with the theory being assessed is temporarily interrelated and 

sequenced in an appropriate manner with the intervening variable that has been 

hypothesized for the study. The theory applied in this study to understand Pakistan’s 

alignment policy is neoclassical realism. This theory requires the researcher to answer 

questions about the reasons as to why particular policies were selected as opposed to 

others. To do that the researcher must get inside the black box of the nation for 

answering these questions with reasonable certainty. Neoclassical realism follows a 

process-tracing method which is to be detailed in chapter 2. 

Alexander George10 and Andrew Bennet have explained for theory development and 

case studies “a set of five questions to be answered to determine the research aims”. 

The questions that were used in this study were therefore developed under the light of 

                                                 
9“Alexader L. George and Andrew Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social 

Sciences, (Cambridge and London: MIT Press, 2005), 205,232” 
10 Ibid., 77 
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their suggestions and were then corresponded to the objectives of this thesis. The 

questions are given below; 

1) “Kind of phenomenon or behaviour to be examined: Phenomenon under 

examination is Pakistan’s foreign policy towards China, through the analysis of 

systemic and domestic drivers.”  

2) “Type of explanation to be made about the phenomenon in question: Although the 

phenomenon (Pakistan’s foreign policy) is not treated as an empirical universal, the 

aim of the thesis is to observe and investigate why and how Pakistan has sought to 

strengthen its alignment towards China in the period under study-which is an 

observable variation.” 

3) “Theoretical framework to be employed: NcR Is to be used as the theoretical 

framework.” 

4) “Specific aspects of the theory to be singled out for testing, refinement, or 

elaboration: Pakistan’s strategic culture has been singled out for measuring its 

influence.” 

5) “Relationship between the research objective and the employed theoretical 

framework: Given that Pakistan is a developing country and a dependent economy, 

external pressures and stimuli has been the dominant determinant of foreign policy, 

since this research questions why Pakistan has strengthened its alignment policy 

towards China the realist theoretical framework provided by neoclassical realism 

provides the most accurate system and tools of assumptions to study foreign policy 

behaviour of Pakistan.”  

The contributions of this research are two-fold, similar to the research problem it seeks 

to solve, i.e. empirical and theoretical shortcomings of previous studies. As indicated 

in the introduction earlier, the empirical ones are to identify the systemic and domestic 

drivers of Pakistan’s foreign policy and their causal relationships. Secondly, as for the 

theoretical contribution of the study, the study employs neoclassical realism framework 

to observe how the external power changes and international system was perceived by 

Pakistan which has resulted in an enduring policy. 

Although this research is not meant to be primarily theoretical one. The use of NcR in 

the research is as a tool of analysis which is an unprecedented advancement in the study 



 

 

12 

 

of Pakistan’s foreign policy so far. Considering the dynamic quality of the concepts 

being assessed, the implications and recommendation presented in this research might 

solely be developed on the basis of probability11. 

The author acknowledges that NcR has yet to develop as a theory itself and has its own 

shortcomings. Hence, observing the internal dynamics of a developing country like 

Pakistan, the author has developed an extensive theoretical framework attempting to 

operationalize the theory to establish the context of application of the theory, which 

would become the theoretical backbone of the thesis for a more accurate tool of 

analysis. This study helps one to comprehend how Pakistan translates systemic power 

into foreign policy. 

An added strength of the research is that while discussing a primary independent 

variable the study also takes into account intervening variable to study their influence 

on the dependent variable. This approach allows the reader to identify the primary 

drivers of Pakistan’s foreign policy from secondary ones. In addition, an important 

component that distinguishes this thesis from others is the ability of this study to 

contextualize Pakistan-China relationship on a bilateral, regional and a global 

perspective. It will present a comprehensive, analytical and systematic account of 

Pakistan’s China policy. 

Furthermore, while analysing Pakistan China relations -with primary focus on 

Pakistan’s foreign policy towards China- this study also looks into China’s responses 

and initiatives towards Pakistan. Furthermore, it would puncture grandiose 

misconceptions about the relationship often taken for granted by various sources. 

Lastly, it needs to be highlighted that similar to other studies, this thesis too has a few 

limitations that could be methodological or even theoretical in nature.  

The limitations in the methodology are mainly because of the language barrier with the 

people of China and because of a restricted access to the elites for conducting 

interviews. Even though barrier in the language might have restricted the ability of the 

research to go through the Chinese literature as well as other important paperwork, the 

                                                 
11 “Robert O. Keohane, Neorealism and its Critics (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986), 187-

88.” 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researcher was able to access some Chinese sources and academic work in English 

language along with some important official statements. Secondly, due to the secrecy 

surrounding Pakistan-China relations in Islamabad and volatile political situation in 

Pakistan during the time this research was conducted, interviewees’ opinions may 

potentially have been influenced by several factors. This is something the author has 

no control over. Thirdly, very little access to primary data in Pakistan such as ‘minutes 

of meeting’ of high officials and other data is also something that frustrates researches 

studying Pakistan’s foreign policy. 

As far as the limitations in the theoretical framework are concerned, the research 

adopted NcR as a tool for analysis. Nonetheless, the NcR makes no claim of covering 

all the aspects of the foreign policy of Pakistan “in the sense that personalities of 

various individuals, political psychology of Pakistani civilian and military leadership 

as well as various interest groups that the theoretical framework does not account for”. 

To minimalize the impact of the mentioned limitations to some extent in this research, 

the author presents an elaborate theoretical framework which clarifies the 

operationalization of the theory. 

Furthermore, this research` aims to identify the causal relations between drivers, it must 

be noted that the drivers might not continually be so pronounced so as to contend for a 

definite causation, largely owing to the empirical limitations. However, in such a case 

the observation would still provide significant insight about the variables under 

discussion and its link with an external or domestic variable. 

In the end it is suggested that qualitative data analysis would be applied and the above-

mentioned limitations of the research are unlikely to produce significantly different 

results, and that these limitations may inspire future research in other dimensions of 

Pakistan’s foreign policy analysis. 

 

Structure of the study 

This thesis aims to analyse the determining factors and evolution of Pakistan’s China 

policy between 2005 onwards. It is divided into 11 chapters. 

The first chapter, Introduction, presents the scope and span of the research and provides 

the literature review, research questions/methodology and the limitations of the study. 
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Chapter 2 presents an elaborate theoretical framework and justifies the selection of the 

neoclassical realist approach in this study. It also reviews other dominant schools and 

theories of foreign policy analysis and states why they are not suitable to serve as a 

theoretical guide to this research. This chapter discusses key concepts, and variables of 

neoclassical realism and also talks in depth about the operationalization of this 

variables on Pakistan’s case study. This introduction also explains the notion of 

alignment and defines what constitutes a strategic alignment. 

This chapter identifies Pakistan’s external environment (international system) as the 

independent variable. It identifies the international system within the context of 

Pakistan’s regional context and considerations. Furthermore, this chapter identifies 

certain features of the international system and structure which the neoclassical realism 

terms as ‘structural modifiers’. These include ‘polarity’ and relative power of states, 

the nature of the states’ ‘strategic environment as a restrictive or permissive one, the 

level of clarity of options and threats and also the geographic location of the country. 

What differentiates neoclassical realism from structural and classical realism is the 

explanatory depth that the intervening variables provide it. This chapter justifies the 

use of strategic culture of the state to be singled out for study which acts as a filter 

between the independent variables (external environment / international system) and 

the dependent variable (Pakistan’s China policy).  

 

Chapter 3 focuses on the domestic policies and politics of Pakistan and establishes how 

the military institutions have developed their control and influence over other 

institutions and how this dominance has led to the current power dynamics in foreign 

policy decision-making in Pakistan. 

 

Subsequently, Chapter 4 carefully analyses the trends in Pakistan’s foreign policy 

through history to provide an overview of key features of its behaviour. It elaborates 

Pakistan’s relationships with great powers and its alliances that have shaped those 

relationships. This chapter helps understand Pakistan’s insecurities and assessments 

vis-à-vis its external environment (IV) and also discusses how Pakistan’s strategic 
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culture (IVV) has been shaped by historical experiences, and its internal dynamics 

collectively. 

 

Chapter 5 investigates the roots and key drivers of Pakistan’s China policy from 1949-

2005. This chapter reviews Pakistan’s China policy throughout the decades whilst 

paying special attention to Pakistan’s perceptions of its external environment. By doing 

so this chapter shows the relation between the independent and the intervening variable 

and how they have affected Pakistan’s China policy. Hence, it lays the lays the 

foundations for the forthcoming empirical chapters that discuss the independent 

variable in greater detail. This chapter discusses Pakistan’s policy of alignment towards 

China during different time periods i.e. during the period of the Cold War as well as in 

the era of the Post Cold war into 21st century. It traces how each setting was perceived 

by Pakistan’s foreign policy elite and how the strategic culture of the dominating 

institution in the country led to the uniformity and endurance in Pakistan’s perceptions 

and policy towards China.  

 

Chapter 6 serves the purpose of providing a brief overview of the key international and 

regional developments which caused Pakistan to strengthen its alignment towards 

China.  The evidence of the ‘strengthening’ is not provided in this chapter but in the 

empirical chapters that follow. 

This chapter outlines how the intense regional environment was perceived by the 

Pakistani leadership and how the external stimulus was filtered through the strategic 

culture and translated into policy. This findings of the chapter demonstrate hoe neither 

the IV (International pressures), nor the IVV (strategic culture) alone can explain 

Pakistan’s policy towards China but a combination of both accounts for Pakistan’s 

drive for a strengthened alignment with China. 

 

Chapter 7 outlines Pakistan’s external economic environment and places Pakistan’s 

economy in comparison to regional economies. The chapter then examines how each 

government during 2005 onwards perceived its economic environment and how its 
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economic and trade policy towards China was affected by strategic culture and also the 

civil-military divide. 

This chapter follows structure that is informed by the neoclassical realist framework of 

analysis to explain Pakistan’s China policy in this time frame, and to see how 

effectively the theory can account for Pakistan’s behaviour. 

 

In the same structure as the previous one, Chapter 8 analyses Pakistan’s external 

security, strategic environment and its external threat perceptions. It discusses how the 

external pressures and opportunities were perceived by the state under different 

governments and how the strategic culture influenced those perceptions which then 

shaped its China policy with defence cooperation and strategic cooperation.  

 

Chapter 9 explores Pakistan’s social and cultural relationship with China and explores 

whether significant measures were taken on Pakistan’s end to strengthen its social and 

cultural ties with China. This chapter argues that an increased social contact between 

the people is a feature of Pakistan’s strengthening alignment behaviour.  

Chapter 10 discusses Pakistan’s responses to the OBOR and details why Pakistan has 

welcomed the CPEC. It also outlines the domestic energy needs of the state and also 

provides updates on the CPEC since the initiation of the project in 2015. 

Chapter 11 discusses domestic debates on Pakistan’s China policy in Pakistan. These 

debates are a feature of Pakistan’s strengthening alignment policy. This chapter revisits 

the key features of Pakistan’s strategic culture (IVV), discussed in Chapter 2 and, links 

that with the finding of Chapter 7, 8, 9 and 10. The aim of this chapter is to examine 

how the domestic debates (on Pakistan’s China Policy) have also been shaped by the 

strategic culture. 

The conclusion chapter 12 presents a comprehensive summary of the findings of all the 

chapters as it revisits the overarching and sub-questions posed in the introduction. It 

also highlights the limitations of this thesis and proposes suggestions for future 

research on the subject. 

 

Sources of data   
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Primary 

 

Primary data sources include declassified official documents, semi-structured 

interviews which provide insight for findings or even strengthen/weaken arguments or 

some other aspects of the research, official statements, official government statistics, 

leader speeches, think tank reports and press releases related to the research. Sources 

in English and Urdu will be cited.  

The author has conducted over 20 interviews, most of which were done in person by 

the author during trips to Pakistan. The interviews were conducted in Urdu mostly and 

were mainly conducted during the entire timespan of the research i.e. 2015-2018.  

The main purpose of these interviews were to ask people of different backgrounds and 

fields similar questions about Pakistan’s China policy and whether they believe 

Pakistan has been actively trying to strengthen its alignment towards China between 

2005 onwards. Since I myself speak multiple local languages (Urdu, Punjabi, Pashtu 

and Saraiki) I was able to converse and connect with people ranging from various areas 

of the country and from various backgrounds. Previously foreign researches studying 

Pakistan-U.S. relations have gathered information and gained access to sensitive 

information from the Pakistani Army, which has then been published. After such 

experiences gaining access into the GHQ has become very tough for a researcher. 

However, using my personal and family connections I was able to reach not only 

renowned media TV anchors (opinion-makers) but also government officials and 

opposition party leaders. My list of interviewees includes people from every generation 

and relevant institution  

 

Secondary 

 

For secondary data, the author   relies on respected scholarly work consisting of books, 

panel discussions conducted by research and institutes and think tanks, journal articles 

and reports. The author recognises the limitation from being unable to access Chinese 

academic texts, however, believes that the English sources available will suffice. The 
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lack of Chinese language sources will not affect the final findings of the study as the 

principle focus of the study is Pakistan’s foreign policy and not a bilateral relationship. 

Both primary and secondary sources, for example; articles, books, research papers and 

journals have been utilized to ensure the accuracy of this research work and to get the 

answers of research questions. This research will aid the reader to develop a complete 

understanding of the foreign policy of Pakistan with particular focus on its relation with 

China 

 

Literature Review 

The existing literature available on Pakistan’s relations with China is reviewed in this 

section. The review conducted goes back to the formation of state of Pakistan but 

examines the literature of the past decade in depth. The intent of the review is to provide 

an overview of the dominant discourses; to highlight gaps in the research; and to justify 

the significance of the proposed problem.  

 

Existing literature on Pakistan’s relations with China 

For Pakistan observers its relations with China have always been highly consequential, 

yet, remain understudied. Almost neglected by Asian security academics, these 

asymmetric “ Iron brothers” have caught world media attention after 2013 due to 

President Xi’s One Belt One Road as well as the New Maritime Silk Road initiative.  

The subsequent review has been divided thematically to present a categorical, coherent 

and unambiguous review that makes research gaps easily noticeable. The following 

review adumbrates the political, strategic, trade, security, economic, defence and social 

relations between the two neighbours. 

To begin with, the literature found on Pakistan’s diplomatic relations between Pakistan 

and China is found within studies which predominantly discuss “Strategic Relations” 

between the two states12. The literature pins the regional geopolitical environment as 

the stimulus behind the early recognition of the Peoples Republic of China by Pakistan. 

                                                 
12 Karamatullah K. Ghori, “Sixty Years of Pakistan’s Foreign Policy”, “Pakistan Horizon, Pakistan 

Institute of International Affairs 60, no.2,  (2007) : 9-24  ; Jafar Riaz Kataria,”“Pakistan-China Social 

and Economic Relations”, “A Research Journal of South Asian Studies” 29, no .2 (2014) :395-410 
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Essentially acknowledging that Pakistan’s early recognition of China as opposed to that 

of Taiwan (Republic of China) had set the foundation of a strong bond ahead. Scholars 

also agree that China’s endorsement of Kashmir issue further facilitated cooperation. 

Furthermore, overlapping studies tediously stress the “India Factor” coupled with 

China’s patronage of Pakistan in Kashmir issue and verbal backing for Pakistan during 

the wars and clashes between Pakistan and India13. 

The literature overly stresses on the role of the regional environment in bringing the 

two neighbours closer, but does so principally with respect to India alone, whilst 

ignoring China’s growing discomfort and break with Soviet Union and/also the 

growing United States’ presence in Afghanistan. Furthermore, it overlooks the internal 

political turmoil and external pressures on Pakistan which further pushed Islamabad 

closer to Beijing. 

A closer look at Pakistan’s domestic sources of its foreign policy can provide a deeper 

understanding of this relationship. A general consensus in the scholarship is that 

Pakistan’s “balancing act” in the region aims to  tip things away from India’s r favours 

this act compels it to resort to external patrons which includes U.S. and China14. 

However, this only “India-centric” explanation cannot explain the durability factor in 

Pakistan’s policy towards China especially during the China-India Rapprochement 

which began in the 1980’s15. 

Interestingly, a number of writings on the subject had surfaced before China’s 

revolutionary economic transformation in late 1970’s. Those publications include “The 

Pakistan-China Axis (1968) by Brij Lal Sharma, Syed Anwar Hussain’s China and 

Pakistan: A Diplomacy of Entente Cordiale (1974), Rasul Bux Rais’ China and 

Pakistan: A Political Analysis of Mutual Relations (1977) and Samina 

Yasmin’s Pakistan’s Relations with China (1980)”16. Thus an updated account and 

analysis seems long overdue. 

                                                 
13“Golam W Choudhary, China in World Affairs: The Foreign Policy of China since 1970,”(U.S.A: 

West view Press,1982)” 
14 Samina Yasmeen, “Pakistan’s Cautious Foreign Policy”, Survival (1998)  : 115-133 
15 J.Mohan Malik, “China-India Relations in the Post-Soviet Era: The Continuing Rivalry”, “The China 

Quarterly, Volume 142, June 1995 , pp. 317-355” 
16“Brij Lal Sharma, The Pakistan-China Axis, (Asia Publishing House, 1968) ; Syed Anwar Hussain, 

China and Pakistan: A Diplomacy of Entente Cordiale (1974), (Oxford University Press, 1974)”; Rasul 

Bux Rais, China and “Pakistan: A Political Analysis of Mutual Relations,” (Progressive Publishers, 
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A lion’s share of research on this relationship places a greater emphasize on the mutual 

security cooperation between the two coutries during the Cold War era. Scholars have 

exemplified these defense ties and have highlighted particularly the “nuclear 

cooperation” 17.  Another rapidly growing body of literature focuses on the CPEC that 

will be elaborated on in this review later. 

Pakistan’s zealously “protected” the national security of the country. However, it needs 

to be mentioned that Pakistan’s economic, security and political dependence on 

externals has also been well-documented especially with reference to its relationship 

with the United States18. Though, it was found that despite having an unswerving 

diplomatic and defense relationship with China, this relationship has failed to develop-

a similar interest by academics and researchers alike.  

The reasons for scarcity of research on Pakistan’s policy towards China, in a 

scientific/theory based approach may be: high level of secrecy and unavailability of 

primary data, from Pakistan and from communist China alike, and Pakistan’s much 

more capricious, love-hate bond with the U.SA. that eclipses its bond with China. Thus, 

various books which predominantly discuss the complex Pakistan-U.S. relations have 

been consulted to fish out data about the topic of this study. An outspoken former 

Pakistani diplomat, Hussain Haqqani, writes that the U.SA., particularly under the 

administration of Obama, has encouraged China to engage economically with Pakistan 

through the OBOR and New Silk Road Initiative in the hopes to dissuade Islamabad 

                                                 
1977)”; Samina Yasmin,  “Pakistan’s Relations with China”, Institute of Strategic Studies Islamabad 

(1980) 
17  Mohan Guruswamy, “The China Factor: The Future of Pakistan”, Foreign Policy at Brookings 

,Brookings Institution Press, (2011) 
18 Christine, C Fair, Chivvis Christopher S., Crane Keith, Spirtas Michael. and Puri Samir, "U.S.. Policy 

Options for Pakistan. Pakistan: Can the United States Secure an Insecure State?” RAND Corporation 

(2010) ; Husain Haqqani, “Magnificent Delusions: Pakistan, the United States, and an Epic History of 

Misunderstanding,” ( Pubic Affairs books, 2013); Daniel Markey, “No Exit From Pakistan: America's 

Tortured Relationship with Islamabad,” (Cambridge University Press, 2013) ; K. Alan Kronstadt, 

“Pakistan-U.S. Relations”, CRS Report, (2015)’ Charles B. Kelly, Pakistan-U.S. Relations, (Nova 

Science Publisher, 2009) ; Shuja Nawaz, “The Pakistan Dilemma”, Foreign Affairs, Council on foreign 

Affairs, 2nd May, (2011) ; Aqil Shah, “Time to get serious with Pakistan”, Foreign Affairs, Council on 

foreign relations, postscript, 6th May, ( 2011) , Sumit Ganguly and C. Christine Fair, “An Unworthy 

Ally”, Foreign Affairs, Council on foreign relations, Essay, Sep/Oct, (2015), Stephen D. Krasner, 

“Talking Tough to Pakistan”, Foreign Affairs, Council on foreign Relations, Essay, Jan/Feb (2012), 

Anatol Lieven, “The Pressures on Pakistan”, Foreign Affairs, Council on foreign Relations, Essay, 

Jan/Feb  (2002) 
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from its sub-conventional means aimed towards balancing against India.19 There is no 

getting away from the hard fact that in developing countries such as Pakistan, with 

weak political systems and a mighty military complex, specifics of sensitive state 

matters have always remained shrouded in secrecy which makes primary data almost 

inaccessible to researchers without a background in journalism and extensive network 

of contacts. However, a few journalists have found their way around this obstacle and 

written about the most controversial issues in Pakistani politics, what is upsetting is 

that less than a fraction of these studies discuss the flip-side of Pakistan’s relationship 

with China. 

On the diplomatic front, although scholars have skimmed over Pakistan’s role in 

establishing China’s diplomatic bonds with the Muslim dominated countries as well as 

with the U.S., the events have failed to  develop any rationale based approach to 

account for such actions on Pakistan’s account. Majority of mainstream studies and 

scholars agree that high-profile visits of leaders from both sides have shown 

remarkable stability, which is considered a political anomaly in absence of any formal 

alliance between two parties. 

Andrew Small’s well-informed and timely book, The China-Pakistan Axis, of 2015 is 

a piece which brings long awaited attention to this relationship. This well-received 

book offers insightful analysis to multiple previously unknown or rather 

unacknowledged events. Covering a wide array of subjects ranging from nuclear co-

operation to the realities of the CPEC as it unfolds, the book offers first-hand insight 

into some of the unsettled issues and mild grievances between Islamabad and Beijing. 

Having conducted hundreds of interviews and visiting the northern region of GB 

(Gilgit-Baltistan) where both borders meet , Small’s work has an ethnographic touch 

to it. However, despite addressing multiple facets of Islamabad, Beijing relationship 

critics inevitably have expressed their quibbles with the work20. The most obvious one 

pointed out by Garver21 was lack of attention to  analysis of domestic as well as higher 

                                                 
19 Husain Haqqani, “Lowering Expectations for China’s Pakistan Push”, Wall Street Journal, April 22, 

(2015) , https://www.wsj.com/articles/lowering-expectations-for-chinas-pakistan-push-1429718222 
20 John W. Garver, Feroz Hassan Khan, Daniel Markey, Andrew Scowbell, Meena Singh Roy, Andrew 

Small. “Book Review Roundtable Andrew: The China-Pakistan Axis: Asia’s New Geopolitics”, Asia 

Policy 24, no. 21, (2016) :147–73 
21 Ibid 
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great-power system level. Consequently, this study aims to fill the gaps by assessing 

the domestic and the external sources of China and its Pakistan policy so as to develop 

an improved glimpse of the state of affairs. Furthermore, it was pointed out that 

important states such as Japan and Russia had not been fused into the equation where 

they certainly could have been. This study aims to correct this notion by fitting the 

Pakistan-China duo in the contemporary rivalry of the major powers when analysing 

the relationship at the systemic level of analysis. 

Turning to works of academics, T.V Paul22 who attempted to apply a social scientific 

and diagnostic approach to work finds “Real politik” at play behind this “all-weather 

friendship” rather than bureaucratic politics or Chinese commercial interests. His 

analysis cuts deeper than the saccharine statements of friendship and love often 

exchanged between the two neighbours. He reckons that China’s balancing act of 

transferring nuclear technology to Pakistan has major regional consequences which are 

more toxic for a weak Pakistan than they are for a mighty China. His book offers a 

clear argument that China, just like the U.S.A, has not pressed for political and/or 

economic reform, rather it shamelessly enjoys a trade surplus with Pakistan as it does 

with a majority of the other South Asian countries - irrespective of the nature of its 

diplomatic relationships with them. Hence, Pakistan’s sluggish economy has yet to reap 

the benefits of its “all-weather” friendship with China. 

He further implies that U.S.A in the past had used Pakistan for its geostrategic location 

and hints that Pakistan may be heading into a similar whirlpool under different pretexts 

with China. He builds a strong case for Pakistan being a Garrison State and is 

challenged by none; however, finds much support from previous studies 23  . 

Furthermore, following in the trend of putting “failing”, “dysfunctional”, “chaotic”, 

and such negative connotations to studies of Pakistan’s political affairs, Paul adopts a 

comparatively softer adjective and discusses Pakistan as a “rentier” state. In his 

academic style of writing, he discusses the idea of “balance of power” but the 
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discussion here is dominated by Chinese interests in the region, and beyond, and less 

on Pakistan. The study is an unique addition to literature on Pakistan as it compares the 

Pakistani case with that of others that face somewhat similar problems due to their 

geostrategic positions. He draws comparisons of South Korea and Taiwan (in non-

Muslim world) and Egypt, Turkey from the Muslim world. Since the book is addressing 

the stages of state-making and not foreign policy, his ability to use prominent theories 

brings perspective and depth to the discussion of the topic. What the book lacks is a 

local flavour to the writing, despite being theoretically sound and intellectually 

stimulating. Lastly, it appears to present an explanation from the reductionist point of 

view for the existential dilemmas of Pakistan and its “skewed war-making efforts” 

according to him. 

Moving forward another trend in research is directed towards the incessant struggles 

of Pakistan to reach strategic correspondence with India and Pakistan-China relations 

have seldom been discussed aside from this context. On one side scholars suggest that 

Pakistan’s acquirement of the nuclear capability has helped it achieve a level of parity 

24 whereas the opposing group stresses that it further encouraged Pakistan to push 

forward to reach a higher level of parity with India25. While doing so, a common 

agreement between both groups is the significance of Pakistan’s dependency on 

Chinese expertise and material support in face of worldwide criticism, opposition and 

sanctions. Furthermore,  studies on Nuclear Postures of Pakistan throughout the 80’s 

as well as 90’s  discovered that solely the attainment of nuclear weapons did not harvest 

a constant deterrent impact across states, but it has rather been the adoption of a specific 

nuclear posture at different circumstances manoeuvred by the military which have 

created deterrence against India26. It strengthens the argument that the major Pakistan 

foreign policy’s decisions have continuously been dominated by the military 
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establishment with the intention of ensuring that its national security goals are 

developed by keeping its ties with India under consideration. Although the researches 

focuses merely on Pakistan’s nuclear posture with reference to India, but they overlook 

Pakistan’s nuclear cooperation with China which has played a substantial part in 

making Pakistan a nuclear weapon state.  On the one hand,, Lowell Dittmer and others 

argue that China’s provision for the nuclear program of Pakistan has had a reverse 

effect with reference to India’s growing nuclear co-operation with the U.SA. 27 While 

on the contrary, John Garver finds out that China wants to see an independent, 

confident and strong Pakistan so as to keep India engaged on two-fronts28. However, a 

number of scholars concur that the nuclear collaboration between China and Pakistan 

is a result of regional balance of power, and their mutual associations with India and 

also the U.SA. at given times29. 

As the world grows impatient and concerned about the Pakistan - China nuclear 

cooperation, “One Belt One Road Initiative” of China expands into Pakistan under 

CPEC.  

Observers have shown serious doubts about the capability, management and even 

possibility of total realization of the energy projects of CPEC 30 . Following the 

announcement of the CPEC in 2013, which is a flagship mega-project financed 

partially by China’s Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), the aim of the 

project is to develop Pakistan’s infrastructure and develop Gwadar Deep-sea port to 

arrange for a shorter trade route for China to the Middle-East as well as the African 

regions. 

Since the announcement, a lot of speculation surrounds the project but the academic 

community seems to lag behind as research has remained either highly sceptic and 

critical or overly positive and wishful on the topic. A considerable part of this 

speculation surrounds the possible militarization of the port but voices from China have 
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denied such a purpose. Pakistani Urdu news outlets regularly report on the ongoing 

developments and various columnists discuss and debate the potential future of the 

project as much as they discuss the challenges it is facing as it progresses31.  

Growing literature on the project highlights mixed opinions,, but the trend in the 

growing speculation indicates that studies originating from Pakistan seem to 

overestimate the commercial success of the project and deem it a “game-changer” with 

very little empirical data to back their claims32. These studies are poorly researched, 

lack field-observation and primary data and seem more like poorly planned papers 

submitted by undergraduate students rushing to meet deadlines than those of well-

trained academics’. However, it was found that some local newspaper columnists have 

begun discussing the Pakistan China relations outside the scope of the CPEC in Urdu 

newspapers. These op-eds and talk shows regularly provide updates and criticism on 

the projects under CPEC and are popular amongst Pakistani’s for openly discussing the 

polarization CPEC has caused within the country among various provinces33. A recent 

rise can be seen in papers and attention given to Pakistan-China economic relations, 

which are lopsided and heavily skewed in China’s favour. On the one hand, Scholars  

either seem too optimistic or too sceptic about various aspects of the mega-project 

While on the other hand,  a majority of the focus has been given to the multifarious 

challenges which may delay or even obliterate the entire project. Little attention, 

however, has been given to the ongoing political and subsequent economic turmoil in 

the regions which has played a major role in the economic relations between the two 

nations. Several studies explore the amount of trade across the border and criticize the 

negative balance of trade where China’s exports still outweigh Pakistan’s, despite a 

free trade agreement (FTA) which came to effect in 200734. 
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 Western commentators and experts on South Asia like Andrew Small has debunked a 

few grand illusions associated with the project and have dialled down the unmerited 

exaltation. However, there are experts who opine that Pakistan is the sole most vital 

doorway for China in the developing paradigm35 in spite of all the havoc within and 

surrounding Pakistan. Observers are also discussing CPEC with respect to the changing 

security architecture of the South Asian regions against the milieu of the steady 

departure of U.SA. and NATO forces, and its growing security and diplomatic support 

to India. However, one opinion is that India is toying with two strategies 

simultaneously to protect its interests in the region 1) Soft Balancing and 2) 

Bandwagoning36. Commentators propose that post 2013 regional developments have 

compelled Pakistan to place all its eggs in the China basket- as its capricious 

relationship with the U.S. necessitates such behavior37. The perception that Pakistan 

wants to “run with the hare and hunt with the hounds” may no longer serve its strategic 

interests with India-U.S. strategic goals integrating. Analysts seem determined that 

Pakistan is on its way to steer its national-security and foreign policy wholly into 

Chinese waters38.  

Pakistan’s foreign policy and decision making to date has been filtered through the 

security prism or one may simply called it the India-prism. Nuclear and non-nuclear 

technology transfer from China to Pakistan, is easily the second, if not the most, 

dominant theme under scrutiny, a popular belief backed by multiple scholars holds that 

extraordinary diplomatic relations and “common interests” rather than neighbourly 

brotherhood or friendship is what lies at the heart of this commune39. m Difference of 
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opinions exists regarding Pakistan’s sincerity and competency in its counterterrorism 

strategy especially when it comes to Pakistan based militant groups.  One group views 

Pakistan as a “victim of its own punch”40  while the  other views it as a plain victim41- 

the former outnumber the latter.  

As of conventional security ties between Beijing and Islamabad, popular opinion holds 

that the two states have enjoyed tight military links with sufficient data to back their 

claims. A very few have delved the almost taboo subject of monopoly of Pakistani 

military and intelligence elite, revealing the massive holdings of Pakistan’s military 

business which gives it a lot more control and power in foreign affairs42. 

The primacy of Kashmir and India in Pakistan’s strategic thinking is an overlapping 

finding of almost all of the Pakistan-China studies. An interesting observation in the 

post WoT years’ literature adds Afghanistan to this list. Assuming that the military 

remains the most esteemed institution in Pakistan, its close ties with China have been 

well-documented in spite of military dictatorships and episodes of media control. 

Military relations between Pakistan and China have received ample attention as, 

according to popular belief, they have laid down the foundation of trust and reliability 

in this relationship that we see today43. However, the flip side to this popular belief is 

Pakistan’s tilt towards the west, predominantly the U.S., in the aftermath of 9/11 

attacks, and even before that has swayed Pakistan and China from becoming formal 

allies44. However, that has never gotten in the way of the two neighbour’s expanding 

their defence ties in conventional and non-conventional armament. 
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A clear division can be seen among scholars on the tactical implications of the nuclear 

aid of China for Pakistan. One side believes that “China’s irresponsible assistance to 

Pakistan'” for nuclear and missile programs has increased the threats of a war involving 

nuclear weapons in the South Asian region, and has managed to spread nuclear 

instability to the Middle East45 Whereas the opposing side believes that Pakistan’s 

nuclear capability has rather decreased chances of outright war between Pakistan and 

India46. 

As opposed to study of PFP towards China the literature leans towards “bilateral 

relationship”, a considerable amount of such studies stress on the “Indo-centric” nature 

of the “Entente Cordiale” between the two nuclear neighbours. A common finding of 

multiple book chapters and research papers endorse that China has strengthened 

Pakistan as a bulwark against India and also that Pakistan’s foreign policy towards 

China is filtered through its security policy47.  

Andrew Small’s book departs from the “Indo-centric” discussion of Pakistan China 

relations and protrudes into issues seldom discussed By probing into issues such as 

increasing fragmentation of Pakistan, Militancy, Insurgency and other contentious 

issues which are seldom discussed.  

For instance, China’s direct dialogue with militants and its’ role in building Pakistan’s 

nuclear weaponry. More critics including academics complain about the lack of 

economic discussion in the book, which is now what the region and world at large is 

most interested in-when discussing Pakistan-China relations. However, the work 

explores the lowest lows and highest highs between the two countries. It has been 

proposed that Pakistan’s internal fragmentation provoke pressures from Beijing with 

regard to increasing extremism in Pakistan.   

The paucity of information is available on the intricate and rather secret dealings 

between Pakistan and China. Humble and “Correct” relations since the very birth of 
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both states had set a concrete foundation for this “All-Weather” friendship. An 

interesting feature of literature on this  topic was found to be the over-simplification 

and often exaggeration of warmth, evident in studies produced from within Pakistan48. 

Haider provides a thorough account of Xingjian Uighur population’s relations with 

Pakistani traders operating within Xinjiang. His study happens to be one of the very 

few on the subject as a dearth of research exists on the topic. He finds that due to 

socioeconomic marginalization of Uighur Muslims Pakistanis prefer to cultivate 

relationships with Hans, who are observably more influential in the region. Another 

interesting finding of his study sugges that in some cases where Pakistani presence was 

limited such as Urumqi and Turpan, the sense of affiliation was relatively warmer than 

in cases where interactions were more frequented and focused around business e.g. 

Kashghar49. 

It has been derived from several studies that three major fronts of Pakistan’s foreign 

policy towards China have been more pronounced than others 

1) India-centric approach,  

2) Nuclear assistance, 

3) Diplomatic support, 

Existing literature identifies the nature, severity and relevance of contentious issues 

between the two friends, but lacking in scientific and theoretical grounds to diagnose 

the core causes. To fill the gap, this research proposes  theoretically informed 

systematic approach which binds empirical analysis with theoretical awareness to 

address the research question  

 

Academia and the Pakistani State 

Pakistani universities and covertly/overtly military sponsored think tanks adopt the 

state-centric narrative which validates the narrative of the military institution.  
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One particular research shows how publications “tend to peak whenever Pakistan is 

under military rule”50. A further look into the publications of think-tanks and research 

institutes indicates that the top positions are either occupied by ex-bureaucrats or 

former army men. Therefore, it is of no surprise that a knowledge reproduction more 

like repackaging occurs rendering these publications as propaganda tools of the “deep-

state”.All of the major Pakistani think tanks such as “Institute of Strategic Studies, 

Pakistan Institute of International Affairs, Institute of Regional Studies and 

International Policy Research Institute”, are presided over by a former bureaucrat or a 

ex-military officer. Furthermore, the focus of the research in these think tanks is usually 

always area studies whereas they are claimed to be policy oriented. The presence of 

these ex-military officers is reflected in the work that is produced.The publications are 

“skewed towards producing realist narratives, such research reinforces state 

preferences, ‘justifying government policies’ rather than presenting well-researched 

alternative options”51.It is futile to expect a deviation from the complicity that exists in 

the research community due to such an environment which has been deliberately 

cultivated to avoid critical investigations. To become affiliated and gather funds for the 

research even, otherwise, non-complicit researchers conform to the state narrative. 

Similarly, in a pursuit for professional and personal proximity to the hierarchy, rather 

than that of international academic debate, these researchers forward the narrow 

security-centric world view of Pakistan’s outlook. 

The fact that hinders the analytical investigations in Pakistan is that, here the research 

is chiefly governed by think tanks as well as policy making institutions which are led 

and directed by journalists and civilian or military bureaucrats who tend to have no 

bend with respect to the perplexed narratives about the state. Innovative as well as 

theory - based analysis is seen as a waste of time and efforts by the foreign policy 
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practitioners who run these institutes. As a result, no theory-based approach to study 

Pakistan’s behaviour exists with a focus on how this dominance of one institution over 

foreign policy-making affects its behaviour.  

Any debate on state sovereignty that may lead to criticism of any aspect of its policy is 

off-limits due to “national security interests”. Pakistani researchers stay away from 

becoming very critical of any political aspects, which might lead to debates on the 

sovereignty of the Pakistan’s state. In the aftermath of the announcement of the CPEC, 

Pakistani prestigious journals have not produced any critical analysis of the project or 

the relationship in general and only have hailed it as a “game-changer”.  

Any debate is largely unwelcomed and remains a ‘no-go’ area for academics. In such 

a scenario, that is so heavily guided by the political make-up of the country, even the 

researchers and scholars are cornered about publishing any books, articles or scripts. 

“A near-universal trademark of Pakistan-based institutes is their privileging of ‘policy-

relevant’ research, which further shrinks the space for basic academic research in IR. 

Most look down upon the latter as a ‘waste of time’ partly because there is no ‘clientele’ 

for the consumption of basic research. In other words, the ‘saleability’ of research 

ideas tends to determine their research agendas. Any criticism can easily offend the 

powerful military establishment, but might also potentially get them labelled as ‘anti-

national’ and ‘traitors’,” notes Shah.52  

Public sector institutions, which are funded directly by the governmental agencies, 

issue most of the articles related to politics in Pakistan and make contributions in some 

international journals as well. They usually practice self-censorship and avoid any 

critical content which may not sit well with the state narrative. These institutes collect 

economic benefits from the government and the military and are reluctant to carry out 

independent research. Pakistani scholarship, from 2010 to the year 2016, revealed the 

lack of any crucial literature about the bond between Pakistan and China, it avoids any 
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inclusion of the publications which have presented a very objective analysis of the 

relationship. 

Out of 11 journals that were issued by many think-tanks and research institutes, a 

review from 2010-2016 reveals that in the 35 articles published in this period not even 

a single article deviates from the state narrative and all conform to the military rhetoric 

on Pakistan’s China policy.53 The directorial bodies of the said journals involve ex 

figures from the military or bureaucracy. For instance, The China Pakistan institute 

was formally headed by (Senator) Mushahid Hussain Syed, and is now run by his son 

Syed Mustafa Haider. The “Institute of Strategic Studies Islamabad (ISSI)” that 

publishes the Y-rated “Journal of Strategic Studies” is headed by Ambassador Khalid 

Mahmood who is “an old friend of the Chinese people”54, who has served in China as 

Pakistan’s Ambassador. In an interview with former Ambassador Ross Masood 

Hussain, he informed the author of how he had warned a senior officer at the Foreign 

Ministry not to be ‘too critical’ of Pakistan’s policy towards China as that may hamper 

the young officers’ chances of promotion55  The academic subservience in case of 

Pakistan-China relations of Pakistani scholars and research centres to the preferences 

of the military is shown in framing of Pakistan-China associations. Security-centric 

studies are prevalent in Pakistani academia, which is mostly in-line with the state 

narrative. Subjects like state-failure, governance and state sovereignty are considered 

too sensitive, and thus are not discussed. Even, ex-officials rarely depart from state 

narratives as they seem to be indoctrinated to follow the worldview of the state. 

These circumstances allow for the tight control over the research and any deviation 

results in the public shaming of the author being regarded as anti-state and part of an 

Indian or international conspiracy to malign Pakistan 
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Conclusion 

 It is clearly revealed by the literature review that it’s predominately descriptive since 

it is lacking in analytical framework. A plethora of literature has been produced on 

Pakistan-China relationship, but there is a clear absence of theoretically informed 

research. The research in the field is generally inclined towards and suggests that 

particular attention has been paid to diplomatic and political associations between both 

the nations. That too has received a lot of consideration from correspondents as 

opposed to researchers and scholars. Also, the defence cooperation and security 

relationship between the two has dominated the literature with very surface level 

analysis deeming it a purely security partnership. This  research  argues that although 

the security affairs dominate the relationship a gradual increase in the economic 

relationship has paved way for a more viable and sustainable strategic partnership. It is 

argued that China can be considered  Pakistan’s traditional friend and since the early 

1960s almost all the successive governments have made several attempts to further 

strengthen those ties. The strong bond with China has served the purpose of a 

foundation for the foreign policy of Pakistan. Both the countries are engaged to explore 

new avenues of bilateral cooperation in order to boost trade and business relations. a 

major effort to build up trade and economical collaboration between both the nations 

was made on the 50th anniversary of political associations between Pakistan and China 

in the year 2001. There is a strong believe on both sides that the companionship 

between Pakistan and China would further strengthen the economic ties between the 

two countries. In order to ensure peace in the region, China and Pakistan have been 

working together. Both have worked together in order to alleviate poverty and combat 

terrorism. Even China’s role in Pakistan India Relations has been very positive and 

constructive. Self determination of Kashmiris as under the UN resolution was greatly 

supported by China. Today, both India and Pakistan are urged by China for the 

resolution of the Kashmir clash through bilateral means and joint dialogue.  With 

additional examination, and with lower expectations, the assessment of the existing 

research revealed that within the existing literature there seem to be multiple narratives, 

one originating from Pakistani / Chinese side, and another one from predominantly 

Indian/International. The gaps in both narratives range from being conceptual 
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methodological and empirical. Therefore, under this consideration, it is suggested that 

this study adopts a multiple layered analysis of the bond between China and Pakistan 

that is required objectivity which seems to be lacking. To gain a complete view of the 

foreign policy of Pakistan and the related behaviours, a systemic level along with a unit 

level assessment is suggested that is based on the approach of neoclassical realism. 

Expert view suggests that Pakistan-China relations may be “the closest thing China has 

to an alliance”56 but this study argues that there is a limit to the extent Pakistan has, 

and is willing to align with its giant neighbour and same is applied to China. The review 

above indicates that unrealistic assumptions and exaggerated figures have met with 

scholarly mockery at many occasions especially from outside Pakistan. Existence of 

such divided literature is due to the lack of academic attention. In this light, this study 

proposes a contextualized and theoretically informed approach to comprehend one of 

the most unusual and asymmetric relationship of the contemporary age. Studies on 

Pakistan’s foreign policy (PFP) have been dominated by its’ capricious relationship 

with the U.S. On the contrary, despite being one of the most significant and durable 

partnership in South Asia for decades, Pakistan’s China policy has not received the 

attention it deserves. Although, scholars and historians have narrated the bilateral 

relationship between the two neighbours, however; those accounts are outdated, strictly 

descriptive and are conducted in isolation from any theoretical foundations of 

International Relations. Hence, a comprehensive and systematically integrated method 

which incorporates the drivers, causal chains and Pakistan’s foreign policy behaviour 

is yet to be seen; and this is a gap that this thesis seeks to fill.  

 

  

                                                 
56 Xu Jin. “Pakistan army chief’s Beijing visit heightens U.S., India jitters”, Financial Times, last 

updated on 17th May 2016) 
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework: Neoclassical Realism 

and Alignment 

 

Introduction  

The gaps in research identified in the previous chapter are to be addressed in this thesis. 

The gaps identified are empirical, methodological and also theoretical in Pakistan’s 

foreign policy studies. This research places foreign policy of Pakistan towards China 

within a theoretical framework derived from Neoclassical Realism (NcR). NcR 

presents an eclectic approach, which connects classical realism and structural realism 

to explain why how Pakistan has strengthened its alignment towards China in the given 

time period. Before explaining why a neoclassical realist approach has been adopted, 

other approaches have been discussed in order to explore what alternative approaches 

would have been able to provide. This chapter provides the framework and scientific 

justification for this research as the literature review has already pointed out the gaps. 

 

Liberal and Constructivist approaches to foreign policy analysis   

The use of a theory to approach a puzzle is not because that one theory has sweeping 

explanatory power, but ,the challenge is to find one theory which offers the best 

prescription for the puzzle at hand. Comparing theories have their strengths and 

weaknesses and their usefulness rather depends on the context of the research to be 

conducted. The use of theory in this research is not to ‘test’ it or to ‘apply’ it but rather 

used as a guiding principle and a methodology to help give structure and provide 

context and conceptual backbone to the study. In the discussion below the author 

explores liberalism, constructivism to foreign policy analysis and reveals the 

weaknesses which make them inappropriate to be used as a guiding principle in this 

study. It then introduces and compares neoclassical realist approach with neorealist and 

justifies the use of neoclassical realism.  

Although there are other theories, which offer tools for foreign policy analysis such as 

liberalism and constructivism, realism is the most timeworn, matured, assaulted and 
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dominant theory in International political landscape and more recently in foreign policy 

analysis.  

Liberalism is the main opponent of the realist school and its main principles oppose the 

fundamental principles of the realist school. Liberalism pinpoints towards the 

increasing number of democracies and the instability of the transitions in this regards, 

its originators Adam Smith, John Locke, Immanuel Kant, Robert Keohane and other 

thinkers reject power politics as the only possible outcome of international relations 

and suggest that the domestic setting and cooperating nature of human communities is 

rejected in realist school altogether. The school also accentuates democracy, rights of 

the individuals, mutual co-operation and international cooperation. One of the main 

assumptions in the liberal school is that the state is a characteristic establishment that 

continuously aims to construct and reconstruct, capture and recapture with the help of 

the national social alliances. They also believe that reducing state preferences to seek 

just wealth or security in the modern times is an out-dated approach to understanding 

decision-making. Another core assumption of liberal school is interdependence among 

state preferences that influences state behavior and limits conflict and war means that 

democracies do not go to wars which is known as the democratic peace theory. 

Liberalism treats the distribution of interests rather than power as realism does, as an 

important systemic element.  

They argue that every state searches for realizing the distinctive interests and 

preferences under the restraints that are obligated by the various preferences of the 

other nations as opposed to different powers of other states. This distribution of 

preferences varies significantly. There are multiple problems when applying the 

principles and assumptions of liberalism to understand Pakistan’s behaviour. The first 

problem is with the nature of domestic political environment in which the Pakistani 

democratic process remains incomplete. Pakistan’s domestic politics is a complex mix 

of power struggles between the civil an military institutions. The first time the 

government that was democratically elected completed its term happened as recently 

as 2013. Pakistan is still faces challenges in becoming a true electoral democracy and 

pre-poll rigging and the army’s meddling in the political process has not ended. 

Pakistan’s concerns remain to be centred around its insecurities vis-à-vis internal and 
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border conflicts and Pakistan’s defence spending as opposed to its spending on 

education and developmental projects remained to be disproportionately larger. 

Furthermore, the research objective of this study has to do with Pakistan’s drivers of 

its alignment policy towards China. Given that the bulk of Pakistan’s objectives are 

security related and its military / defence ties outweigh its economic and trade 

engagement signifies more of power maximising than ‘collective’ cooperation aimed 

at the betterment of the society or the economy of the state. Pakistan balances against 

rise of power by seeking external cooperation and by adopting non-conventional 

deterrence tactics such as use of non-state actors. This punctures the “balance against 

interests” and not “power” thesis of liberalism. 

Furthermore, liberal theory of interdependence calls for relative symmetry in the 

partners, which have a functioning interdependency where as the Literature Review in 

chapter 1, reveals Pakistan’s growing dependence on China for support in multiple 

arenas. In the liberalism family of foreign policy, most theories believe that one must 

seek for information within the black box of the nation. Whereas some liberal theorists 

stress the influence of the type of regime on the foreign policy of the state57, others, 

stress on the preferences of the domestic actors and institutional settings. Both of these 

approaches treat the domestic setting and dynamics as the primary source of policy. 

The application of either of these approaches would be problematic in this study given 

that Pakistan’s policy towards China has not changed its direction as a result in change 

in domestic regime or a change in preference of the institutions. Another reason being 

that Pakistan’s policy towards China has been security-oriented and the economic links 

between the two, traditionally, have not been the fundamental or even a substantial part 

of the arrangement therefore; also ruling out the use of Neoliberalism which holds that 

international/regional institutions enable states to achieve their goals via cooperation58. 

Pakistan’s relationship and engagement with international and regional organisation 

                                                 
57 Oneal, John R., Bruce Russett, and Michael L. Berbaum. "Causes of Peace: Democracy, 

Interdependence, and International Organizations, 1885-1992." International Studies Quarterly 47, no. 

3 (2003): 371-93 
58 Robert O. Keohane, “Institutional Theory and the Realist Challenge after the Cold War”, in K. 

Booth, S. Smith ed., International Relations Theory Today (State College: Pennsylvania State 

University Press, 1995):274. 
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has little affect on its foreign policy especially its China policy. As for the principle of 

interdependence between the two states, like mentioned earlier, Pakistan’s significance 

for China has traditionally not been of commercial value but for security and 

geopolitical interests.  

 

Constructivism 

Being essentially a social theory of International Relations, Constructivism draws on 

the sociological perceptions of norms and ideas. Nicholas Onuf (1989), Friedrich 

Kratochwil (1989), and Peter Katzenstein (1996), and Alexander Wendt (1999). 

Constructivism offers an alternative approach to realist and liberal approaches to FPA. 

It shows that ideational aspects can influence the choices of the decision makers and 

their opinions regarding the concepts authority and about the systemic structures.  

Constructivists argue that because politics is a social construct international pressures 

and power changes are indeterminate. A key insight of this school is that structure 

acquires meanings from beliefs, identity, norms, rules and shared understandings and 

these things collectively shape assumptions, preferences and interests.  

Constructivism also suggests that how a state acts at any instance is influenced by the 

social practices in which they are entrenched. One of the core ideas in Constructivism 

holds that “the deep structure of anarchy is cultural or ideational rather than material 

phenomenon”59. If one believes this to be true, then one would expect Pakistan to have 

much less cooperation with China in the earliest years of its independence. Given, that 

there was little to no commonalities between he cultures, language, histories or values 

between the two. Material interests were exactly what brought both parties closer. 

Furthermore, the Two-Nation theory behind the formation of Pakistan is rooted in the 

Islamic character of its population which has religion at its core. Communism, on the 

other hand has significant atheistic undertones. A cursory review of Pakistan’s 

responses to international power dynamics reveals that exogenous factors have had a 

more significant impact on its behaviour than its ideology or perceptions.  However, 

where as ideological factors are not the source of its policy it may be a useful 

                                                 
59 Alexander, Wendt, “Social theory of international politics.” (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press. 1999): 43 
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intervening variable as opposed to being the independent variable in policy making. 

One study argues that Constructivism and Realism should not been seen as mutually 

exclusive and Constructivism tends to have a corresponding role from the Realist point 

of view to better understand the ideological drivers behind the choices of the player. It 

suggests that Samuel Barkin’s hybrid regarding the concept of Realist Constructivism 

provides an alternative explanation for state behaviour where the states ideology that 

is system of ideas (which include religion and culture) plays an intervening role in 

foreign policy formation 60 . Although this approach would have been useful in 

answering the primary the underdevelopment and vague identification of independent 

variables by proponents of this hybrid would have posed greater challenger for 

application to the case studies in this research. The author finds that NcR has much in 

common with the Realist Constructivism approach but offers a more structured and 

clear set of variables which make it a more suitable approach to analyse the problem at 

hand. The Literature Review also clearly identifies Pakistan’s core issues as being 

security oriented and which makes exogenous power politics a vital source of the 

foreign policy behaviour sometimes without the interference of its ideological 

foundations.  

A purely constructivist reading of Pakistan’s foreign policy towards China would 

emphasize on its identity as a part of the developing world which has developed its 

identity through its interaction with global powers, in particular the U.S. and its 

regional rivals such as India and Afghanistan. For constructivists, opposition to these 

states is ingrained in Pakistan’s identity; it then becomes a filter through which Pakistan 

views the world. Although, this could help explain why Pakistan finds non-

conventional ways to counter-weight Afghanistan and Indian threats however; its long-

term alliance with the U.S. despite high levels of distrust cannot be explained. The flaw 

then in this approach would be that given Pakistan’s identity measurably has not 

changed in decades, why then did Pakistan continue to support the U.S. and remained 

                                                 
60 J.Samuel, Barkin, “Realist Constructivism,”  International Studies Review ,Vol. 5, No. 3 (Sep., 

2003), 325-342 
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an ally instead. Furthermore, if identity is to be treated as a significant source of policy 

than given the fundamental cultural and ideological differences between China and 

Pakistan very little ideational drivers would account for Pakistan’s alignment policy 

towards China. The overemphasis on cultural and ideological perceptions would leave 

out the very pragmatic concerns that drive Pakistan’s China policy. 

So then how can one approach Pakistan’s foreign policy behaviour towards China ? 

Pakistan has responded to power changes in the international system by aligning with 

the dominance force even when it has not entirely benefitted the state. Against this 

background let us then explore the realist school of International Relations, which 

asserts that international power politics and the system/structure is what can account 

for a states foreign policy. In foreign policy analysis, a dichotomy in realist school 

exists. That is the division of offensive and defensive realist paradigms.  Defensive 

realism states that anarchy drives states to compete for security in the absence of a 

‘world government’. Also, that the offense-defensive balance shapes the intensity of 

the competition.61 States maximize their security by adopting defensive postures. The 

principal application of this theory is seen in the balance-of threat theory which is 

presented by Stephen Walt. This theory highlights that nations do not respond to power 

changes, as structural realism suggests, but they respond to the perceptions of threats 

even if a real threat does not exist. 62  The threats are a composite of geography, 

capabilities and perceptions of intentions. The theory to be utilized as a guiding tool in 

this research adopts the principle of balance of threats theory as a characteristic of an 

international system which is the independent variable that has been discussed in detail 

in the next section in this chapter. Defensive realism claims that Pakistan’s threat 

perceptions vis-à-vis its regional adversaries and its acute territorial challenges have 

led it to pursue internal and external balancing against those perceived threats by 

forming alliances with powerful states. Pakistan has maximised its security by 

combining internal and external counter-balancing strategies. Internally, it has 

                                                 
61 Van Evera, Stephen. “Causes of War: Power and the Roots of Conflict.” Ithaca; London: Cornell 

University Press, 1999 
62 Stephen ,Walt, M. "Alliance Formation and the Balance of World Power." International Security 9, 

no. 4 (1985): 3-43 
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developed its nuclear program and and developed asymmetric military capabilities and 

externally it has overtly and covertly supported non-state controversial and 

internationally banned insurgent groups operating in Kashmir and Afghanistan. 

However, defensive realism does not take under consideration the Pakistan’s 

comparative power and a rise in its own capabilities as well as the changes in the power 

structures on the international stage. Had China not been able and willing to assist 

Pakistan in its balancing act would Pakistan still have accelerated its alignment towards 

China? The answer is in the negative. Also, this theory neglects Pakistan’s own power 

changes. Pakistan’s power had increased after the 1998 nuclear tests but defensive 

realism would have made the same predictions even in the absence of successful tests 

given its explanatory emphasis is based on threat perceptions (which remained 

relatively similar). Thus, this reflects the inability of the theory to account for 

Pakistan’s revisionist behaviour and power-maximising facets, which is an integral 

driver of its China policy. 

Realists and liberals / neo-liberals share in common the impression that states are 

generally rational egoists, where the later concept is about the notion that the players 

don’t have much consideration for the prosperity of the other players. Neo-liberals take 

this concept and oppose it by stating that “it is not incompatible with long term 

cooperation but what is left unsaid here is that if actors judge that cooperation is no 

longer serving their long-term interest then they will have no compunction from exiting 

the co-operative arrangement. In short a rational egoist view of the social world is a 

statement about an identity that does not change through interaction communication or 

institutions”. 

Overall constructivist, liberal, offensive /defensive realist schools in foreign policy 

analysis offer accounts of Pakistan’s foreign policy however; each exhibits flaws that 

inhibits development of a broad explanation. They cannot account for Pakistan’s 

alignment strategy towards China. They do not offer an explanation of Pakistan’s 

increasing dependency on China despite high risks while it remains a U.S. ally. 

Furthermore, innenpolitik is another approach which privileges domestic politics as an 

independent variable. The problem for application of such an approach to this research 

would be that significant changes in domestic politics of Pakistan have failed to affect 



 

 

42 

 

its foreign policy towards China, then how can it be treated as an independent variable 

where as a variation does not bring about any effect of its foreign policy towards China 

specifically. 

Why Neoclassical Realism? And not Neorealism 

In Thucydides’ timeless observation, he suggested that it is “common practice of 

mankind [to act] under the pressure of three of the strongest motives, fear, honour, and 

interest” 63. Henceforth, scholars, historians and enthusiasts have strived to understand 

inter-state relations and foreign policies of states through various lenses provided by 

different schools of thought, found in broad spectrum of social sciences and not just 

International Relations. The theory of International Relations is generally dominated 

with the argument between the proponents of neorealism and the people that oppose 

the concept and have been doing so for the past two decades. Whether international 

institutes can surge the presence of international collaboration instead of more of the 

hostility has been a repeated concern for many. Because it has been tried by neorealism 

to enlighten the consequences of the interactions between the states, it is a philosophy 

for international policies; and it involves a few broad conventions regarding the 

motivations of every nation, however, it does not describe their behaviour in a lot of 

detail or in for every nation.  

As Kenneth Waltz has explained: “ [A] theory of international politics ... can describe 

the range of likely outcomes of the actions and interactions of states within a given 

system and show how the range of expectations varies as systems change.”  

He further explained that “It can tell us what pressures are exerted and what 

possibilities are posed by systems of different structure, but it cannot tell us just how, 

and how effectively, the units of a system will respond to those pressures and 

possibilities. To the extent that dynamics of a system limit the freedom of its units, 

their behaviour and the outcomes of their behaviour become predictable . . . [but in 

general] a theory of international politics bears on the foreign policies of nations while 

claiming to explain only certain aspects of them.” 64 

                                                 
63 Robert B. Strassler, “The Landmark Thucydides: A Comprehensive Guide to the Peloponnesian War” 

(New York: Free Press, 1996) 43. 
64 Waltz, “Theory of International Politics” (Reading: Mass-Addison, 1979), 71-72 
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With such a point of view, much of the day-to-day aspects of international relations is 

left to be delt with the help of philosophies and frameworks regarding foreign policy. 

A dependent variable is therefore taken by such theories, not as the trends in the 

consequences of the interactions between the state, but rather as the conduct of every 

single state. In this thesis which is defined as alignment behaviour.  

The theoretical framework regarding foreign policy attempt to explore what is tried to 

accomplish in the external realm and when it is tried to accomplish. However, at this 

stage, the establishment of a theoretical framework has gained very little attention 

comparatively. Due to its complexity, some, like Waltz himself, “simply rule the 

subject out of bounds”. He argues that “theories must deal with the coherent logic of 

autonomous realms." Because both internal and external factors have an essential part 

in driving the foreign policy of a nation ; it doesn’t create such an independent realm, 

and consequently one must not struggle for a strictly theoretical clarification of the 

concept. It has been argued by neoclassical realists that the comparative power 

institutes the fundamental bounds of the foreign policy of a country; they observe, in 

the formula of Thucydides, "the strong do what they can and the weak suffer what they 

must." However it has been pointed out by them that there is no instant transmission 

belt that links the material competences to the behaviour with respect to the foreign 

policy. The choices regarding the foreign policy are presented by the actual leaders as 

well as elites in the political arena and therefore it is upon their understanding of the 

comparative power that matters, and not simply the comparative quantities of physical 

possessions or forces. This is why perceptions matter. Strategic perspective views 

characters as determining their acts by considering the estimated acts and reactions of 

the others while making sure that their own welfare is maximized. Domestic politics 

always have a critically significant part when making strategic decisions for the foreign 

policy, this is due to fact that the threats posed are related to the issues linked to the 

national security. Same is the scenario with Pakistan when leaders’ choices greatly 

influenced the foreign policy of Pakistan in different regimes either military or civilian.  

In qualitative research of international relations, the researcher sees the world as text 

when studying foreign policy analysis. Be it surveys, interviews, document analysis or 

any other method of data collection, our observations require interpretation within a 
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context and in the span of certain period of time. That is how we find ourselves in loops 

of data followed by theory within a context65. Hence, we as social scientists use second 

order constructs and form theories based on doubts, by doing so we question the 

“natural” world as it appears to be. It is vital to keep in mind that mono-casual 

explanation cannot be given for any historical event. And documents consulted have 

no fixed meaning, meaning is basically provided by the reader and that’s why we find 

multiple interpretations of one event occurred.  

It must be pointed that even the best social science theories have limits and chances are 

that time may prove them wrong, but having said that, it is our duty as researchers to 

use these expedient devises to make sense of the world as it is and sometimes even 

predict what the future might hold.  

As the aim of this research is to test whether Pakistan has engaged with China under 

an alignment strategy, it is proposed that NcR, as an analytical tool, is to be adopted. 

The analytical power of NcR lies in its two different characteristics.  

1) The fact that it is system dominant and retains the parsimony of classical realism 

and neorealism and  

2) It introduces unit-level characteristics as intervening variables to understand 

responses to systemic change as well as continuity.  

The study falls into the category of foreign policy analysis that comes under the 

umbrella of International Relations (IR). In definition, this subfield “refers to a 

complex, multi-layered process, consisting of the objectives that governments pursue 

in their relations with other governments and their choice of means to attain these 

objectives. Thus, foreign policy encompasses the complicated communications within 

governments and amongst its diverse agents, plus the perceptions and misperceptions 

the images of other countries, and the ideologies and personal dispositions of everyone 

involved66”.  

                                                 
65 Gerben Moerman, “Qualitative Research Methods”, Transcript of lecture on Hermeneutics,, Video 
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Realism deems the systemic/structural factors more important than the domestic ones; 

whereas maintaining that the domestic factors act as intervening variables in state 

policy making process. 

As the theory flourished overtime, scholars and theorists constructed many variants of 

realism. The first one to deviate from classical realism was neorealism / structural 

realism by Kenneth Waltz’s in the ground-breaking work regarding the concept of 

International Relations67  in  the year 1979. It was widely adopted for its exploratory 

power and stressing on systemic/structural factors in FP decision making instead of 

domestic ones, given the bi-polar system of the world at the time. This theory discusses 

independent and dependent variables in absence of intervening variables thus ignoring 

the internal/domestic environment of the state. After the almost- conquer of neorealism 

on FPA literature several well-established scholars68 have attempted to synthesize an 

analysis mechanism which combines the both unit and systemic level of analysis. In a 

review article published in 1998 by Gideon Rose69, a term was coined to term the works 

of the scholars: neoclassical realism. Neoclassical realism mobilizes both, structural 

and unit-levelled/domestic, variables for the explanation of foreign policy. 

In general, NcR talks about classical realism as well as neorealism and the inne-politik 

philosophies. These sub shoots of realism sit in a niche of their own. In a 2016 version, 

Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, Norrin M. Ripsman, and Steven E. Lobell have  built on the 

works of Gideon Rose, Schweller and other nepc;assical realists and argued that “NcR 

is an extension of Waltz’s and Miershiemer’s  structural realism and of classical realism 

of Hans Morgenthau, E. H.” They suggest that because this third generation of realist 

school equips the researcher with a more clear connection  between a country’s relative 

power in the anarchic system, the domestic-level variables which according 

to  Schweller “channel, mediate and (re)direct”  pressures from the system, and its 

                                                 
67 Kenneth Waltz. “Theory of International Politics”.( Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1997), 191 
68 Randall Schweller, L.”Unanswered Threats: A Neoclassical Realist Theory of 

Underbalancing.(International Security, 2004)” ; Wohlforth, M, W. ‘The Elusive Balance: Power and 
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foreign policy outcome.70. Another strand of realism known as “motivational realism” 

(which includes neorealism and neoclassical realism) argues that structural realism 

assumes states to be ‘security seekers’ where as Glaser classifies states to be “greedy”. 

This means that states which seek to expand their territories (such as Pakistan in 

Kashmir) fall in the category of greedy states, because even though territorial 

expansion is not necessary for their survival they peruse such expansion due to their 

greedy nature. Glaser cites Germany under Hilter as a classical example and states that 

racial and ideological beliefs drove the expansion. If one draws comparison in case of 

Pakistan’s desire to “recapture” Kashmir from Indian control the official argument by 

Pakistan has been a religious and ideological one. Pakistan can be classified as a greedy 

state due to its inherent desire to expand for explaining international conflict and 

competition. Glasser further states that the international structure is not unimportant in 

this case, and it does provide opportunities and places constraints on these states when 

they expand or attempt to. However, in contrast to the structural realist argument, 

Glasser finds the international system not to be the source of these states’ desire for 

territorial expansion. The problem with this approach is that there exist debates over 

states’ motives.  Whereas the German expansion could easily be classified under 

motivation realism, Pakistan’s own claims over Kashmir due to the unresolved status 

of the issue create hurdles for Pakistan’s classification as a candidate for motivational 

realism. So although this  research does not classify Pakistan as a purely ideologically 

motivated state; it does treat ideology as part of the states’ strategic culture which is 

treated as an intervening variable in this research. 

NcR augments classical and structural realism and forms the following analytical logic 

summarized by Schweller “Exogenous shifts in the relative distribution of power 

(independent variable) are refracted through domestically derived constraints and 

opportunities (intervening variable) that generate idiosyncratic foreign policies 
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(dependent variable)71”. In this study, intervening variables for examining Pakistan’s 

idiosyncratic foreign policy the intervening variable is Strategic Culture. 

The use of theory in this research would be that of an analytical tool to analyse 

Pakistan’s foreign policy towards China. As the main problemtique driving this 

research is to discover whether Pakistan’s relationship with China has been an 

alignment policy or not. In order to respond to this primary research question, the 

domestic as well as the systemic sources of Pakistan’s foreign policy must be 

explored.  Fareed Zakaria writes that “a good account of a nation’s foreign policy 

should include systemic, domestic, and other influences, specifying what aspects of the 

policy can be explained by what factors” 72. Apart from this, the intervening variables 

should also be included for conducting a coherent assessment, to acknowledge their 

influence on the resultant policy.  

It is believed that NcR is still not a fully developed theoretical framework essentially 

when it about the proper measurement of the variables. To resolve this issue, this 

research identifies all the variables and expands on the operationalization of these 

variables for the purpose of clarity. 

NcR’s view of the international world is that anarchy is murky and units of state 

behaviour can be differentiated, thus, making the causal logic behind foreign policy 

making a twofold  

1) internal factors which are identified as intervening variables  

2) systemic incentives which are the independent.  

NcR can be considered a third generation of realism and is seen as a logical extension 

and an advanced neo-realism73. It must be noted that NcR has been applied to studies 

which seek to enlighten the trends in the foreign policy of a nation across time or with 

different nations that are experiencing more or less similar external restraints. It must 

also be noted that NcR although is equipped to highlight the  likely military, diplomatic 

and economic responses of a state in the form of systemic essentials but it might not 
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expand on the outcomes of those responses74. NcR has been defended by Waltz75 for 

allegations of being a reductionist theory-one which tries to explain the international 

system by merely examining the foreign policies and behaviour of various units in the 

system. Waltz reminds critics that NcR locates causal properties at unit and systemic 

level, and that the unit level factors help to explain states’ external behaviour. Thus, in 

this study of Pakistan’s foreign policy towards China under then NcR theory, internal 

characteristics of Pakistan are to be used as a guide  in order to analyze national 

responses to systemic constrains. In other words, for NcR does not hold the systemic 

factors responsible for the dependent variable but makes the intervening variables an 

important subject for analysis .  

Furthermore, in the same context other critics believe that NcR denies state 

rationality76 . However, contemporary scholars have noted that even though some 

realist theories do present strong conventions regarding rationality, others do not. Thus, 

implying that assumptions of state rationality in realism are not consistent and are not 

essential to realism 77 . In this research, the author dismisses the presumption of 

rationality and adopts Waltz’s view that with the passage of time, the international 

system conditions the behaviour of the state because of the increasing competition and 

socialization78. 

NcR has been criticized for adopting  institutionalise and liberal non-systemic variables  

as a desperate attempt by proponents to salvage the theory, but it has been refuted on 

the accounts that there is no deductive reason of why NcR cannot incorporate the unit-

level variables that it does79. 

Borrowing from Lobell’s work on FPE (foreign policy Elite) it may not only affect the 

threat perception of a state, but can ultimately influence strategic adjustment. He 

highlights that a consensus among FPE facilitates a timelier and efficient balancing 

                                                 
74 Steven E. Lobell, Norrin M. Ripsman, Jeffrey W. Taliaferro. “Neoclassical Realism, the State, 
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75 Kenneth Waltz, “Theory of International Politics” (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1979),,64 
76 Jeffrey W. Legro and Andrew Moravcsik, “Is Anybody Still a Realist”, International Security, Vol. 

24, No. 2 , Fall (1999), 5–55 
77 Miles Kahler, “Rationality in International Relations, International Organization 52, no.4, (1998).924 
78 Waltz, Kenneth N. “Reflections on Theory of International Politics: A Response to My Critics,” 

(Robert Keohane (ed.), Neorealism and its Critics, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986), 23  
79 Steven E. Lobell, Norrin M. Ripsman, Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, eds, “Neoclassical Realism, the State, 
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against rising threat, and in case of the absence of consensus the FPE is constrained, 

since there is lack of agreement on the threat assessment80.  While applying this on the 

case study of Pakistan, this  research would unwind the complex nature of Pakistan’s 

FPE to illustrate this point, which can be used as a justification for selecting Pakistan’s 

strategic culture as the intervening variable of this study, given the repetitive tug of war 

for power and authority among the military and civil elite in the country. case study 

research can be considered crucially significant as it generates a very huge quantity of 

data from a variety of  sources, organized systematically as, it is essential to 

systematically organize the data in order to prevent the researcher from being 

astounded by the large quantity of data, so that the focus is not lost from the basic 

purpose and questions of the study. To respond to those who may argue that realist 

assumptions and theories for FPA do not apply or are unfit to be applied to FPA of a 

developing country such as Pakistan, it must be noted that NcR has been applied to 

foreign policy analysis in various masters and doctorate research projects.  There are 

several case studies ranging from from Iran81, Turkey82, Finland83,India84, Japan85, 

Syria86 China87 and United Kingdom88  . Also, given that theories can be modified 

                                                 
80 Ibid  
81  Thomas Juneao, “Squandered Opportunity: Neoclassical Realism and Iranian Foreign Policy,” 

(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2015), 12  
82 Zenonas Tziarras, “Turkish Foreign Policy towards the Middle East under the AKP (2002-2013): a 
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while keeping their core values unchanged, there is a lot of scope for enhancement and 

modification that needs to be addressed.  

 

Operationalization of Neoclassical Realism on Pakistan Foreign Policy Analysis 

This section addresses the appropriateness of research puzzle which is to be answered 

by the application of NcR. It also sheds light   on the soft positivist approach that 

underlies the methodology and epistemology in the theory, and the case study at hand. 

Furthermore, it presents how the hypothesis presented in this research is a testable one 

by  the application of NcR. 

Since this research adopts a “causes-of-effects” approach.  Qualitative research always 

aims to seek the outcomes or answers of any particular case by using “Causes-of-

effects” approach.  This study aims to address the following question: Does Pakistan’s 

policy towards China from 2005 - 2016 qualify as a strengthening alignment and why 

has Pakistan aimed to make its bond with China more stronger and enhanced. 

The puzzles with regard to Pakistan’s foreign policy are inadequately explained by 

previous scholars which have narrated Pakistan’s behaviour by limiting the causal 

explanation to geopolitical concerns- and that too without the support of any theory or 

with reference to international relation scholarship or principles. Hence, the puzzle of 

this research exists because of lack of in-depth analysis of Pakistan’s policy towards 

China during the period in question. NcR is often employed when there is a behavioural 

anomaly which cannot be explained by structural realism however in this case study 

although Pakistan’s behaviour is not assumed to be an empirical anomaly the structural 

realist theory is inadequate to provide a holistic explanation for Pakistan’s behaviour, 

due to a rise in literature which treats Pakistan’s domestic environment as an 

independent variable89. And since the second research puzzle seeks to identify the 

dominant factor which shape Pakistan’s policy, the structural realist approach –due to 

its analysis limited to the systemic outlook- would be inadequate. Thus, it can be stated 

                                                 
89 See C.Christine Fair, “Pakistan's Strategic Culture: Implications for How Pakistan Perceives and 

Counters Threats”, in “”Culture: Implications for How Pakistan Perceives and Counters Threats 

Dec 2016”, NBR Report” 
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that the nature of the research puzzle at hand requires a neorealist framework. Such a 

puzzle is categorized as a third “ideal type” puzzle, identified by scholars90. 

The military of Pakistan has emerged as a prevailing stakeholder in the concerns related 

to international relations. Thus, the study of Pakistan’s foreign policy is entwined with 

an understanding of how the dominant institutions view the states’ sovereignty and 

security. Pakistan's foreign policy is influenced profoundly by the military institutions. 

Jaffrelot  has stressed that “antagonistic relationship with India forms the basis of 

Pakistan foreign policy is centred on  strengthening the security and preservation of the 

territorial integrity  of Pakistan against what is perceived as Indian threat”91.  The 

Pakistani states’ ‘threat perceptions’, can be traced back to the countries’ genesis, as 

Ahmed argues 92. He grounds his assumptions in the concept realism, revolving around 

endurance, self-support and statism to explain Pakistan’s enduring threat perceptions.93 

Neoclassical realism is a theory regarding the concept of foreign policy and aside from 

explaining the security and the major powers’ foreign policy, it can also account for 

the “distinctive characteristics of regional and small powers, developing countries, or 

divided, warring, or failing states”94. According to the Funds for Peace Fragile State 

Index between 2006 to 2016 Pakistan fell on the 9th rank in 2006 and showed slight 

improvement by 2016 and ranked 14th out of 178 countries. This puts Pakistan on an 

“Alert” scale in close comparison with Iraq and Afghanistan in 2016 which ranked 11th 

and 9th respectively95. Even during democratic rules core issues such as policy with 

U.S.A, Afghanistan China and India have been dominated by the military due to the 

prevalence of security concerns over other aspects. This explains why Pakistani 

discourses continue to be framed in realist terms. 

Literature on “state-sovereignty” from Pakistani sources is limited due to lack of 
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primary data available on the subject. Much of what exists is seem as a part od a 

conspiracy to malign the state. 

Figure 2.0 below illustrates that the Neoclassical Model of foreign policy analysis has 

been adopted in this research and has been formulated by third generation NcR. The 

systemic stimuli represent the independent variable (IV) which, in this case, are the 

international communities’ pressure/input. The middle tier represents the process of 

policy formation in a very basic trend and that perception followed in the decision 

making processes and in the employment of the policies as well, which ultimately 

constitutes the foreign policy i.e. the dependent variable (DV) in this study.  The four 

bottom tier variables are the intervening variables (IVV). That cluster of variables may 

not all be relevant at all times, but are the main differentiating factor between the 

structural realist approach and the neoclassical approach. A pair or sometimes even a 

single IVV may help one understate the unit-level variables which may, at any point 

and in a case, influence foreign policy, international outcomes, and structural change. 

The three processes identified in Figure 2.0 i.e. perception, decision-making and then 

policy implementation are not only affected by international pressures but also by 

intervening variables. As the figure demonstrates, Perception doesn’t get influenced by 

international pressures only, but also by the images of leaders who lead the nations.  

Whereas, the second and third stage of the process i.e. decision making for the policies 

and their employment is all conditioned by the strategic culture, and relation between 

the state and the society as well as the domestic institutions. 
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Figure.2.0 Type III Neoclassical Realist Model for the Analysis of Foreign Policy  

 

 

Source : “Steven E. Lobell, Norrin M. Ripsman, Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, eds, Neoclassical Realism, the 

State, and Foreign Policy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009): 59.” 

Variables 

Independent Variable  

In line with the NcR logic this research begins with the supposition that the external 

behaviour of all states is shaped initially and primarily by the perceptions of its 

authority and hold in the international system and essentially by its comparative share 

of the assets and its capabilities. Hence, power shapes the incentives, and imposes 

constraints on a state, making power a chief determinant of its foreign policy.  

 Taliaferro and Ripsman in their edited book, “Taliaferro, eds, Neoclassical Realism, 

the State, and Foreign Policy,” contend that domestic variables have, to a certain limit, 

an influence on the foreign policy. Whereas systemic stimuli (Independent Variable)96 

determines the content of the policy, the intervening variables outline its timing and 

style97. The neoclassical realists’ school of thought argues that the ambition and scope 

of the foreign policy of a country is first influenced by its position in the international 

system which is generally known as the relative power. Here question arises that what 

                                                 
96 The terms “external environment”, “international system” and “systemic/structural stimuli” are used 

interchangeably to refer to the independent variable. 
97 See Steven E. Lobell, Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, Norrin M. Ripsman, eds, “Neoclassical Realism, the State, 

and Foreign Policy” (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009) 
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constitutes an international system? The international system refers to the interstate 

system that developed in the Western Europe region between the 16th and the 17th 

century which, and in the beginning of the 20th century, grew into the global 

international system of today. The international system is largely State centric, 

however, the increasing presence of the non-state players in the international system 

do add an additional layer to international affairs. NcR places territorial nations as the 

primary players in the international system. It further posits that states, particularly the 

great powers, are the most consequential actors in terms of politics.  Therefore, when 

understanding relative power of the state understudy it pays attention to the power 

changes in the international context where one or multiple great powers are contesting 

for greater influence. 

 

Systemic Stimuli/ External Environment: System Structure and Structural 

Modifiers 

To understand the conception of system structure in neoclassical realism, one must 

begin with Waltz conception of structure. It has been suggested by Waltz that there are 

just 2 possible principles of organization among the players of every political structure 

i.e. anarchy and hierarchy. For the players to be arranged in a hierarchical system, there 

would exist a world government or an empire whereas all other units would be 

subordinate to that single unit. In the absence of such central authority, there has to be 

an archaic system which is the ordering principle of the modern times98.This anarchic 

system, Waltz99 believes, has three key characteristics listed below. 

1. The “first tier or the deep structure” is about the position of the units and how they 

are relative to other units. In other words, it can be called the ordering principle. 

2. The “second tier” is the degree of differentiation within the units and relative to each 

other 

3. The “third tier” is the circulation and distribution of competencies among the units. 

Waltz’s definition of the term captures the vertical dimension of the system. NcR 

understands system structure in a broader way than Waltz, and a fuller definition and 
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description by Robert Jervis is: “We are dealing with the system when a set of units for 

elements is so interconnected that changes in some elements for their relations 

produced changes in other parts of the system, and the entire system exhibits properties 

and behaviours that are different from those of the parts”.   In his words “systems off 

and displaying non-linear relationships and outcomes cannot be understood by adding 

together the units or their relations and many of those results are unintended”100. 

Putting both the definitions together we find that the vertical dimension imposes 

constraints on units by delimiting a range of policy options and bargaining power 

however not having the power to dictate the behaviour of a state and, the horizontal 

dimension captured by Jervis suggests that “systems often display non-linear 

relationships, outcomes cannot be understood by adding together the units or their 

relations, and that many of the results are unintended”101. 

The understanding of system structure under the neoclassical realism is broader than 

that of Waltz’s, as demonstrated above with the help of “vertical” and “horizontal” 

dimensions. Neoclassical realist criticism of Waltz’s international structure exists on a 

variety of ontological, theoretical, and empirical grounds. For the purpose of this 

research, just one line of objection towards conception of the structure is presented. 

This criticism is based upon the neglect of importing variables that are located either 

in the unit or the systemic level of analysis. To identify this shortcoming, Snyder 

developed the term ‘structural modifiers’, which he believes affect all units in a system 

and these are the ‘givens’ in every system at any time in world politics102. Structural 

modifiers are material variables at regional sub-system or international system level, 

but they are not structural themselves. They would include geography, rate of 

technological advancements and offence-defence stability in the military equipment, 

and they can amend the effects of structural essentials, on interactional procedure 

however; these aren’t interaction themselves. These features can have an influence on 

the relative distribution of capabilities, and as well as the anarchic ordering principle 

of the state. Furthermore, third generation neoclassical realism does not assume that 
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these modifiers affect all states and, therefore, are idiosyncratic in nature. In this thesis, 

the empirical chapters will comment on how these modifiers, which are the ‘givens’ in 

a system, affect Pakistan. 

Furthermore, the supposition in neoclassical realism is that the external behaviour of a 

state is first shaped by its position as well as power in the international structure, and 

then by the comparative share of its material proficiencies103.This means that external 

factors are the primary drivers of policy. However, type III neoclassical realism also 

rejects Waltz’s idea of total external determination, which suggests that under different 

regime states act similarly to a systemic stimulus. This argument is elaborated by 

pointing out four problems of this idea, perception / misperception, the clarification of 

signals, the issues regarding rationality as well as the abilities and needs of the states 

to mobilize their resources104 . Thus, an analysis that is based merely on external 

determination even in case of a transitioning democracy such as Pakistan, as in this 

case, would limit the explanatory power of such analysis to monitor how international 

pressures are perceived by the state.  

This research presumes that system structure constricts and dictates Pakistan’s 

behaviour in the systems as an independent variable.  

The discourse below attempts to explore various features of the system and the 

structural modifiers. It then discusses the intervening variable that helps explain the 

responses to the stimuli. 

 

1. Polarity and Relative Distribution of Power 

NcR sees anarchy in the form of a permissive condition instead of an autonomous 

underlying force 105 . Thus, power trends and relative distribution of power are 

conditioned by structural modifiers such as geography and technology and are the 

explanatory variables. Power itself is a contested idea even amongst various realist 

schools. However, in third generation NcR power is measured by use of various 
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measurements or indicators such as material capabilities and intangible resources such 

as quality of leadership, national morale and diplomacy. As states are likely to maintain 

their stability against some states as compared to all, Pakistan does not deem China a 

threat, but has balanced against India by forming an association with the United States 

and by aligning with China as well. The  alliance practice of Pakistan in the past 

indicates that Pakistan’s decision-making elite gradually accused its traditional ally to 

have “abandoned” it in times of need, and so Pakistan must seek other options to limit 

its dependency on its traditional ally. Pakistan’s decision-making elite’s view of the 

world has generally been uni-polar, but this study argues that there has been a change 

in the way Pakistan perceives the contemporary system based on its behaviour.  

The term polarity denotes the sum of all prime states as well as great powers in 

existence in the systems at any given time. Although classical realist scholars see 

polarity in terms of behaviour. At a given time in international environment there could 

exist a uni-polar, bi-polar or multi-polar system. Also, it has been argued that even after 

the Second World War it took years for victors to recognize the bi-polarity of the 

system. Hence, this brings us to another key systemic variable, which is clarity, which 

can be considered a distinguishing factor between structural realism and neoclassical 

realism. The research proposes that although Pakistan views the U.S. a great power, 

and has remained an ally to it, the rise of China, and even India in its own sub-systemic 

environment has shifted its worldview and also affected its behaviour to some degree. 

The distribution of power among the states in the region along with the type of 

interaction between them shapes the responses of a state. 

 

2. Clarity 

The clarity of information and signals that is provided by the international system to 

the nations is central to the NcR.  There are three components of clarity as identified, 

the first element is the degree to which threats and opportunities are discernible. Clear 

threats also have certain conditions such as expressed hostility by the other party, 

imminence of threat and economic and military capability to inflict damage of the core 

interests of the state. In 1948 Pakistan felt pressured to the insecurity of unequal and 

“unfair” division of material sources and territory it had received as the result of the 
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partition. It infiltrated into Kashmir in 1948 as the clarity of threats it perceived to be 

true. 

Also, clear opportunities also have certain components such as evidence that relative 

capabilities favour the state, even if the other state lacks capability to resolve and resist 

the states’ move in the respective threat, a favourable balance of capabilities will not 

be resulted in persistence making it important to act as soon as possible.106 For instance, 

in 1971 Indian forces found the opportunity to exploit the ongoing unrest in 

Bangladesh, and chose to strike as it was clear that West Pakistan was not able to 

politically and militarily resolve the situation, and it was impossible for Pakistan to 

fight a long war in East Pakistan with limited local support and resources, hence the 

opportunity was grabbed. 

The second element of clarity is the clarity of time horizons. For instance, when Z.A 

Bhutto flew to China to request support during the 1971 war and came back rather 

disappointed, that led to a clear comprehension that the Indian offensive could not be 

cushioned with any external help i.e. American or Chinese. As a result, Pakistani troops 

finally surrendered in the East Pakistan.  

The third component of clarity is related to the clarity in the choices, which is 

comparatively rare in the international system. Such a system very rarely provides 

clarity of options and limits their options at their disposal. However, there are 

exceptions to this for e.g. immediately 9/11 attacks the Bush administration announced 

either Pakistan is “with us” or against us. Hence limiting Pakistan’s options. 

With a greater transparency about the nature of opportunities and threats, the expected 

period of their materialization and the optimum policy options variance in policy 

choices adopted should be low. Similarly, with less clarity in the system there should 

be greater variance in policy choices adopted which would give greater room to policy 

makers to pursue idiosyncratic and unique solutions based on their preferences, 

strategic cultures and parochial interests which are the intervening variables.  

NcR analyses clarity as one of the critical systemic variables. Despite the fact that 

precise measurement of clarity is unavailable at the time, similar can be stated about 

other concepts such as polarity or great power status and measurement of power of 
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states’. This methodological hurdle does not undermine the exploratory power of the 

concept107. Hence, an imprecise operationalization of the concept of clarity will not be 

resulted in constituting any fatal flaws in the research108. Given that NcR sees the 

structure as being uncertain, it also identifies the sources of uncertainties. NcR sees 

uncertainty as a product of structure and agency. It’s not the system but the agents, and 

insufficient information available to them that complex security environments are 

uncertain 109.The uncertainty may also result from sub-systemic (regional) factors and 

even unit level intervening factors such as leaders’ world views and strategic cultures. 

Thus, in absence or presence of perfect clarity in system, some level of uncertainty is 

inevitable. 

3. Permissive/Restrictive Strategic Environment/ Strategic Space 

Apart from polarity, clarity and uncertainty, another important part of the international 

system in NcR is regarding the nature of a state and its strategic environment, in the 

geo-political security context. Uncertainty and clarity pertain to the scope of 

information, whereas strategic environment pertains to the content of the 

information110. The imminence of a threat or opportunity that a state faces determines 

the permissiveness or restrictiveness of that states’ strategic environment. Two possible 

types of strategic environments have been identified i.e. Permissive and Restrictive. It 

is also stated that the sharing of power in a system that is polarity could be unipolar, 

bi-polar or multi-polar and, as a result, in a permissive or restrictive strategic 

environment. Table 2.1 provides examples, borrowed from Lobell, Ripsman, 

Taliaferro, of various states in different distributions of power which resulted in 

permissive or restrictive environment111. 
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Table. 2.1 Polarity and Nature of Strategic Environment 

 Permissive Strategic 

Environment  

Restrictive Strategic 

Environment 

Polarity: 

Number 

of Great 

Powers 

Multi-

polarity 

Britain ,Russia, Prussia after 

Napoleonic wars (1815-

1854) 

Britain, Russia, France 

and Austria-Hungary after 

Wars of German 

Unification (1871-1892) 

Bipolarity United States in Early Cold 

war (1945-1963) 

United States in later Cold 

War (1963-1989) 

 

Source: “Steven E. Lobell, Norrin M. Ripsman, and Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, 54-55” 

 

Since, Pakistan is not a major power but nonetheless a significant actor in regional and 

global security context, its strategic environment is a mix of security as well as 

economic dependencies. 

Hence, in a uni-polar or bi-polar or in a multi polar setting, the strategic environment 

can be restrictive or permissive. Moreover, restrictive or permissive strategic 

environment can also exhibit more or less clarity.  

From the point of view of NcR’s regarding the systems of the world, clarity and the 

context of the strategic environment are distinctive variables. Thus, while discussing 

Pakistan’s foreign policy towards China the four key concepts of the system structure 

are discussed in the empirical chapters in the conclusions. 

The author comments on polarity, uncertainty/clarity and strategic environment, that 

Pakistan perceived itself to be in while formulating policy and how these structural 

modifiers placed constrains or provided opportunities to Pakistan. These are the 

“givens” in every system , these modifiers affect all the actors present in the system 

however; Pakistan’s geo-political challenges ,given, its’ unmarked border with 

Afghanistan and heavily guarded border with India has restricted Pakistan’s strategic 

environment and heightened its sense of insecurities which have made it more 

vulnerable to inflate threats. 
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Intervening Variable 

In addition to the independent variable, neoclassical realists believe that in order to 

assess the foreign policy of a nation, the intervening variables must be studied. These 

variables act as transmission belts that filter systemic stimuli i.e. the external 

environment, thus converting them into policy and are the primary contribution of the 

theory. It is the incorporation of these unit-level/domestic level variables, which 

differentiate it from structural realism/neorealism. 

Scholars have criticized the theory for introducing these variables in an impromptu 

manner however; the followers have levelled those criticisms by identifying four broad 

categories of intervening variables. They are as follows112:  

Strategic Culture Domestic 

institutions 

State-society 

relations 

Leader images 

 

Depending on the span and scope of the study, the influence of intervening variable on 

the dependent variable may vary. It is argued that in instances of time constraints, 

pressures and secrecy, variables like that of the relationship between the state and the 

society as well as the local institutions tend to have less opportunity to effect the policy. 

Alternatively, it is argued that the strategic culture; relationship between the state and 

the society and the local institution are about domestic process. These variables come 

into play during the process of the policy making and are more likely to influence 

policy in short-medium or medium-to-long term periods i.e. foreign policy making 

during a period of a few years to a decade and at times of grand strategic adjustments. 

The above-mentioned variables include bureaucratic/organizational, societal, 

institutional and psychological models which offer alternate approaches to FPA113. 

These variables reflect interactions between key decision makers and within/among 

society as whole, the mechanism of foreign policy formation and various constraints 

on the decision-making elite. Hence, affecting the manner in which a state responds to 

the external stimuli. Also, it is more likely that under a more permissive strategic 
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environment the effect of the intervening variables is more visible than it is in 

restrictive strategic environments. 

Henceforth, this would mean that the constraints and opportunities presented to 

Pakistan at the systemic level are the primary drivers of its foreign policy but, at the 

sub-system and unit level, how Pakistan receives and responds to the international 

system is what differentiates NcR from structural realism. It is the incorporation of the 

domestic intervening variables that set NcR apart from the structural realism114.  

Since the period under analysis is 2005 onwards and the review of the literature reveals 

the nature of the state of the Pakistan state and how decision-making in the state has 

traditionally occurred. The author has chosen Pakistan’s strategic culture to be studied 

as the intervening variable in policy formation towards China. The justification of 

which is in the discussion hereafter. Pakistan’s decision-making elite has common 

strategic beliefs due to the dominance of one domestic institution over another 

domestic institution in terms of the key foreign policy decisions. Hence, the dominance 

of military institution in policy making (due to prolonged direct military rule) it has 

cultivated the strategic culture of the country to aiming to advance in its own goals. 

This understanding links the two intervening variable clusters with one another, that is, 

the Strategic Culture and the Domestic Institutes. On the basis of this correlation it is 

being argued that the four clusters of intervening variables identified above are not too 

independent of one another when understood in the context of Pakistan political 

environment and experiences. Therefore, the discussion below builds a link between 

the remaining two clusters of intervening variables which are named as, the State-

Society relations and the Leader Images. 

The purpose of linking the four clusters of intervening variables is to justify the 

selection of strategic culture, which the author believes, to some extent encompasses 

or is a result or cause of the other three intervening variables as identified by the NcR 

School. Therefore, providing a wider interpretation of strategic culture that is equipped 

to represent the other three clusters. 

                                                 
114 Gideon Rose, “Neoclassical Realism and the theories of foreign policy”“World Politics, vol 51, no.1 

(1998), pp 144-177” 
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Leader images reflect the images or beliefs of the individuals who sit at the helm of the 

state. In other words identified as the Foreign Policy Elite (FPE) these include advisors, 

ministers, key cabinet members, dictators, Prime Minister, President or a bureaucrat 

charged with the conduct of foreign and defence policy115. The image of any leader is 

substantial as it could influence the first of the 3 crucial intervening routes (Fig. 2.0) 

perception of external systemic provocations. Since this research begins its analysis at 

a point when Pakistan’s military was directly ruling the state, it is established how the 

military establishments have managed to sustain its control and imbed certain pro-

China perceptions in the FPE and in society at large. This research also presumes that 

the two civilian leaders who took power after Musharraf also did not alter the policy 

direction and continued to expand engagement and Pakistan’s dependence on China. 

Literature Review in this research establishes that Pakistani civilian and military elite 

have a broad consensus on its alignment policy towards China by binding Pakistan’s 

national security interests directly to it China policy. Hence, since the past five decades, 

the same trend has not been challenged. This consistency reveals the co-relation 

between the leader images and the strategic culture, which has developed as a reaction 

to the local as well as the international threat perceptions of Pakistan. 

The deeply embedded preference in Pakistani leaders for a pro-China policy is a result 

of dominance of the military institution in domestic politics as well as in foreign policy 

making given that Pakistan’s security-centric outlook has dominated its threat 

perceptions. There is little room for individuals to challenge or alter the narrative and 

overall policy due to the fact that preferences are shaped around amity-enmity band, 

where the historical proceedings contentious matters and incidents interconnect.  

The fourth and the last cluster of the intervening variable is the relations between the 

State ans the Society, which encompasses the character of connections between the 

principal establishments of the nation and the numerous pressure groups and society. 

                                                 
115 Steven E. Lobell, Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, and Norrin M. Ripsman, 62, also see  Barbara Farmhand , 

“Roosevelt and the Munich Crisis a study of Political decision-making ,” Princeton New Jersey 

(Princeton University press 1997) 
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Fareed Zarakia identifies four vital queries that are related to the congruence between 

the society and the state as explained below116: 

1. The extent to which a state differs to leaders of the state about the concept of 

foreign policy plays a major role in the case of a disagreement,  

2. Distributional compensation between the societal alliances to get a hold of the 

nation and its accompanying spoils, 

3.  The degree of social and political consistency inside of the state, 

4.  The support of the public for the broad foreign policy as well as the national 

security aims. 

In general terms Pakistan’s society has accepted the state’s rhetoric on China and due 

to the positive representation of China in the media throughout the five decades, and 

limited people to people interactions there is very little disagreement when it comes to 

the states China policy. This leads the argument back to the domination of the 

Pakistan’s armed forces and their dominance in the national and the foreign decision-

making over the years, which in the absence of a conflict with China has resulted in 

public support for policy towards the China. The Pakistani society in general has 

conformed to the state preferences due to a host of reasons, which can be simplified as 

the absence of conflict of interest between the Pakistani society and China. However, 

in the case if the society is apprehensive about the state and repels what it believes to 

be the state intrusions upon the rights of the society and its material sources, it would 

become more challenging to make the judgments regarding the foreign policy. Such 

has not been the case with Pakistani society due to the limited contact between the 

general populations on both sides, as is noted in the Literature Review. Therefore, 

based on the discussion the state-society associations within the framework of 

Pakistan’s foreign policy behaviour towards China, there is an observable social 

cohesion in the Pakistani society and the FPE. This cohesion can be attributed, again, 

to the dominance of the Pakistani military in domestic and foreign policy domain and 

also to the limited contact between the populations of both states. 

 

                                                 
116 Fareed Zakaria, “From Wealth to Power: the Unusual Origins of America’s World Role.” Princeton 

New Jersey Princeton University press 1998): 20 
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Concept and Definition of Strategic Culture 

 

Now that the rationale of selecting the strategic culture as the intervening variable has 

been presented, a discussion on the concept, definition and operationalization of this 

element is to be offered. 

Rooted in political culture, the concept of strategic culture can be explained in terms 

of a collective demonstration of approaches for the resolution of the problems 

regarding security concerns. These approached may ultimately have an effect on the 

policy options, choices and policy-making. The history of Pakistan, its politics and 

security challenges have helped shape and develop its strategic culture. Before 

discussing the fundamental components of the strategic culture of Pakistan in 

particular, the definition adopted in this theory is provided below; 

This study adopts Alastair Iain Johnston’s definition of strategic culture which was 

based on the works of Clifford Geertz. It defines strategic culture as “an integrated 

system of symbols (e.g., argumentation structures, languages, analogies, metaphors) 

which acts to establish pervasive and long-lasting strategic preferences by formulating 

concepts of the role and efficacy of military force in interstate political affairs, and by 

clothing these conceptions with such an aura of factuality that the strategic preferences 

seem uniquely realistic and efficacious117. The strategic preferences of states are based 

on the integrated system of symbols. The system of symbols has two constituent parts”: 

1) Fundamental conventions of the institution or stakeholders  

2) Operational understanding of the means, tools or strategy which is most 

effective in managing or dealing with a threat or opportunity  

The first constituent, ‘assumptions’, are commonly held perceptions of key 

stakeholders and this helps to reduce the uncertainty in the environment118. The second 

constituent the ‘operational’ understanding has to do with the means adopted by the 

stakeholder /state to operationalize these beliefs’ and to make strategy and find tools to 

manage threats and avail opportunities. The difficulty of relating the strategic culture 

to a specific policy or behaviour poses challenges to the use of this concept as the 

                                                 
117 Alistair Iain Johnston, “Thinking about Strategic Culture,” “International Security 19, no. 4 (1995): 

46, also see Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973)” 
118 Johnston, 48 
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primary driver of a certain policy, and thus can not be adopted as an independent 

variable. The strategic culture is then  “inherited conceptions and shared beliefs that 

shape a nation’s collective identity, the values that colour how a country evaluates its 

interests, and the norms that influence a state’s understanding of the means by which it 

can best realize its destiny in a competitive international system”119. 

The debates on strategic culture and its definitions have no end in absence of one single 

operational definition, experts such as David Jones, Colin Gray, William Kincade, 

Carnes Lord, and Snyder locate the sources of this phenomenon primarily in macro-

environmental factors; hence, the understanding of strategic culture bears ideational 

constraints. They further identified factors for instance “geography and factor 

endowments; in political variables such as history, the character of the state, and state-

society relations; in cultural resources such as belief systems, myths, and symbols, as 

well as textual and non-textual sources of tradition; in institutional elements, 

particularly the structure and interests of key military organizations and the character 

of civil-military relations” 120 . The strategic culture although takes years and 

generations to develop however it can not be viewed as an unmalleable phenomenon. 

But something that may reflect different influences at different points in time. Meaning 

that it may retain some components and adopt fresh dimensions as time develops the 

politics of the state. This goes to show that, the culture shapes society more than the 

latter shapes the former 121 .Having said that scholars that have studied Pakistan’s 

strategic culture agree that Pakistan’s strategic culture has remained static.122 

 

Literature on Pakistan’s Strategic Culture 

Before understanding the theory and concept of strategic culture of Pakistan, a brief 

review of the limited literature is to be presented. 

                                                 
119 Michael C. Desch, “Culture Clash: Assessing the Importance of Ideas in Security Studies,” 

International Security 23, no. 1 (1998): 141–70 
120 Rajesh M. Basrur, "Nuclear Weapons and Indian Strategic Culture." Journal of Peace Research 38, 

no. 2 (2001): 181-98. 
121 Daniel, P Moynihan et al, “Poverty: Culture vs Class”, Comparative Politics, 4, no.4, (1972) 589-

605 
122 Rasul Bakhsh Rais, “Interview with the author in LUMS”, April 2018 
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Before reviewing the few works on the strategic culture of Pakistan, it must be noted 

that due to the dominance of the military in the security community, Pakistan’s fears 

and insecutities vis-à-vis India features heavily in this literature. 

One of the first works done by Prof. Rizvi identified three chief factors that have 

moulded the strategic culture of Pakistan123. 

These are as follows: 

1. Strong perceptions of hostile environment 

2. The lack of balance in power as compared to India 

3. Finding the foundations of strategic thinking in Islamic ideology 

Although Rizvi addresses the key features of the strategic culture however; his analysis 

does not include the relative mass of other domestic actors on Pakistan’s perceptions. 

Although he acknowledges that professionalism, realism, and organisational 

imperatives can not be excluded from the study of strategic culture, he doesn’t not 

address how different national actors influence it. He also acknowledges how similar 

security narratives are accepted by major political parties, the media, intellectual elites 

as well as the general population, as the private/public education forwards this 

narrative. Western Scholars have also contributed to this area. One of the pioneering 

works comes from Stephen P.Cohen. Cohen too finds Pakistan’s India-centric outlook 

and adds to the mix a new dimension. He states that internal distrust between 

institutions complicates external perceptions furthermore. He lists three core elements 

of the strategic culture as 1) Offensive defence, 2) Outstanding issues with India and 

3) Deterrence. Cohen also finds that Pakistan’s military has very carefully linked 

western theories of war and deterrence with Islamic principles (Jihad) and religious 

vigour124. 

Another major contribution is presented by Feroz Hassan Khan who explained the 

strategic culture in the form of “a slate of factors”. He, much like Rizvi, identifies self-

image, image of enemy, and role of nuclear weapons as key features of this culture. He 

makes a significant contribution by identifying the experiences with allies as one of the 

                                                 
123 Hasan Askari Rizvi, “Pakistan’s Strategic Culture”, in “South Asia 2020 Future Strategic Balances 

and Alliances ed Mivhael R Chambers” (Carl, PA: Strategic Studies Institute, U.S. Army War College, 

Nov 2002):325 
124 Stephen P.Cohen, “The Pakistan Army”, (New Delhi, Himalayan Books, 1984): 60 
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sources of Pakistan’s pronounced insecurities 125 . In the same year Peter Lavoy 

published his study on Pakistan’s strategic culture and pointed out that Pakistan’s 

‘acceptance’ of external support is also a feature of its strategic culture. This 

argumentation does not hold ground as it is believed that seeking external support is a 

way of achieving its goals rather than a goal in itself.   

 Following a similar line of argumentation as Cohen and Rizvi , Muhammad Tehsin 

also identifies two major features of its Pakistan’s strategic culture. He places Islamic 

individuality and spiritual disposition of the decision-making elites as the primacy 

feature and source of Pakistan’s strategic culture. The author finds this argumentation 

to be flawed since most of the Pakistani leaders have been quite secular in their personal 

lives and have rather politicised Islam to advance their goals. The second source for 

Tehsin is “Pakistan’s hostile geopolitical environment and threat perceptions from 

India”126.  

C.C Fair in her book provides the most extensive study of Pakistan’s military’s 

strategic culture, as an institution, and not that of the state itself. In her book she 

identifies 

, four key features of Pakistan’s strategic culture that are illustrated in the Table 2.2. 

The table is based on extensive study of military publications and memoirs from 

officers by  Fair127. 

  

                                                 
125 Feroz Hassan Khan, “Comparative Strategic Culture, The Case of Pakistan”, “Strategic Insights, 6, 

no.10, (November 2005)” 
126 Muhammad Tehsin, “Pakistan Strategic Culture: Formulation of Counterterrorism Policy”, 

“(Albuquerque, NM: Cooperative Monitoring Center, Sadia National laboratories (April 2014)” 
127 C.Christine Fair. “Pakistan’s strategic culture Implications for How Pakistan Perceives and Counters 

Threats”, “The National Bureau of Asian research NBR, special report #61, (December 2016) : 6” 
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Table 2. 2. Pakistan Army’s System of Symbols 

Strategic beliefs about 

the threat environment 

 

Strategies for 

operationalizing these 

beliefs 

 

Tools to manage threats 

 

Pakistan is an insecure 

and incomplete state. 

 

Defend Pakistan’s 

ideological and 

geographic frontiers; 

finish the “unfinished” 

process of partition. 

 

 Instrumentalize 

Islam.  

• Conduct 

asymmetric conflict, 

war, politics, and 

diplomacy. 

 

Afghanistan is source of 

instability (often in 

collusion with India). 

 

Develop strategic depth. 

 

• Maintain a forward 

vs. close border 

policy with respect 

to Afghanistan.  

•  Use FATA/Khyber 

Pakhtunkhwa as a 

buffer. 

 

India presents 

opposition to the two-

nation theory and seeks 

to dominate or 

completely destroy 

Pakistan.  

 

Sustain public and 

military appetite for 

indefinite civilizational 

war. 

 

• Wage wars and 

conflict with India 

as defensive Jihad 

against Kufar (non-

believers).  

• Misrepresent all 

wars with India.  

• Cast “Pakistan 

Army as Islamic 

warriors.” 
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India is a hegemon that 

must be resisted. 

 

View risk-taking (e.g., in 

Kargil in 2001 and 2008) 

as always preferable to 

doing nothing, which 

amounts to defeat. 

 

      • Threaten Jihad under 

a       nuclear umbrella.  

      • Develop external ties.  

      • Cultivate militants. 

 

 

 

 

In her study, she treats the Pakistan military institutions’ strategic culture as that of the 

whole state’s and treats it as an independent variable. This reductionist approach puts 

Pakistan’s ‘ideological’ considerations above its security considerations. Her books 

states that the Pakistan military  has a unalterable revisionist approach that can not be 

changed by providing it any amount of security since, its insecurities and threats are 

based in its imagination128. Hence, this mono-causal thesis is further reinforced by 

“Pakistan’s former Ambassador to the U.S.” Hussain Haqqani in his book129. Hussain 

too sums up the strategic culture in Pakistan to that of the  strategic thinking of the 

military and adds that the view point of the military about itself as defender of the states 

“ideological frontiers” is a key component of Pakistan’s strategic culture. 

Four aspects of the military institution’s basic doctrine outlined by Haqqani as: 

 1) Pakistan is a state that is a constant state of siege  

2) The only guarantor of the state survival is its military  

3) India is a permanent enemy and Pakistan must try to out-manoeuvre India via 

internal or external balancing  

4) Pakistan’s strategic location makes it too dangerous to fail as a country and an 

external patron will underwrite its military and its economy130. 

                                                 
128 C.Christine Fair. “Pakistan’s strategic culture Implications for How Pakistan Perceives and 

Counters Threats”, “The National Bureau of Asian research NBR, special report #61, (December 

2016): 1” 
129 Hussain Haqani, “Between Mosque and Military”, “Washington; DC , Carnegie Endowment for 

International Peace, 2005)” 
130 Hussain Haqqani, “Pakistan’s Former Ambassador to United States, WION Interview”, 14th April 

2018, “https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RYlrDTdiNqA” 
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This doctrine is in many ways similar to the strategic beliefs, strategies and 

management tools identified by C.C Fair, which are listed in Table 2.2.  

Although there is limited literature on the subject, some of the studies provide deep 

insights into the complexity of the civil-military divide which has shaped the strategic 

culture. Although some studies reduce the strategic culture of state to entire strategic 

culture of nation that includes civil and military bureaucracy the authors departs from 

such reductionist approaches and provides a balanced analysis of the key features of 

Pakistan’s strategic culture. 

 

Key Elements and features of Pakistan’s Strategic Culture 

As the brief literature review of studies on the strategic culture of Pakistan indicates a 

few common themes. The author has carefully noted how Pakistan’s strategic culture 

studies are dominated by India-centric features, wars, nuclear deterrence and 

deterrence stability. Hence, a balanced analysis of the main features of the strategic 

culture are presented below, each indicating how that particular feature plays into 

Pakistan’s China policy.  

 

 

1. Countering Indian Dominance 

Pakistan’s narrative of India is based on its “injustices” at the time of freedom in 

Kashmir in east Pakistan and more recently in Baluchistan insurgency. These ideas run 

deep in society that, politicians, bureaucrats, and officers are raised in. Pakistan’s three 

wars with India and India’s ‘evil’ intentions to damage Pakistan’s territorial integrity 

and its image is at the core of this narrative. India’s Hindu identity is overemphasized 

as opposed to Pakistan’s Muslim identity. 

To resist India’s regional hegemony Pakistan views itself to be the only South Asian 

country capable of ‘checking’ India’s ambitions, and hence it must act. The rivalry’s 

outcome remains unsettled. India can’t compel Pakistan to give up its revisionist 

outlook and to accept the status quo in Kashmir. On the other hand, Pakistan can not 

reach parity with India using conventional means due to India much greater size in 

territory economy and military capability. Therefore, the strategic culture of Pakistan 
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is established on the basis of the historic events and the negative perceptions have been 

solidified by knowledge reproduction and transfer via generations. The society and the 

state still view India via a historical prism. Pakistan maintains its policy of counter-

balancing India in its own capacity and the cost of this policy keeps rising. Pakistan 

refuses to give up and instead has sought to seek external patrons and unconventional 

means to check India’s rise. India’s dominance in economic, defense and diplomatic 

spheres is seen as a threat. Thus, Pakistan’s China policy too is affected by this feature 

of Pakistan’s strategic culture. 

 

2. Primacy of National Security 

The understanding of national security in Pakistan has been reduced to military security 

that is the defence of its territory against external threats. The economic dimension of 

national security has been neglected and Pakistan’s weak economy has become more 

and more vulnerable in the process. 

After the partition Pakistan had to develop a national ideology beyond its Muslim 

identity and this need for national identity grew even stronger after East Pakistan 

became an independent country. The evolution of the nationwide strategic culture in 

Pakistan seems to have its foundations in the perceived hostility from India. There are 

however, internal/domestic causes of the insecurity also. National security and integrity 

have been indivisible ever since Pakistan realised that its eastern and western borders 

are threatened by hostile neighbours. These complex linkages between regional threat 

perceptions and state formation (civil-military competitions for state control) have 

compelled Pakistan to seek external patrons as ‘balancing mechanisms’. The political 

chaos that resulted in civil-military divide was further damaged by ethnic tensions, 

weak federation , regional and religious divide and inability of the state to develop 

sound constitutional democracy131.Although the military has been a dominating force 

in the county’s politics Pakistan’s hasn’t always had a complete military regime. They 

always had domestic political alliances with certain parties. Thus Pakistan’s hybrid 

political culture has resulted due to the military’s cultivation of these political parties 

                                                 
131 Ayesha Jalal, “The State of Martial Rule: The Origins of Pakistan’s Political Economy of Defense” 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990) 
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especially the PML-N. The political heritage therefore has evolved these ideas into the 

civilian elite based on their alliances with the military. Hence, the primacy of national 

security when making any decision related to the states foreign policy the military has 

supremacy over the civilian.  

No single institute, party or leader has been able to build a national consensus over core 

national security challenges such as Kashmir. Significant moves to resolve this 

outstanding issues and continuous skirmishes on the Kashmir border ensure the 

primacy of national security in Pakistan’s strategic culture. Without a resolution in 

sight this feature also remains fixed.  

Pakistan’s China policy is a significant part of this feature due to a number of reasons. 

China does not openly oppose nor does it discourage Pakistan’s stance on Kashmir. It 

offers diplomatic support to Pakistan which indicates to Pakistan a timid support for its 

Kashmir despite China publicly stating that its stance on Kashmir is consistent and both 

countries should resolve the Kashmir matter by dialogue. Thus, China’s stance on 

Kashmir also features heavily in Pakistan’s China policy. 

 

3. Muslim Sovereign and Pride  

Aside from objective military balance and strategic considerations state ideology and 

culture, even religion of the society have a significant part in some cases. Pakistan is 

one of those cases. Rooted in historic memory the Pakistan society self-identifies as a 

sovereign Muslim state. A state that is established on the foundations of the two-nation 

theory that sparked the separation movement from Indian subcontinent in 1940. Also, 

rather than being from a same civilization Pakistani scholars/historians have advanced 

the idea of Sindh civilisation as being district from the Hind civilisation. Meaning that 

“the Indus Valley civilisation” was never a part of modern-day India 132 . This 

argumentation distinguishes Indians from Pakistanis on civilizational and cultural 

grounds making them two distinct peoples as opposed to being the same people. 

The fusion of nationalism with Islam has established its principles in the base of the 

strategic culture in the country. Pakistan’s general population takes a lot of pride in the 

                                                 
132 Atizaz Ahsan, “The Indus Saga and the Making of Pakistan”, (Lahore: Nehr Ghaar Publications, 

2001) 
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7 centuries of Muslim governance over the sub-continent. Its roads, nuclear missiles, 

parks and tanks are named after Muslim heroes. They are symbols of power. 

Pakistan’s self-image as an honoured, self-governing Muslim nation is based on three 

notions.  

1.The first one being its strategic location, a ‘pivotal’ one which connects three regions, 

i.e. “Central Asia, South Asia and Southeast Asia”. So it feels it has a role to play 

beyond its region and even beyond its resource capability despite limitations. Being the 

only nuclear capable state it has a part which is way past the region for the larger 

Muslim world. 

2.The second one is an idealistic stream which calls for standing up against occupation 

from non-Muslims and helping other Muslim populations to achieve self-

determination.it has thus supported Palestinians, Indonesians, Algerians and other 

Muslim populations in their struggle as it resonates with its stance and claims for the 

people of Kashmir. 

3.The third notion is that of divine will of God. Given that Pakistan was created despite 

all odds the pride is expressed and projected politically and ideologically. Terming 

itself as Mumliqat-e-khudadad 133 , the state and the army transcend the secular 

sentiments of nationalism into realms of religious value. Hence, the defence of the state 

becomes a religious duty. This mingling of nationalism and Islam makes Pakistani 

society and state stand in contrast to many other counties.  

Whereas this feature of the strategic culture may be more influential and pronounced 

in its policy towards India, Pakistan’s Muslim identity does not feature in its policy 

towards China. As mentioned earlier in this chapter it is possible for one area of the 

strategic culture to be more influential at one given time than at other times. That is 

because Pakistan’s China policy as mentioned earlier is based on geopolitical and 

security concerns rather than cultural or religious similarities. Pakistan and China both 

observe the “non-interference” in domestic matters of each other. Where as China does 

not criticize Pakistan on its unstable domestic environment Pakistan has not shown any 

support for the separatist elements in Xinjiang Muslim community. Here one can see 

how some features can overlap others in the strategic culture in a given context, 

                                                 
133 A country that is a divine gift of God  
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meaning that ‘Countering Indian dominance’ and ‘Primacy of National Interest’ 

subdue the support for the Muslim cause. 

 

4. Proactive Defence Posture  

Another prominent feature of Pakistan’s strategic culture is the adoption of a proactive 

defence posture. Being the weaker state in comparison to its primary rival, the security 

posture of the country is designed to discourage India from dictating the terms of 

engagement. Pakistan has viewed a good offense as a means of national defence. 

Adopting a three-pronged ‘defensive offense’, Pakistan has sought to offset Indian 

conventional resource advantage.  

The first is its usage of the tactical nuclear weapons.  

The second is Pakistan’s continuous up-gradation and indigenized arms production 

capability to decrease dependency on foreign equipment.  

The third is the capability developed to rapid and daunting placement of forces on the 

eastern borders.  

This three-pronged strategy’s two points are linked to Pakistan’s China policy. Pakistan 

has sought China’s help in the setup of domestic military equipment production 

complexes. Also, Chinese assistance in the creation of the nuclear weapons is of 

significant value. 

Although Pakistan has tried to replace conventional capability with nuclear but not 

without peril to itself as well as other in the region. 

Aside from conventional aspects of Pakistan’s proactive defence strategy, Pakistan has 

also employed a sub-conventional strategy. This sub-conventional strategy consists of 

low-intensity warfare via proxies and employ non-state actors using guerrilla tactics. 

This strategy was used against the overtaking of Afghanistan by the Soviet and later 

employed in Kashmir. Although China does not help Pakistan directly in maintain this 

sub-conventional strategy, it has, in the recent years, supported Pakistan through the 

use of its diplomatic strength in international forums. That support has helped Pakistan 

avoid international isolation in its narrative which states that those non-state actors are 

not state sponsored.  
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Strategic cultures of states are unique to their social and historical context and shape 

their political behaviours by influencing the manner in which the state perceives the 

external environment. A synthesis of realist framework with that of strategic culture in 

his study will make for a richer analysis of Pakistan’s individual behaviour. It is also 

essential to note here that the policies and the political symbolism also features heavily 

in the context of Pakistan’s perception of China. Terms such as ‘Mutually beneficial-, 

‘Time-tested friends-, ‘Iron-Brothers’ and their friendship being ‘higher than 

mountains and deeper than the seas’ are state narratives that are deeply entrenched into 

the state narrative. 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, three out the four dominant features of Pakistan’s s strategic culture are 

linked to its policy towards China.  

This section has helped build a theoretical link between the intervening variable with 

Pakistan’s discernments of the international system and the foreign policy behaviour 

with China in a broader sense. The empirical chapters in the thesis will provide further 

evidence of the link between this intervening variable with the independent and the 

dependent variable.  Because Pakistan’s perceptions of its external environment are 

constrained by its strategic culture. The next section provides an elaborate explanation 

of the dependent variable of this study. 

 

Dependent Variable 

The explanatory range of NcR expands from short to medium to long term policies. 

The dependent variable depends on the time frame. NcR can help analyse short term 

foreign polies to grand strategies of states. As the time span of this research is from 

2005 onwards, it spans over a period of longer than a decade, making it fall under a 

medium-to-longer term134. The dependent variable in this research is Pakistan’s foreign 

policy and its associated behaviour towards China. Not that the alignment behaviour 

occurred in 2005 but that Pakistan has been strengthening its alignment with China in 

this period.  

                                                 
134 Steven E. Lobell, Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, and Norrin M. Ripsman, 85-86 
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For the purpose of clarity, Figure 2.1 below provides a simple illustration of the 

theoretical causal chain of the thesis which is to be followed in the empirical chapters 

of this study. 

 

Figure 2.1. Independent variable, Intervening Variable and Dependent Variable  

 

Source: Authors Own 

 

The author applies the above mentioned framework of analysis from Chapter 6 

onwards with the exception of chapter 9 and 11. To avoid a descriptive narration of 

events as other studies have attempted in the past, the author cites only the most 

significant events and uses those events as evidence to support the arguments rather 

than narrating the events themselves. To maintain homogeneity in the study and to aid 

the reader, the author applies a same analytical structure in empirical chapters i.e. 

chapter 7, 8 and 10.  

Since Pakistan’s strategy towards China has been an alignment since the early 1960’s, 

as Chapter 5 explores in greater detail, the next section of this chapter unravels the 

concept of alignment and how one can observe whether Pakistan has sought to 

strengthen this policy or not. 

Concept of Alignment  

As the developing world continues to be detrimental to study of International Relations 

for various reasons, it is essential to contextualize DCs (Developing Countries) and 

analyse why they align, realign, or try to align, as they do. Such a goal simply cannot 

be met with developed philosophies such as “Balance of Power”, and tools devised on 

the basis of case studies picked from developed world and western societies which are 

more advanced than the global south is, in the political and economic sense. Theories 
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that do not take into account the concerns of the DC’s leadership when they make 

decisions to align with a stronger state, are simply ill-equipped to account for foreign 

policy behaviour of the developing world. In an article titled “Explaining Third World 

Alignment” Steven insists that the most influential determining factor for the third 

world aligning behaviour is the “rational calculation of third world leaders as to which 

outside power is most likely to do what is necessary to keep them in power”135 .  

However, the author did not dwell much into what constitutes an alignment but states 

that an alignment takes place when “a state brings its policies into close cooperation 

with another state in order to achieve mutual security goals”136.  

Nonetheless, Thomas Wilkins embarks on an elaborate discussion identifying various 

archetypes of alignments and stresses that that it is important for the researchers to 

review and re-assess the old-fashioned descriptions and systematic models for alliance 

/ alignment accordingly137.  He borrows the definition provided by Michael Ward and 

defines alignment as: 

 

“An agreement that is not signified by formal treaties, but is delineated by a variety of 

behavioural actions. It is a more extensive concept than alliance since it does not focus 

solely upon the military dimension of international politics” 

 

Ward outlines various extents of these alignments in the governmental, financial, 

military, as well as the societal spheres and observes that these pose a multi-layered 

sculpture of nation-wide and international postures138. Hence, given that the Literature 

review of this thesis demonstrates that the bulk of Pakistan’s China policy is based on 

geopolitical considerations, this thesis will provide evidence of enhanced political, 

economic, social and cultural engagements between the two states. Chapter 7, 8 ,9,10 

and 11 will provide evidences of this enhanced engagement. 

                                                 
135 Steven R. David, “Explaining Third World Alignment”, (World Politics, Vol. 43, No. 2 (1991), 233-

256 
136 Ibid David, p.32 
137 Thomas S. Wilkins, “Alignment, not Alliance: The Shifting Paradigm of International Security 

Cooperation’, Review of International Studies, Vol 38, (2012) 
138 Michael D. Ward, “Research Gaps in Alliance Dynamics” (Denver: University of Denver, 1982), p. 

7.  
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Snyder 139  views alignment as, “the missing link between the structure of the 

international system” and Khanna coincides that 21st century politics is dominated by 

alignments rather than alliances140.In this light when one traces Pakistan’s inclination 

towards  the U.SA., as early as 1954 when Pakistan joined “the Southeast Asia Treaty 

Organization (SEATO) and the Central Treaty Organization (CENTO)”, Pakistan’s 

early preference towards its official coalition with the United States indicates its 

leaderships’ pro-western world view. However, one can observe that Pakistan’s 

engagement with China with simultaneous alliance with the U.S. did not come damage 

its utility for the other. 

In case of China, which has certainly not involved formally in a binding security 

agreement with Pakistan found itself drawn to its neighbour given its economic and 

security compulsions- and in recent times due to its’ ambitions. The Chinese 

Communist Party (CCP) historically viewed Pakistan as a reliable balancer against 

India and also has cultivated Pakistan as a client, be it for its growing conventional 

weapons industry or any other industry. 

Against this background there is a dire need of further study to promote conceptual 

scholarship which is more relevant to contemporary events than Cold War alignment 

paradigms argues Wilkins141. 

Menon in his manuscript titled “The End of Alliances” predicted an end to alliances in 

the 21st century with the exceptions of Anglo-American and U.S.-Israel alliance, stating 

that “states are more likely to engage in security alignments rather than alliances”142A 

common viewpoint in Cioriari and Menon’s writings is the argument that when not 

compelled by a pressing dominant state or prospect of imminent conflict, a developing 

state prefers flexible and limited security ties. In similar spirit this study views 

Pakistan’s policy towards China as that of a strategic alignment during the period under 

study, as it sees its goals vis-à-vis China being fulfilled in the absence of a strong 

cooperation with the U.S.A.                           

                                                 
139 Jack Snyder, “Myths of Empire: Domestic Politics and International Ambition” (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 

University Press, 1991), pp.317-318 
140 Parag Khanna, “The Second World: Empires and Influence in the New Global Order”, “(New York: 

Random House, 2008), p. 324.” 
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Ciorciari also presses that given such high stakes in the global south, where many of 

the states are volatile hotspots, there is a dire need to address the alignment behaviours 

of the developing countries143. 

As the East Asian region was the focus in his book, such enthusiasm has missed the 

South Asian region. Furthermore, his writings suggest that developing countries in the 

global south tend to tilt towards one or more bigger powers, which has clearly been the 

case with Pakistan, hence it is essential to investigate the nature of engagement of 

Pakistan with China especially at a time when the region is going through major events. 

In his observation developing countries seek the greatest rewards at the smallest risk. 

Ciorciari found that tight alliances do not guarantee support by the stronger state and 

uses Pakistan-U.S. alliance against the Soviets in late 80’s and again in 2001 in War 

against Terrorism, as an example144. He then proposes that developing countries benefit 

from “alignment” which allows the developing state to engage with several great-

power alternatives rather than just one, which is an argument this study too proposes 

with respect to the case study of Pakistan’s engagement with China from 2005 onwards. 

This study proposes that the operative descriptor for Pakistan’s policy towards China 

be the term Alignment as opposed to “Strategic Partnership” 145  or “Conditional 

Engagement”146. For a strategic partnership to occur “besides allowing information, 

skills, and resources to be pooled, a strategic partnership also permits the partners to 

share risk”147. Pakistan and China lack the sharing of risk factor simply because China’s 

own ambitions require it to look beyond regional rivalries and competitions specifically 

with India. Pakistan’s relationship with China has not been goal driven, in the historical 

context, rather, it has been threat-driven, this research argues that during 2005 onwards 

                                                 
143 John D. Ciorciari , “The limits of alignment: Southeast Asia and the great powers since 

1975”,“(Washington, D.C: Georgetown University Press, 2010): 20-25” 
144 Ibid., 20 
145 Strategic partnership definition provided by Thomas S. Wilkins “a structured collaboration between 

states (or other ‘actors’) to take joint advantage of economic opportunities or to respond to security 

challenges more effectively than could be achieved in isolation”. Given the economic activity between 

Pakistan and China remains lop-sided in favour of China mere security and defence cooperation does 

not make a strategic partnership, Thomas Wilkins, S. "From Strategic Partnership to Strategic Alliance? 

: Australia-Japan Security Ties and the Asia-Pacific." “Asia Policy 20, no. 1 (2015): 81-111” 
146 Meena Singh Roy, “Where Is the China-Pakistan Relationship Heading--Strategic Partnership or 

Conditional Engagement?”, Asia Policy 52, number 21 (2016), 147–73 
147 Thomas Wilkins, S. "From Strategic Partnership to Strategic Alliance?Australia-Japan Security Ties 

and the Asia-Pacific." Asia Policy 20, no. 1 (2015): 67 
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period that goal has shifted away from its India-centrality as it also increasingly 

involved China’s competition with the U.S. and its regional ambitions. Hence, merely 

fighting or deterring a common adversary in short or long term does not constitute a 

strategic partnership. Another term, Dwevedi proposes, is “Opportunistic Alliance”, 

the author reckons that this may be yet another misuse of the term “alliance” and 

instead Pakistan’s use of China to increase its’ competency could be an opportunistic 

alignment148. Besides alignment there also exist a strategy of hedging, a strategy that 

small states adopt in pursuit of their goals in foreign policy domain. Adopted from the 

finance industry the term hedging means that when a state simultaneously pursues two 

opposite strategies towards a single state it is considered to be hedging. By engaging 

closely and cooperating in certain aspects while simultaneously equipping its’ defences 

to ensure its safety against dominance. However, Pakistan’s history and terms of 

engagement with PRC do not indicate any threat perceptions from the larger neighbour 

due to primarily the absence of a core disagreement and lack of flash points for any 

major conflict. The relationship has also been classified as a “loose alignment” with 

the notion that a loose alignment is a standard nomenclature substitute for a strategic 

partnership149. Since the inception of Pakistan, the pursuit for safety has been at the 

core of the goals of its foreign policy and given that external patrons have ensured it 

minimal requirements for sustaining its defence budgets and requirements, any 

partnership on equal footing has not emerged. Hence, turning Pakistan into a classic 

case of dependent economy and a dependent state with an enlarged sense of threat from 

its neighbours. Where as hedging has worked for other smaller countries such as 

Malaysia and Oman it can not be practised by Pakistan as to tow a line between U.S. 

and China Pakistan has to be higher on the priority list for both the major world powers. 

Linking IV and IVV with DV 

 The connection between independent variable, intervening variable and the dependent 

variable is illustrated in the Table 2.3, which provides a cluster of intervening variables 

                                                 
148 Sangit Sarita Dwvedi, “Exploring Strategies and Implications of an Opportunistic Alliance: A Case 
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through degree of systemic clarity under a certain nature of strategic environment. 

According to this set of principles strategic culture affects the policy of the state in high 

and low clarity situations also under restrictive environment. That is to say that if the 

state perceives a restrictive environment the features of the strategic culture are more 

likely to exhibit their influence on policy making than in a permissive environment.  

Table 2.3 Intervening Variable Clusters by the Degree of Systemic Clarity and the 

Nature of Strategic Culture 

Nature of Strategic Environment 

(Restrictive to Permissive) 

       

High Clarity 

       

 Low Clarity 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Restrictive 

Environment 

 

Strategic Culture 

and Leader Images 

 

Strategic Culture 

and Leader Images 

 

 

Permissive 

Environment 

 

Strategic Culture , 

Domestic 

Institutions and 

State-society 

relations 

 

Indeterminate- all 

four clusters could 

be relevant  

Source: “Steven E. Lobell, Norrin M. Ripsman, Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, eds, Neoclassical Realism, the 

State, and Foreign Policy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009)” 

 

It is also debated that since the military forces of Pakistan have had a strong grip on 

national and external decision-making the strategic culture of the army is in fact the 

strategic culture of the state. Pande, Makhdoom and Bleau in their own works have 

also stressed the role of ideology at the intervening level in policy formation150. The 

studies find that “ideology plays an intervening role in that it either influences how a 

state defines and pursues its interests or creates a narrative that justifies the state’s 

                                                 
150 Khalid Javed Makhdoom, “Interaction of ideology and strategy in Pakistan’s Foreign Policy 1947-

1960”, PhD thesis, (Punjab University, 1988), Aparna Pande, “Foreign policy of an ideological State: 

Islam in Pakistan’s International Relations”, PhD thesis, (Boston University, 2010), Paul Bleau, “Realist 

Constructivism: Understanding Foreign Policy Intent”, Masters thesis,(John Hopkins University, 2014) 
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behaviour”151. Not only does ideology affect the assumptions of and strategies for 

national interest, elucidating how they were carried out and why the specific decisions 

were made, but, it also has a justificatory part as it places the behaviour in the 

framework of an ideological perspective. Since ideology is an integral part of what 

constitutes strategic culture of Pakistan, is treated as an intervening variable in the 

research by treating it as a constituent of Pakistan’s strategic culture. Different states 

have different predominant strategic preferences that are rooted in the formative 

experiences of the state, and to some degree are influenced by the philosophical, 

political, cultural, and cognitive characteristics of the state. The things that are all of 

secondary importance: “Ahistorical or objective variables” such as technological 

advancements, polarization, or relative material potentials. It has been argued that the 

strategic culture provides a context to such variables. In the "objective" strategic 

environment, the burdens of historical experiences as well as the strategic preferences, 

which are based on some historical aspect, are very likely to tend to create restraints in 

reaction to changes, thus affecting strategic choices in many ways. 

 As far as the changes in strategic culture are concerned, they are far behind in bringing 

about modifications in the "objective conditions.” In my opinion, I believe that both, 

the strategic cultural as well as the neo-realist views can be used to assess its behaviour.  

 

Although the most placatory power is in neo-realism, but all the phenomena can’t be 

explained that are of immediate interest to policy makers; hence the need of an 

additional tool which encompasses the various constraints and pre-dispositions of the 

Pakistani elite when formulating policies. The particular theoretical explanation that I 

believe has and provides the optimal explanatory power is the one which presents a 

combination of the aspects of realism with elements of strategic perceptions of the elite, 

these elites recognize and react to the “structural (realist) incentives” in a way that 

complies with the behavioural practices that are readily accepted in the culture i.e. the 

strategic culture of the state. They may also redefine and transform the strategic culture, 
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which has predominantly remained static in the case of Pakistan.  Pakistan remains a 

staunchly revisionist state at its core that continues to declare regional parities in 

Kashmir and are seeking to fight against the rise of India in the international context. 

Thus, by incorporating the assumptions of the elites involved in decision making 

process, the rationale of the behaviour can be explained on a deeper level for better 

understanding of the factors, which influence Pakistan’s policy. Chapter 3 and chapter 

4 trace the dominance of military in decision-making which helps to understand the 

cultivation of elite perceptions. 

In conclusion this research proposes that Pakistan has further strengthened its 

alignment policy towards China from  2005 onwards, due to the perceptions of external 

environment. This behaviour can be explained by Pakistan’s perceptions of the 

international system and structure, which is the Independent variable.  The basic 

principle therefore is that state capabilities (relative to that of others in the international 

system) is what shapes intentions and the ‘given’ structural modifiers provide 

pathways. The intervening variable acts as a filter through which the state perceives 

the system and its own capabilities and places itself in the system and then forms its 

policies to meet its goals in the presence of the opportunities and constrictions present 

in the circumstances. Hence, the NcR approach possesses the tool kit, which can help 

explain Pakistan’s foreign policy behaviour towards China. 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

85 

 

Chapter 3: Pakistan’s Domestic Politics 

 

 This chapter highlights key features and players in Pakistan’s domestic politics that 

have been dominating Pakistan foreign policy’s behaviour. Domestic institutions in the 

country have been at loggerheads with one another for decades, and each institution 

has been accused of wrongful interferences in others’ domain. This chapter delivers an 

overview about the domestic politics over the course of seven decades in order to 

provide context for the empirical sections that follow. Divided into phases, each phase 

corresponds to a change in leadership/government. The aim of this section is to deliver 

background knowledge in order to understand the various foreign policy elite 

individuals and/or groups that have formed Pakistan’s political culture. It traces how 

the dominance of the military in Pakistan’s domestic and foreign affairs have resulted 

in the solidification of certain ideas that persist in Pakistan’s strategic culture. 

 

Preliminary Rule 1947- 1958  

In the early years of independence, the political party, which had formed the Dominion 

of Pakistan under the leadership of M.A.Jinnah, faced very serious challenges 

internally and externally. Unsettled issues such as refugee crises, undecided princely 

states, an armed conflict (1948) over the Kashmir territory with India, and 

administrative challenges crippled the dominion. Amidst such chaos and inexperience, 

the challenge of governing East Pakistan indirectly from West Pakistan further added 

to the extensive list of problems facing the new state which had yet to formulate a 

constitution. 

 Pakistan was a parliamentary democracy and post the demise of its first Governor 

General in the year 1948 (M.A Jinnah), the PM Liaqat Ali Khan survived an attempt 

coup de tat attempt as early as in 1951.  

Following the independence, the “All India Muslim League” became the “Pakistan 

Muslim League (PML)”. A dominant and comparatively democratic political party was 

the Jamaat-e-Islami Pakistan (JI). That aimed to create an Islamic democracy. 

Immediately post the independence of the nation, the Government Act of India 1935 

was adopted as the interim constitution by the Pakistan’s constituent assembly 
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immediate after the independence of the country, because the first constitution of 1956 

was yet to be formed. The legislative assembly passed a resolution which was termed 

as the “Objectives Resolution” which stated that the country’s future constitution needs 

to be developed on the basis of democratic assumptions and Islamic ideology. An 

attempt is made to explore how the Islamic clerics and religious political figures 

pressured the rather secular political leaders at the time to imbed Islamic principles in 

the country’s future constitution. 

 Post the assassination of Liaqat Ali Khan, Prime Minister, in the year 1951, five prime 

ministers came into power in order to serve the nation until 1958. .The army was grew 

impatient with the inaction of the civilian leadership over Kashmir, and built pressure 

on the government to take a more proactive approach. Despite all the challenges and 

chaos, a constitution was adopted in 1956 only to be abrogated by the President of that 

time, Iskander Mirza, in 1958. Ironically, the President Iskandar Mirza himself was 

soon overthrown by the Chief of Army’s Staff General Ayub Khan who had then 

declared himself the President and remained in power until 1969.The constitution of 

1956 had helped turned Pakistan from “The Dominion of Pakistan” to the “Islamic 

Republic of Pakistan”.  

This phase highlights the political insecurity of Pakistan in the early years which 

created a power vacuum, later filled by the military. There is no getting away from the 

hard fact that the army in Pakistan, all through its seventy years of existence, has been 

dominated in the governance of the country — particularly in civil bureaucracy, and 

generally in governing the country under Martial Law periods. After the partition from 

India, the only established and functioning institute was of military at the time. The 

lack of political consensus over a constitution and hostility towards India paved the 

way for a nationalism based on religious identity rather than on nationhood. The 

division of the Indian Army was not initially contemplated by the departing British 

authorities. The Chiefs of Staff in London were under the impression that there would 

be a political settlement. However, Jinnah made no compromises. Liaquat Ali khan 

followed Jinnah and said, the country would collapse like the house of Cards without 

army in it. After getting independence from India, Muslim League was resolved to take 

charge of the country. To construct an identity, which was isolated from India’s 
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identity, the polity and the armed forces placed a great emphasize on the role of Islam 

in politics, and aligned itself with U.SA. in the hopes of securing the political as well 

as the financial interests and to secure itself against its much larger adversary. A great 

emphasis on the Islamic ideology of the country became the guiding principle for 

civilian and military bureaucracy alike and political parties/individuals, one after the 

other, tried to portray as the best guardian of the state and of Islam in order to gain 

popularity and support. Even those who only once paid lip-service to Islam felt 

compelled to appeal to the religious sentiment of the people rather than contesting in 

politics organically. This practice reinforced the “Two-nation” theory, which was the 

foundation for the partition from India, and also stressed on the Islamic nature of the 

state which was adopted as the guiding ideology for state affairs. 

 

First Military Rule 1958 - 1971  

The administrator of the first martial law, General Muhammad Ayub khan, ended the 

civilian rule in 1958. At that time the change was welcomed by the masses and the 

opposition parties due to the economic stagnation being face by the country faced. As 

the military promised development and stability, Ayub khan also promised to bring 

back political and economic stability after replacing Iskander Mirza in the office, 

although he failed to fulfil all the promises he made.  During his regime, political, 

economic, language and administrative discrepancies aroused between the West and 

East Pakistan that led to the emergence of enormous challenges in the country. 152. 

Bengalis had proved that the common adherence to Islam was not enough when their 

political, economic as well as linguistic interests were being exploited by high ups in 

West Pakistan.  

In 1959 he introduced “basic democracy153” as the most suitable form of government 

for the people of Pakistan and by 1960 he had assumed Presidency. He promulgated   

constitution in 1962. He also introduced land reforms in the Western side of Pakistan 

and introduced water projects, funded by World Bank.  He built Tarbela dam, Warsak 

                                                 
152 James Wynbrandt. “A Brief History of Pakistan” (London: Infobase Publishing, 2008): 183 
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dam and Mangla dam to conserve water. He aimed to bring reforms in the agricultural 

sector, transport, and housing. He remained successful in gaining good agricultural 

yield and prolonging the economic growth during his rule.154 

However, General Ayub Khan resigned in 1969 and General Agha Mohammad Yahya 

Khan gained a hold of the office. Yahya became the chief administrator for martial law 

and the President. When the situation between West Pakistan and East Pakistan 

aggravated, an operation was launched in the west wing; Yahya Khan ordered the 

military to attack Dhaka after he left for Karachi in the same year. Army conducted 

search operation that caused the murder of thousands of East Pakistanis on the basis of 

creating an insurgency. By 16 Dec, 1971 the East Wing of the country gained 

independence and emerged as Bangladesh on the map of this world. In the same period, 

Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto did turn up to power as the leader of his Pakistan’s Peoples Party 

and became a civilian martial law administrator. This was, however, not the end of 

military rule, as another martial law administrator General Mohammad Zia ul Haq rose 

to power in the year 1977. The military has always been accused of manipulating the 

outcomes of the elections and electoral fraud.  

 

The Bhutto and Zia years 1971 - 1988 

Zulifqar Ali Bhutto is considered to be an exceptional political character of his time. 

None of the Pakistani leadering authorities before M. Ali Jinnah had created such a 

charisma with which the Bhutto had. Bhutto’s Charisma can be well-defined in a way 

that he had always wished for the implementation of social justice and for the 

attainment of Kashmiri self-determination. He projected himself as the man of people, 

not as the one who makes policies in the ‘drawing rooms’. Executed as a criminal by 

Zia, he is hailed as a Shaheed (martyr) by hundreds of thousands of the ordinary people. 

The political techniques of Bhutto were contentious and challenging because his 

exercise of authority would not just amaze him, but also appeared to feed his ego. One 

of the classical examples is when he had tried to suppress the legitimate demands of 

the Balochs through military crackdown. Although the separation of East Pakistan had 
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altered the context of Pakistani politics, Bhutto experienced the similar problems that 

had badly overpowered his predecessors. These challenges came in the form of 

difficulties in stabilizing and asserting the power of the elected institutes in the 

democratic country over bureaucratic and military hold, the resolution of the role of 

Islam in the approaches and theories of the constitution, and establish a functioning 

federal system. All these dilemmas ere rooted in in the imperial past and in the 

traumatized event that occurred in 1971.  

In 1979, Bhutto was hanged after being charged in a murder case, however, a major 

part of his reforms was also followed by his successor, Zia ul Haq. Zia strengthened 

presidential authority and the political and economic role of army was entrenched. It is 

accused of introducing ‘Kalashnikov Culture’ in the country. The linkage between 

Islamic extremism and military can be seen during his era as sectarianism was 

increased and most of the religious schools were sectarian in outlook. They were 

committed to a trans-national Jihadist outlook. Successive post Zia governments have 

been unable to get rid to radicalism. Despite growing radicalism, Pakistan still 

outperformed India in terms of economic growth at this time. But its uneven 

development and lack of human capital investment meant that it was more poorly 

equipped than India to take advantage of the rapidly approaching late 20th century 

spread of globalization. The neglect of human development was an accompanied by 

the further weakening of such important state institutions such as civil services, the 

courts, and the universities. Zia rule also coincided with an onslaught on civil society 

and an attempt to write Jinnah pluralist vision of Pakistan out of the history books. 

Pakistan had to struggle with a series of trilateral associations owing to its security 

concerns while stimulating complex harmonizing acts and diplomatically manoeuvring 

past the involved nations to protect the interests of own nation and their nations as well. 

Pakistan was required to capitalize on its strategic position because of the threats to its 

safety which were put forward by the mighty India; a few of these associations such as 

“Pakistan-U.S.-India, Pakistan-Afghanistan-India, Pakistan-China-India, and even 

Pakistan-U.S.A Afghanistan” involved struggles by Pakistan to reinforce its safety and 

to prevent being circled by them completely. International isolation was faced by 

Pakistan because of the hanging of Zulfikar Ali Bhutto in 1979. From all over the 
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world, there had been appeals for clemency. During his visit to India in 1977,155 U.S. 

president Jimmy Carter, gave a clear message the coup against Bhutto was perceived 

by U.S.A as a setback to democracy. In 1979, assistance to Pakistan was cut off by U.S. 

for developing its nuclear programme under the Symington Amendment to the Foreign 

Assistance Act of 1961, because the Carter Administration had started emphasizing on 

a non-proliferation policy. However, everything was changed because of the attack on 

Afghanistan by the Soviet in December 1979.156 Friendly relations between the CIA, 

Pakistan Army, Pentagon, Inter-Services Intelligence, were renewed once again. All of 

a sudden, General Zia ul-Haq started to be liked and admired by the West.  He 

confidently proclaimed Pakistan to maintain a frontline position during the war in order 

to solve the issue of the Afghanistan’s attack by the Soviet. Zia ul-Haq presented 

himself to be an ally of the United States, that had agreed to protect their interests even 

in a troublesome area, irrespective of the fact that there was a lot of aggression among 

his countrymen towards the United States.  Pakistan, that had been waiting for an 

opportunity to maintain its influence in Afghanistan, accepted the aid of the United 

States and turned out to be a  staging ground for “the guerrilla war against the Soviet 

Union in Afghanistan”. It was privately cited by Zia that “the United States needed a 

military to control an emotional and volatile Pakistani nation and to channel the 

religious fervour of Pakistanis against the Soviets.” Zia was not the only general from 

Pakistan who has taken the help from the US and he definitely was not the last either. 

In the meantime, the incidences in Afghanistan took a path that aided Zia to accomplish 

his goal of securing huge assistance from the U.SA. for the country and to qualitatively 

increase in jihad that the country was providing by this time in Afghanistan.  

Pakistan has then become a crucial nation for the strategy of security of the Western 

area. The time for Zia had already arrived. In general public, he presented the 

impression of being concerned about the safety and security of the country, however, 

he had requested his but he asked his confided to some close mates and the chief of ISI, 

“Lieutenant General Akhtar Abdul Rahman,” to develop strategies for an  extensive 

guerrilla war for the protection of Afghanistan from the Soviets. Zia was confident that 
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he would now be capable of persuading the U.SA. for cooperation with Pakistan as per 

the conditions of the country. The Soviet intervention was exploited by Zia to promote 

his own brand of Islamization.157 From all over the world to Pakistan militant fighters 

were invited. And there were also permitted to setting up Madrassahs after the Soviet 

withdrawal not only in Afghanistan but also in Pakistan. Afghan refugees seemed to 

be free roam all over Pakistan. Pakistani citizenship was granted to many of them.  

Most important, Zia did not pay much attention to the Mujahedeen activities, such as 

“the sale of arms in Pakistan’s market and drug trafficking to finance their jihad.” 

Because of the needless involvement of Pakistan in Afghanistan post the withdrawal 

of the Soviet, the country missed a chance to providing a key alternative routes for 

trade in Central Asia and for the supply of other materials to this region and to other 

regions of the world as well. Pakistan has by now gone astray and was no longer 

focusing on the vision of its founding father, M. A. Jinnah who wanted the country to 

be a tolerant and an inclusive nation, since its involvement in Afghanistan under Zia. 

The approaches of Zia ended in the oppression of the minorities and worsened the 

conflicts among the sectarian. His policies also had great impact on foreign policy of 

Pakistan as this involvement continues to affect its policies of linkage with extra- 

regional powers.  

Although General Zia was to hold elections in a few months, he ruled the country for 

eleven years until he was killed in a plane crash. He strengthened anti-Bhutto 

community and took steps against those who were greatly inspired by the Bhutto’s 

nationalism. Zia’s regime gained popularity due to his Islamization policy that later led 

to the most devastating period in the history of Pakistan.  158  .  

Zia found support from right wing political parties and encouraged Islamic laws to be 

added to the constitution of the country. Benazir Bhutto in collaboration with “Pakistan 

Muslim League, Pakistan Democratic Party and Awami National party (ANP)” led the 

movement to restore democracy... This movement was the largest non-violent moment 

in South Asia after one that was led by Gandhi against the British in 1930’s “Quit India 
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Movement”159  In October 1980, Pakistan People party started negotiation with other 

political parties in order to strengthen democracy inside the country that led to the 

building up of MRD (Movement for the Restoration of Democracy) in 1981160. This 

alliance serves as a struggle opposing the strong regime of Gen. Zia, but given that the 

military under Zia was colluding with PMLN to weaken the movement from within, it 

didn’t survive for long. This democratizing movement mainly took place two times, 

once in August 1983 and afterwards in September 1986. Benazir and the MRD 

boycotted the presidential referendum, and they also successfully boycotted the general 

election under President Zia. PML, MQM and JI took part in the election but MRD did 

not. However, democracy, to a certain extent, was restored after the sudden death of 

Gen. Zia in August 1988. After Zia’s death two mainstream political parties dominated 

the political scene of the country; one was led by Benazir Bhutto of Pakistan People 

Party and the other was led by Nawaz Sharif of Pakistan Muslim league (Nawaz).161 

 

Intermittent Civilian Rule 1988-1999  

After the end of Zia’s regime, Ghulam Ishaq Khan took over the office as an interim 

President and after the election of 1988; he was elected again as the President. Benazir 

was elected as the Prime Minister. Her aim was to build up the industrial sector and 

she also worked hard to attract foreign investors.  However, in 1990, the President used 

the 8th amendment against the government of Benazir, and that eventually led to the 

removal of her government along with the disbanding of the National Assembly in the 

charges of corruption. After 1990 elections, Mian Muhammad Nawaz Sharif was 

elected as a new Prime Minister whose main focus was on industrialization as he saw 

it  as a remedy for the economic problems of the nation which had worsened after the 

sanctions imposed by U.S.A.  He tried to bring Pakistan back into conservative Islamic 

ideology of Zia-ul-Haq, since his party was a product of military’s manipulation.8 

                                                 
159 Ibid, 23-25 (Zunes) 
160 Plamen Tonchev. “Pakistan at Fifty-Five: From Jinnah to Musharraf” European Institute of Asian 

Studies53, no. 3 (2002) : 21-27 
161  Stephen Zunes. “Pakistan’s Movement for the Restoration of Democracy (1981-1984)” 

“International Center on Non-violent Conflict” 40, no.1 (2010): 21-22 



 

 

93 

 

In 1993, President Ishaq Khan again dissolved the National Assembly, by declaring 

Nawaz government corrupt. The Supreme Court interfered in the elections which were 

going to be conducted by President Ishaq Khan and Nawaz Sharif was appointed again 

as the Prime Minister. After all these circumstances, both the leaders faced a great 

opposition and, therefore, both resigned from their positions. Both the National as well 

as provincial assemblies were dissolved and Moeenuddin Ahmad Qureshi was chosen 

as an Interim Prime Minister.  He took few important initiatives for the well-being of 

the nation and brought few important reforms during his brief period in office, 

however, minor reforms were not enough to bring the state out of political and 

economic instability. 

Benazir was elected as a Prime Minister later in 1993 with  Farooq laghari the elected 

president. At several times she wanted to dissolve the eighth amendment. The eighth 

amendment was consistently had been used against the democratic ruling governments 

to dissolve them. Despite all the struggle against the eight amendment, Farooq Leghari 

again dissolved Benazir Bhutto‘s government in 1996. Afterward Nawaz Sharif was 

nominated as a Prime Minister in the elections of the year 1997. Sharif introduced the 

thirteenth amendment during his regime and the thirteen amendments allowed the 

Prime Minister to revoke the power of President and cancel his act of dissolving the 

government.162 He also gave the idea of Anti-Defection Bill and introduced that Bill 

during his rule. This act stopped the political act of changing parties. President Laghari 

could not dissolve the government of Sharif and had to resign in 1997.  Muhammad 

Rafiq Tartar was chosen as the President to replace Laghari, and he took the office of 

the presidency in 1st January 1998.  

Although Sharif had good terms with the military; however, he was not actually trusted 

by the military just like any other civilian leader. Sharif was afraid of a military coup 

against him and that is exactly what the COAS at the time had planned. On his return 

from an official visit, the plane of General Musharraf was not allowed to make a 

landing at the airport in Karachi and was redirected to a small city instead. The military 

took control of the state media station and the parliament and Nawaz Sharif was sent 
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behind the bars by Musharraf. This decade of mismanagement and political chaos in 

the domestic environment coupled with the external pressures on Pakistan due to its 

nuclear ambitions derailed Pakistan from a path of growth and political maturity in its 

domestic institutions. 

  

Return of Dictatorship 1999 - 2008 

Musharraf presented himself as a westernized leader whose aim was to promote peace 

with India and to allow private media to flourish, even those who criticized him as he 

welcomed criticism on him. He hand-picked Prime-mister, Shaukat Aziz, and gathered 

political support from PML-Q. 163  In the year 2001, on June 20, Gen. Musharraf 

replaced Rafiq Tarar and declared himself the new President while he was still the head 

of Army. After years of political wrangling, the parliament under the newly appointed 

PM Jamali passed the 17th amendment. The Muttahida Qaumi Movement (MQM) was 

greatly supported by him outside of the Karachi city in order to emerge as a strong 

political power in the political scenario. . The leader of MQM, Altaf Hussain, is 

currently living in London and has been on self-exile for the past 20 years. MQM had 

started off as a political group whose aim was to represent the Urdu-speaking 

community which had migrated to Pakistan after the independence from India. 

Musharraf faced opposition from ultraconservative alliance i.e. Muttahida Majlis–e–

Amal (MMA). This religious and right-wing political opposition died down with the 

death of its leader. 

He signed the National Reconciliation Ordinance by granting a general pardon to the 

powerful leaders of political parties which allowed Asif Ali Zardari and Benazir to 

return to Pakistan .12 Both Benazir and Nawaz Sharif challenged Musharraf with the 

help of the Charter of Democracy , which they had signed some years back in London. 

In 2007, when Benazir returned to Pakistan she was assassinated in a public rally. In 

March 2007, he suspended Iftikhar Muhamamd Chaudary, the chief Justice of Pakistan. 

This triggered a wave of protest in the country that eventually led to the downfall of 
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Musharraf. In 2008, with his stepping down, the country went back to democracy once 

again with a new spirit. 164  

 

Return of the Civilian Rule 2008-onwards 

The year 2008 started in Pakistan just four days after the assassination of Benazir 

Bhutto,165 former two-time Prime Minister of Pakistan. Benazir Bhutto was leading 

PPP’s campaign for the elections which were scheduled to take place on 8th January. 

The assassination of Benazir Bhutto sparked a wave of anger in her home province of 

Sindh which resulted in violent protests. Consequently, the polls were delayed and 18th 

February was fixed as the new date for general elections. The death of Bhutto generated 

a country-wide sympathy wave for PPP which assisted the party in securing its victory 

in elections. PPP won 88 seats and PML-N was runners-up with 65 seats out of 267 

general seats.166 PML, the party backed by President and Military Dictator Pervez 

Musharraf, lost the elections.  

A merged government of PML-N and PPP was formed and Dictator Musharraf backed 

politicians were finally out of power after six years. Dictator Musharraf could not hold 

the office of President for much longer. He was left with no option but to resign on 8th 

August 2008.167 Asif Ali Zardari, co-chairman of PPP and the widower of the slain 

Benazir Bhutto was appointed as the new president of Pakistan with the support of 

PML-N.168 Election of President Zardari brought a complete end to 9-year military rule 

in Pakistan. 

The alliance of PPP and PML-N could not continue much longer. PML-N quit the 

government in September 2007 when Zardari backtracked on his promise to restore 

Iftikhar Chaudhry, the former Chief Justice, who was sacked by President Musharraf 

in 2007. Later on, Zardari imposed the rule of the Governor in the PML-N ruled 
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province of Punjab which forced the party to carry out an extensive march from Lahore 

to Islamabad in March of the year 2009. Before this extensive march of PML-N could 

reach Islamabad, Zardari government restored Chief Justice under pressure.169 

Moreover, despite their differences on the restoration of judiciary PPP and PML-N 

cooperated in the legislation process. In December 2009, 7th NFC Award was passed 

in Pakistan which increased the “share of provinces in the federal divisible pool of 

taxes.”170 Next year in April, the landmark “18th amendment to the constitution of 

Pakistan” was passed. This amendment reversed all the changes made in the 

constitution by military dictator Musharraf in 2003. 18Th amendment also empowered 

the provinces by devolving over a dozen governance subjects.171 

Moreover, the next major political development emerged in November 2011 with the 

unearthing of Memo-gate scandal. This scandal was about an alleged Memo sent by 

the civilian government of PPP to U.S. government through an interlocutor. The memo 

asked the U.S.. government to change the Military leaders of Pakistan so that civilian 

government can be secure and continue its fight against terrorism.172 This scandal 

resulted in a powerful reaction by Military which flexed its muscles. Civilian 

government was forced to sack its Ambassador in Washington - Husain Haqqani. Still, 

military leaders did not give up and intensified their pressure on the civilian 

government. On 6th December 2011, President Zardari left for UAE after suffering a 

minor heart attack. At that time it was speculated that Military has forced Zardari out 

of power and that Zardari will not return to Pakistan.173 President Zardari returned and 

resumed office but the pressure from the military did not go away. Zardari had tried to 

please the military in 2009 by giving up the authority over the Nuclear weapons of 

Pakistan to the Prime Minister of the country.174 
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Moreover, the year 2011 also saw the rise of Cricketer-turned-politician Imran Khan. 

On 30th October 2011, Imran Khan organized a massive rally of PTI in Lahore. This 

marked the entry of Imran Khan as a major player in politics of Pakistan.175 However, 

it was alleged by PML-N that Pakistan’s military was patronizing Imran Khan.176 In 

this backdrop, the general elections of May 2013 were held. The elections were held 

after completing the term and conditions of the national assembly, which was 

something that had never before happened in the history of the country. Surprisingly 

PML-N won the elections with a huge margin.177 Although, PTI emerged as the second 

largest party still Imran Khan refused to accept election results alleging massive 

rigging. In August 2013, Imran Khan along with Tahir ul Qadri of PAT initiated the 

Azadi March towards capital Islamabad. This march transformed into a sit-in outside 

parliament of Pakistan. Imran Khan continued his sit-in for 126 days and asked for the 

dethrowing of the then Prime Minister, Nawaz Sharif and members of ECP. He 

eventually ended the sit-in without achieving any of its objectives178 when terrorists 

massacred over 150 school children in Peshawar. The Peshawar attack resulted in the 

creation of National Action Plan and countrywide drive against Taliban.179 

Furthermore, in April 2016 Panama Papers surfaced which highlighted that the children 

of the then PM Nawaz Sharif, had used offshore companies to purchase property in 

London with public money.180 Imran Khan once again called for a protest in Islamabad 

against the alleged corruption of Nawaz Sharif. Khan called off his protest only after 

Supreme Court of Pakistan announced to conduct an inquiry against Sharif family in 

the backdrop of Panama papers. Even at that time, it was believed that Imran Khan was 

protesting against Nawaz Sharif on behest of Military which was not happy with latter. 

Latest disagreements between the civilian government and powerful military were 
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based on dealing with religious extremists in Pakistan.181 The year 2016 ended with 

Pakistan’s military at loggerheads with its civilian government. Khaqan Abbasi, a close 

aide of the former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif  took the oath as the new PM until the 

next elections of July 2018 were to be held. Imran khan’s PTI won a majority in Punjab 

and KPK, and formed with government in coalition with other parties in Sindh and 

Baluchistan. For the first time in the history of Pakistan a government has come to 

power which has very little political experience. It has the support of the military as 

there are no outstanding issues between the two. Both institutions have reassured on 

another and also the public that this time, the Prime Minister hold de jure and de facto 

power. 

Evolution of power and influence of domestic institutions 

Military and the Inter Service Intelligence (ISI) 

Pakistan Military has developed into the strongest institution in the country. The 

military and its intelligence wing has influenced internal political coalitions and 

external non-state actors182 . The military as an institution has gone from controlling 

the country’s politics overtly via martial rules to a more covert manipulation by 

pressurizing and even sometimes infiltrating political parties.183Pakistan Military was 

formed in 1947 and it was the part of British army before independence. It has battled 

out with India three times during the wars of 1947, 1965 and 1971. Also, it has several 

times controlled the civilian government of the country. Paramilitary troops have been 

formed to control the unrests in the borders of North-West and for border security in 

Sindh and Punjab. 184 

After the independence from India, Pakistan military became a stable institute but it 

started taking control of political matters after 1950s. The military power increased 

when the pro American Chief Gen. Ayub Khan took over the government by dissolving 

the democratic government. Due to weak economy and external dependence for aid 
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and assistance ,Pakistani military.185 The Inter-Service Intelligences was formed in 

1948 after the 1947-48 Pakistan- India war. The reason of creating ISI was a weak 

coordination among the army men during war against India. The main role of ISI is to 

strengthen the coordination among the different units of army, and to analyse/neutralize 

security threats around the globe.186 It took care of Pakistan’s interest by establishing 

the Taliban from the Afghan refugees settling inside Pakistan.187 Thus it remains a 

powerful agency in the region. Military is considered as one of the most crucial 

components of the nation. Nevertheless, in a few nations, the armed forces are allowed 

to involve deeply in the political systems of the county which in some instances 

dominate the rest of the institutes of the state. During  the post-colonial state of 

Pakistan, the military attained its central control by projecting itself as a saviour. As 

the guardian of the country, the significance of the military forces was central and 

accounted for the increasing feelings of insecurity that had surfaced after its birth in 

1947 infested the state. Amid the early years, the prominence of external threats has 

been very critical in determining the parameters of the relationship of sate and society 

in the future. For instance, in Argentina, which is primarily governed by the military 

forces, the boundaries of the state and the society relation are defined by proliferating 

the paradigm of national sanctuary. The military of Pakistan arbitrated to guard the 

nation that had been founded as a homeland of Muslims of the Indian sub continent. It 

was considered important to safeguard the nation from the various internal and the 

external threats. The attainment of the material progress and transformation, and 

promoting territorial solidity, were extremely vital, and therefore these defining factors 

were utilized for the negotiation of the relationship between the several players.188 As 

Stephen P. Cohen rightly analyses the multi-dimensional role of the Army of Pakistan: 

“there are armies that guard their nations’ borders, there are those that are concerned 

with protecting their own position in society and there are those that defend a cause or 

an idea the Pakistan army does all three.”189 .Since Pakistan’s “deep state” that is its 
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army’s intelligence service, the inter-services intelligence (ISI) allegedly runs the 

state’s Afghan policy. It has manipulated political and judicial outcomes and has 

cultivated and projected certain ideas that form the baseline of certain constants of its 

strategic culture. These notions are based on the first military dictatorship’s experience 

that abrogated the constitution in 1958 by Ayub Khan and the same practices has been 

followed by his successors.  As Grare notes “the core of the problem is the Pakistani 

military, which has dominated Pakistan’s politics since 1958 and has developed over 

the years nationalism based more on its own delusions of grandeur rather than on any 

rational analysis of the country’s national interest”190. 

 Throughout the history of Pakistan, relations between the civil forces and the military 

have not only been turbulent, in the process of historical growth with frequent military 

interventions, it has never been an easy relationship which few have chosen to comment 

upon. In a state like Pakistan, there are some risks involved in the examination of an 

event that has happened in such a recent past. This is because all the events related to 

the armed forces of the country are kept under the covers for many years and in some 

cases, upon investigation, incorrect investigation might also be provided to maintain 

the integrity of the institution. The changing aspects of the South Asian policies 

regarding the safety of the nation cannot be examined completely deprived of the 

comprehension of the role of several forces and institutes that are functioning at the 

national level. The civil as well as the military institutes and their collaboration over 

politics has a direct impact on the policies of the country about national security.191 

Military’s role in Pakistani politics has been vital. Huntington argues that “[the 

military] exalts obedience as the highest virtue of military men. The military ethic is 

thus pessimistic, collectivist, historically inclined, power-oriented, nationalistic, 

militaristic, pacifist, and instrumentalist in its view of the military profession. It is, in 

brief, realistic and conservative. The military function is performed by a public, 

bureaucratized profession expert in the management of violence and is responsible for 
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the military security of the state”192. Talking about the distinct conditions of Pakistan, 

the term “civil-military relations” is a contradiction when examining the depiction of 

the nature as well as the underlying assumptions of the institutes and policies in 

Pakistan. On the other hand, in the European cultures and in the U.SA., the term “civil” 

are not just about the political frameworks but also about the bureaucracy or the public 

state. However, in the context of Pakistan, the civil bureaucracies identify themselves 

as a separate identity, and not just from the political institutes, but also from other 

institutes. In addition, it has been noted that it always tends to support the military 

bureaucracy whenever there is a need. The civil bureaucracies have always been the 

prime beneficiary of the various interventions of the armed forces, because it feels 

eminent and jubilant and it results in the strengthening of this institution over the span 

of the military rule. 

And as a result, the role of the civil bureaucracies needs to be carefully delineated all 

through the span of the rulings by the military or political institutions in order to study 

the democratization in Pakistan. It must be noted that while the governmental parties 

rule, the civil bureaucracies directly experience the disowning of authority as well as 

prestige and therefore experience a great deal of frustration. While mapping out the 

proof in the democratization’s past in Pakistan, it can be observed that civil bureaucracy 

had taken over long before the very initial military rebellion of October 1958. This had 

resulted in the first dethroning in 1953, of Khwaja Nazimuddin, the then Prime 

Minister, by Ghulam Mohammad who was the ex-civil official and 3rd governor general 

of the country. Therefore, this initial battle can be established as the civil bureaucrat in 

competition with the politicians, a practice that then continued to grow. Consequently, 

it can be witnessed that the highly influential characters were from the civil 

backgrounds or were the military personnel throughout the political history of Pakistan 

throughout the political history of Pakistan. Although the invariably of the military on 

all instances seem to have an inclination towards the international accountability, 

which also includes the civil services, its practical procedures ultimately amount to 

“window dressing” and “symbolic satisfaction” for the general masses of the country. 

Despite the fact that the armed forces have always remained conservative at the very 
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core, it has still not become a breeding ground for the increasing number of the Islamic 

extremists who are generally feared by many. However, Islam has remained an 

invisible power in the present society of Pakistan as well as in the military. The military 

has progressively developed a corporate structure and has established an exquisite 

position which tends to play a role in the border’s nation interests. It appears to function 

as a separate entity in the foreign relations, principally with the Middle eastern regions 

and the U.S.. It has entered the civil sector as well, and now tends to have a role in the 

bulky divisions of the civil management. In addition, it has a broad impression that 

extends well beyond the prosperity prerequisites of the military’s ex-service men. 

Predominantly, the pivotal decision making in terms of the foreign policy is governed 

by the core commanders as well as the chief of military forces. The lately established 

domestic Security Council provides the military along with the other armed forces with 

an official part in decision making process for the foreign policy. The increasingly vital 

role of the military has been provided with a helping hand by the U.S. affiliation. The 

United States has on countless occasions provided its strategic as well as the immediate 

foreign policy priority compared to the nourishing democracy in Pakistan by means of 

alignments with the military as the prime force. It has maintained a readiness to come 

to agreements with dictators and autocrats without any regard for the develoing 

democracy. The influential connection between the U.S., Defence Department, and the 

Pakistan military forces has remained a chief aspect of this approach that greatly 

influences the foreign policy matters.  

Political Parties  

Political parties tend to have an essential role in shaping the lives of people in a 

democratic country.  They link state with the society and gain the electoral trust of the 

people. However, the political parties in Pakistan represent a very different scenario. 

There are about 90 political parties. Some of them are extremely religious and some 

have a nationalist ethos, and they have been creating havoc among the society. Political 

parties in Pakistan have remained underdeveloped due to less developed society, and 

imbalance between political power and authoritarianism. Presently, the political parties 

are going through a critical situation. 
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 Since Pakistan came into existence, Islamic politics has always tried to build the 

political organization inside the country. Other political parties made great effort to 

lessen down the political influence of Islamic political parties.193 The Awami National 

Party is a Pashtun nationalist group and has maintained itself as a left-wing political 

party. It has a majority of its support base from the province of Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa 

(KPK). It has also been active in Sindh’s urban areas and in parts of Quetta.  Pakistan 

People Party is the major secular party in the country.  PPP is a pro-poor political party 

full of inspirational leadership. The Pakistan Muslin League remained the third largest 

political party and was formed in 1966. 

 By 2012, Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf led by Imran Khan grew in popularity, but remains 

limited to KPK. However, the fast pace of its growth had led to suspicions of many that 

the military has something to do with the growth of this political party. The PTI’s 

agenda has been to topple the  dynastic politics of the country to be replaced by those 

who are worthy of running the state andcan tackle poor governance. Another political 

party is the Muttahida Qaumi Movement, a secular party having tremendous influence 

on Karachi city. There are other major religious political parties and those have been 

active within the country from long time.194Although the political parties are trying to 

gain the support of the nation;  they have largely been cultivated by one military 

dictator or the other to become popular and to win the elections. The political journey 

of major national parties such as MMA, PPP and PML-Nawaz  led to their increasing 

popularity ; however, the process has not been an  democratic one,  since there is lack 

of social democracy in the country. 

Parliament   

The Parliament of Pakistan is the most superlative constitutional institution of the 

country. It is comprised of “Senate also called the upper house” and the “National 

Assembly as a lower house.” The President of Pakistan is the main component of the 

parliament and the National Assembly is appointed for a total of 5 years. Till 1960, the 

Parliament house was in Karachi and was later shifted to the capital city of Pakistan, 
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Islamabad.195The National Assembly has three hundred and forty two seats, of which 

60 seats are kept in reserve for women, 272 are directly elected and 10 are for 

minorities. It is the sovereign Legislative body. It enables people to make decision for 

their benefits based on the views of the majority of the members in the body. It makes 

laws for the Federation. It keeps check on the functions of the Executive body of the 

government. Its members are elected through free votes. 

The National Assembly, locally also known as Majlis-e-Shura, is composed of 

members who are appointed directly by the general masses of the country. The seats or 

membership and the number of seats of the Assembly are proportionate to the 

population of the provinces of Pakistan. As the members are directly elected, to this 

lower house, it is also termed as the popular house. This house is composed of the 

treasury benches and the opposition. The treasury bench is occupied by the political 

party elected in majority to the house. Majlis-e-Shura in Pakistan enjoys great powers 

in the parliamentary democracy that Pakistan has. It has the authority of electing the 

Prime Minister of the country who will then be the representative of the people and 

hence work for the country196 . But there should be the implementation of social 

democracy in order to make it a democratic country in its true spirit.  It has power to 

introduce any bill, vote on it and adopt it as a law or disregard it. Of the many powers 

it has, the most important one is the power to legislate on the money bill, also known 

as the budget. National Assembly has exclusive powers over the components of the 

money bill and they are binding on the Senate. The National Assembly is headed by 

the Prime Ministry who is appointed by the Parliamental associates and by the Cabinet, 

which is formed by the Prime Ministry and includes people of the most important 

portfolio like defence, foreign policy, railways, and others. 

The purpose to form the Pakistan’s Senate was to provide the same ratio of seats to the 

federal units. There is federalism in Pakistan. Federalism can be known as a mixed 

mode of political organization, which combines general governments with regional 

governments in a single system of political functioning. Senate is one of the highly 

crucial components of federalism. Senate balances the provincial equality inside the 

                                                 
195 Ibid., 61-62. 
196 Rubya Mehdi,, “The Islamization of the Law in Pakistan”, (New York: Curzon Press, 1994.) 104 



 

 

105 

 

lower house of the country. Its role is to maintain the national integrity. Thus it is the 

most organized and important organ of the government. Members of the senate will 

remain active for 6 years and it consists of 104 members.  

Judiciary  

Judiciary is branch of government whose task is to resolve disputes, and interprets and 

applies the laws in specific situations. Pakistan Judiciary has a hierarchical structure, 

having 2 distinct classes/categories of courts. One of these classes if the higher 

judiciary while the other one is referred to as the lower or the subordinate judiciary. 

The higher judiciary is comprised of the “Supreme Court of Pakistan”; the five high 

courts and the Federal Shariat court. Each province has high court and the Capital has 

separate High court. Constitution of Pakistan provides the Judiciary with the 

responsibility of upholding peace and protecting the constitution as well.  

The High Court, as discussed above is present in every provincial capital, as well as in 

Islamabad. Most cases are dealt here and very few are sent upwards to the Supreme 

Court. High Court is for appealing for the lower courts at the district level and others. 

The appointment process is more or less the same as that of the Supreme Court. The 

fact that it has Supreme Court as its court of appeal ensures that the high courts perform 

its duties well within the constitution, correctly.  The court of appeal for the lower 

judiciary can keep a check on the performance of the lower courts. 

 The Pakistan Judiciary has been politicized and the judicial activism is creating threat 

to the constitution. The head of Supreme Court is more likely an elected leader who 

comments openly on the role of parliament by crossing his/her constitutional limits. 

Supreme Court has been focusing on the role of the elected leaders instead of focusing 

on the cases that are pending in the country. Till now almost two million cases are not 

solved by  the Supreme Court. Chief Justices of Pakistan is busy in visiting schools and 

hospitals, and is focusing on development projects more. These acts are making 

legislation very weak, and the sovereignty of parliament is being taken for granted, 

apparently. Political parties have always supported the controversial decisions of 

Supreme Court, and this act is making the judiciary less effective. The judiciary has 
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been dependent on the military and political arms. As long as it will discuss and solve 

their problems, it will be protected by constructive criticism.197 

The role of Judiciary is very much defined in the constitution of the country and 

through amendments, like the 18th and the 19th amendment to the Constitution; various 

progressive changes have been made to the bench as well as selection and tenure of the 

judges. Judiciary in Pakistan is the custodian of the constitution and is the surety that 

the constitution is being followed in letter and spirit. It has an overwhelming power 

over the Parliament. if the Parliament passes a law that is not in accordance with the 

constitution of Pakistan, it can declare it as an unconstitutional and repeal it. This power 

gives a vast mandate to the judiciary and a check on the parliament that there is no 

abuse and excessive use of power. 

A very important aspect of the judiciary of Pakistan is the presence of Federal Shariat 

Court. Its main role is to keep a check on the legislature as to the bills it passes. If any 

law that is made repugnant to the Islamic conjunctions than the Federal Shariat Court 

can term it as null and avoid.  

What can be observed in the recent years and the events that are related to the judiciary 

in Pakistan is that because of the friction between all the national institutes, the only 

one that has complete independence of functionality is the Supreme Court, and it has 

to step in whenever the situation demands. According to the Human Rights provisions 

in article II of the “Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan”, it has legal 

oversight over a majority of the institutes like hospitals and educations institutes. The 

judiciary can not only be termed as the custodian of the constitution, but is also the 

custodian of the Human Rights and has the power of ensuring their implementation in 

Pakistan. It is through this extended interpretation of its powers that the Judiciary has 

become a very active institution of the country.  Judiciary of Pakistan has gone similar 

phases as the parliament of Pakistan. Judiciary of Pakistan adopted the doctrine of 

necessity for the first time in 1954. This doctrine states that the Judiciary will issue 

verdicts based on the power of the institution involved and not on judicial merit.198 

Using the doctrine, judiciary upheld the decisions of unfair dismissal of the constituent 

                                                 
197 Umair  Jamal. “Democracy and Judicial Activism in Pakistan,” The Diplomat, 2018, 1.  
198 Waris Husain, “Drone Doctrine of Necessity,” Dawn, 2012. 



 

 

107 

 

assembly by Governor General Malik Ghulam Muhammad in 1954.199 Again in 1979, 

judiciary used the same doctrine when it upheld the death penalty of Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto 

in a politically motivated case made on behest of Dictator Zia ul Haq. In 1997, Judiciary 

started to flex its muscles and prevented Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif from making 

amendments into the constitution. Subsequently, PML-N workers attacked the 

Supreme Court and a contempt of Court case against Nawaz Sharif could not be 

heard.200 This attack put judiciary under huge pressure from which it could not recover 

for next 10 years. 

Moreover, in 2007 Judiciary once again got powerful due to the Lawyers movement. 

This movement started when President Musharraf sacked Chief Justice Iftikhar 

Chaudhry in March 2007 on grounds of irregularities. Lawyers all over Pakistan started 

a movement for his restoration and Justice Chaudhry was restored on 20th July. He was 

again sacked by President Musharraf on 3rd November Yet again restored after a 

successful long march by PML-N in March 2009. He remained Chief Justice of 

Pakistan for four more years before his retirement. In this period judiciary was very 

powerful and Justice Chaudhry often interfered in the domain of civilian government 

of PPP. 201  A couple of successors of Justice Chaudhry toned down the judicial 

activism. However, the Chief Justice Saqib Nisar has once again adopted the Iftikhar 

Chaudhry approach and also interferes in the Civilian domain. The Panama leaks in 

2016 revealed that Nawaz Sharif and his daughter Maryam hold off-shore companies 

abroad was taken to the court by the PTI that is headed by Imran Khan and the Judicial 

system is running a politically motivated case against the Sharif family, believed to 

have been supported by the military to get the Sharif’s out of power due to their 

incompetency. 

Conclusion 

Pakistan’s failure to attain democratic consolidation over the years lies in the 

incompetence and corrupt nature of its non-democratic political parties as well as in 
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the disproportionate influence and control that its military institutions have 

accumulated over the decades. 

Given that political parties emerge from and reflect society, Pakistan’s political culture 

encapsulates the perverse local socio-economic designs that pervade its society in 

general. Political parties and opposition unions such as PMLN and IJI have been 

cultivated by the ISI and the military to infiltrate and manipulate, and even when they 

have had relatively permissive environment they have under-performed in sectors such 

as education, development and governance. 

Pakistan began to show signs of a semi-authoritarian state as early as 1958 and this 

chapter finds that over the decades, the military views itself as the only organized and 

functioning institution in the state. Because the state has failed to run itself consistently 

under the constitutional order, the bad associations between the governmental parties 

and the military turned a stumbling block for its growth as a vibrant economy and a 

cohesive society. 

This chapter shows Pakistan’s uneven democratic history. The first ever completion of 

one elected government occurred in 2013.  Pakistan is, therefore, appropriately 

categorized as a hybrid regime rather than a military-run or pure democratic system. 

This chapter also finds that Pakistan remained a hybrid regime during periods of 

civilian rule. Thus, Pakistan is in the grey zone and it has got some characteristics of 

democratic states but it has got features of “tutelary regime” as well202.  

There is a real competition among the political offices; as a result, power fluctuates 

among political parties. To maintain stability among the political parties, the country 

needs to adopt a framework to acknowledge the importance of every regime. The 

democracy in Pakistan is fluctuating because there is dire need to grasp the fact that 

most of the Pakistani populace don’t properly comprehend the Parliament’s role. The 

decentralization of many affairs made it even more confusing for the local people to 

understand it. Pakistan has a functional democratic government which is running the 

affairs of the country. However, the democratic government is not fully empowered 

and the Military controls important subjects such as foreign policy, Defence budget, 
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internal security, and Kashmir issue amongst other sensitive issues. The military in 

Pakistan, with this help of ISI, enjoys considerable clout in every affair of state. A 

civilian government attempts to take back their lost powers but they struggle at 

achieving this end. This is due to the strength of military developed in last seven 

decades as this chapter reveals and the internal divisions in the political parties of 

Pakistan. Despite the attempts of civilian governments to reclaim their lost turf, 

military rules supreme in Pakistan. 

The power structure in Pakistan, where the military is dominant, often leads to the 

debate if Pakistan has a democracy or a military dictatorship. The study of the power 

structure and history of governments in Pakistan proves that it is neither of those. In 

fact, Pakistan has a combination of both systems. Pakistan has a hybrid government 

where both civilian leaders and military share power. This hybrid government is 

informal and often there are attempts by both parties to undermine the other and 

increase their power.203 In the broader scheme, the military is the dominant party in the 

hybrid government of Pakistan. However, it still requires the civilian government to 

run the country. On the basis of the analysis of this chapter the intervening role of the 

strategic preferences of the military are then considered to be the strategic preferences 

of the nation itself, given the dominance of the military on the foreign policy behaviour 

of the nation. Given that this chapter finds Pakistan’s responses to the international 

power changes were predominantly influenced by external pressures of the 

international structure and supremacy changes, the adoption of neoclassical realist 

presumptions in theoretical framework have been reinforced.  

Linking the findings of this chapter with that of the discussion in Chapter 2 it provides 

justification for the use of the strategic culture as an intervening variable, as this chapter 

reflects the evolution of various power centres over the years in which the military has 

a significant position.  
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Chapter 4: Pakistan’s Foreign Policy 

 

Introduction 

This chapter starts with an inclusive analysis of the different phases of Pakistan’s 

foreign policy behaviour; divided into six parts corresponding to shifts in its behaviour. 

It simultaneously identifies key players and the process of decision-making in each 

phase i.e. the mechanism and influence of the domestic institutions. The chapter then 

discusses Pakistan’s security policies in the framework of the goals of its foreign 

policy, and identifies the determinants/sources of its foreign policy. Lastly, it presents 

the foreign policy debates which exist across various institutions and time periods, 

meanwhile, identifying various underlying perceptions behind the support of each 

camp. 

Phases and Key Players in Pakistan’s Foreign Policy Making 

Phase I: Seeking Alliances 1947 - 1965 

In the first decade of its partition from India, Pakistan had signed two security treaties 

(SEATO and CENTO/Bagdad Pact) with the U.S.. It became a formal ally to 

encompass the widespread Communism of the region. However, it remained cautious 

of provoking China and conducted good diplomacy by not participating directly or 

indirectly in either of the two major proxy wars i.e. the “Korean War (1950 - 1953)” 

and the “Vietnam War (1955 - 1975).” Although, the rationale was based on the U.S. 

could provide the material and non-material support for Pakistan’s survival as a new 

state in order to appease the religious sentiments of the masses it was propagated that 

aligning with the Communist Soviet Union would have violated the very ideology and 

Islamic identity of the Islamic state. The elite insisted that the pro-U.S. strategy 

coincided with the founding ideology of the country and Islamic precepts of Islam. 

Apart from the official ideological explanation, a more pragmatic one was the 

geostrategic rationale; the  western border of the country with Afghanistan and the 

unsettled dispute of Kashmir on the eastern boundaries with India were its principal 

concerns. Pakistan’s insecurities vis-à-vis it’s much larger and stronger neighbour i.e. 

India determined its policy choices. Hence, two strands that run consistently throughout 
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Pakistan’s foreign policy during all the phases since independence are:  its India-

centrality and seeking partnerships and patrons that directly or indirectly help it 

maintain its strategic posture to balance against India. In the decades of 1950s, Patron 

choices changed time to time, then, shifted to China during the mid-1960’s and 1970’s 

and later got back to the U.S. in the 1980’s after the U.S.SR’s invasion of Afghanistan. 

Its goal was to establish an Islamic identity for itself, and its representatives at the UN 

vigorously advocated for the sovereignty rights of the people of Palestine and Morocco. 

Thus, given the political environment and Pakistan’s early security and other 

challenges Pakistan’s civil-military bureaucracy determined, and led its policy 

direction until 1951. From 1951- until 1958, the civil bureaucracy worked in close 

alliance with Ayub Khan, whos was the then Commander in Chief of Pakistan military, 

until he staged a rebellion in 1958 and became the President. Before the coup was 

staged, the legislative bodies debated over the country’s foreign policy issues and 

decisions were made on the basis of consensus. Once in power, Ayub Khan along with 

his successor General Yahya Khan, as well as the military bureaucracy defined the 

country’s national interests, and also determined its policy with very little input from 

the legislative bodies.  

. Pakistan appeared to be bandwagoning with the U.S. by joining two U.S.-led security 

treaties against the threat of communism.  While doing so, it attracted Soviet verbal 

hostility, but not China’s.  

 

Phase II: A period of short Interlude 1965 - 1978 

Regional environment, after the India-Pakistan War (1965), had changed and Pakistan 

came under a weapons embargo from the U.S.. Relations between East and West 

Pakistan were deteriorating and in 1971 India intervened in Eastern Pakistan that 

resulted in formation of Bangladesh. Pakistan’s second military dictator, Yahyah Khan, 

who was held responsible for the failure of 1971 was replaced by Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto. 

With returning of a civil regime in country Pakistan, the foreign policy took a slightly 

different path, however; the objectives remained unchanged.  Bhutto rose to power and 

immediately undertook a tour of over twenty countries and in order to gain support and 

strength he badly needed to establish himself in a better position against India after the 
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humiliating defeat of 1971.  Shimla Agreement signed between India and Pakistan 

during his regime, which formally ended the war. 

He doctored closer ties with Saudi Arabia and Iran in order to achieve what he had 

described as an “Islamic Socialism”. To secure strategic depth in Afghanistan he 

introduced the concept of non-state actors in order to generate pro-Pakistan elements 

there i.e. the Mujahedeen/Jihadi factions. Afghanistan was considered a buffer nation 

amid the Soviet Union and Pakistan. Pakistan formed closeness with the Muslim 

nations and with China. Pakistan pursued a relatively proactive foreign policy as it was 

engaging with countries outside of South Asia with special attention to Middle-East. 

The drive for closer relations with the Arab world and pre-dominantly Muslim 

countries was quite tactful that during the Arab-Israel War in 1973, Pakistan’s air force 

pilots even shot down an Israeli aircraft. Relations with Iran and Saudi Arabia were 

balanced, and Bhutto managed to navigate his policy without favouring any one bloc. 

Pakistan remained impartial in all inter-Arab disputes. The gulf was increasingly 

becoming a major source of finance for Pakistan via direct aid and through remittances 

in Arab Gulf states. However, Pakistan’s internal low-level insurgency in province of 

Baluchistan caused slight disagreements between the Shah of Iran and Bhutto. Pakistan 

also improved its diplomatic position on a regional and international level by hosting a 

summit of Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) and this was the event when 

Bangladesh was formally recognized by Pakistan.  

 Steps taken by Bhutto brought that slight changes in the policy and perceptions were 

as follow: Withdrawal from SEATO; withdrawal from the Common Wealth; more 

pronounced role in Middle Eastern affairs and;  a tilt towards China as opposed to U.S.. 

Pakistan was disillusioned of the U.S. for allegedly not supporting Pakistan against its 

wars with India (1965 and 1971). Despite having instability in its relations with U.S.A, 

Pakistan acted as a crucial intermediary between China and U.S., which resulted in 

Nixon’s China visit. Bhutto managed to convince U.S. to lift the ten year arms 

embargo. However, it was his persistence of attaining the nuclear capability, which was 

the main source of friction between Islamabad and Washington. After India’s nuclear 

tests in 1974, Bhutto’s dedication to make an “Islamic Bomb”  grew stronger. Pakistan 
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also recognized North Vietnam, North Korea, East Germany and the Cambodian 

government in exile (Peking). 

Bhutto evoked pan-Islamism and elements of Islamic ideology in his policy, but the 

military had disagreements on domestic issues, which eventually took him to the 

gallows. 

This phase highlights the gradual decline in Pakistan’s pro-U.S. rhetoric as an 

experienced diplomat took charge of the state. Although the civil bureaucracy had a 

relatively greater say in the decision-making, due to the occurrence of two major and 

consequential wars in the period the military remained in charge given the highly 

charged regional atmosphere. By the end of this phase, the military dictator, now in 

charge of the state, Zia ul Haq, introduced Islamization laws in the young constitution. 

He became the President to legitimize his power. He continued to be friendly with 

China, Saudi Arabia and with the downfall of the Iranian Shah, he wished to become a 

pro-U.S. force in south Asia. 

 

Phase III:  A Frontline State 1979 - 1988   

The attack on Afghanistan by the Soviets in 1979 dominated the foreign policy of 

Pakistan and the impact remained for many years to come, and paralleled Zia ul Haq’s 

rise and fall in power. Afghanistan was under a pro-Communist leadership and Pakistan 

realized that Afghanistan was no more a cushion between the Soviet Union and itself, 

so it increased the level of support and training to the Mujahideen that weakened the 

government. Zia was running a quasi-presidential government and concentrated power 

in his own hands via centralization and direct military control. 

By 1979, Pakistan found itself under sanctions for its nuclear activities and had left 

CENTO (Bagdad Pact). Pakistan was determined to acquire nuclear capability despite 

international pressures and appreciated China’s support in the process. Pakistan’s 

dealings with U.S., China as well as with Saudi Arabia reached a new high and their 

anti-Soviet goals had priority over the anti-proliferation goals.  

It wasn’t until 1982 that Zia was capable of getting the United States and its allies to 

join him in his efforts to contain the Soviet forces using the Mujahideen as a counter 

force. The U.S. aid i.e. military and economic assistance to Pakistan spiked in 1982 
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and remained high until the Geneva Accords (1988). Pakistan army and its Inter-

Services Intelligence worked in strong cooperation with the “Central Intelligence 

Agency (CIA)” and became a channel for providing weaponries training and monetary 

backing to the Afghan guerrilla fighters.  China also became actively involved so this 

convergence of interest for the duration of the Afghan Jihad worked in Pakistan’s 

favour. Pakistan’s international diplomacy for fighting against a major power brought 

funds, recognition and respect. However, the resources were funnelled towards its 

clandestine nuclear programme, and to advance its conventional and non-conventional 

military equipment to be used potentially against India, or in Kashmir. 

Zia’s Islamic reforms in domestic politics impinged on the foreign policy of the nation, 

and his Islamization policies gave significant political space to Islamic political parties, 

therefore, main streamed them. 

During this period, Pakistan’s goals in Afghanistan coincided with the U.S., but not 

without limitations and so Pakistan covertly continued to support various groups in 

Afghanistan against others with its own meagre resources once the U.S. ceased all 

funding by 1988. Keeping in line with a pro-Saudi policy against a pro-Iran, Pakistan 

stationed around 10,000 Pakistani troops in Saudi Arabia during the Iran-Iraq 

conflict, in return for $1 billion in aid. 

Pakistan and India’s frosty relations also made the “South Asian Association Regional 

Cooperation (SAARC)” an ineffective body that was initially set up in the year 1985. 

Pakistan was highly dependent on China for weapons, missiles and even enriched 

uranium and concluded a comprehensive nuclear cooperation agreement in 1986. And 

such kind of political differences led to economic instability of the region, because 

political harmonization leads to economic harmonization.  

As for as  mechanism of foreign policy making during this phase is concerned, despite 

formally opening and training foreign diplomats at the new Foreign Ministry academy, 

the decision-making took place inside of the  General Headquarters (GHQ) of the army. 

The pretext was that Pakistan’s security situation and the Soviet threat from across the 

border required such measures. 
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There was no diminution of Pakistan-China relations despite the China-India 

rapprochement in the 1980’s. China took a more even-handed approach towards India 

despite border issues that surface often.  

Zia embraced and emphasized the on the Islamic ideology of the state much like 

Bhutto, but based his policy on strategic calculations rather than just religious duties.  

Pakistan’s foreign policy was dominated by the Afghan Jihad. Despite establishing 

diplomatic relations beyond south Asia, it failed to open its economy to the world and 

towards the end of this phase, the military bureaucracy had completely taken control 

of the internal and external affairs of the state. Decision-making remained centralized 

in Zia’s close circles which included the top military officials and intelligence advisors. 

 

Phase IV: Post-Cold War Adjustments in Pakistan’s Foreign Policy 1989-1999 

After the return of civilian leadership to power followed by the sudden demise of 

General Zia ul Haq, the internal and external environment of the country had changed 

significantly. The Soviets and Americans left Afghanistan at the mercy of tribal war 

lords and Pakistan’s intelligence agency ISI viewed its civilian leadership as inept, 

corrupt and incapable to deal with the challenges from eastern and western borders; 

hence it viewed itself as the moral guardian of the state and manipulated the decisions 

of the civilian leadership in power. 

In domestic politics, the army was funding and grooming a political opposition party 

to Benazir Bhutto (Z A Bhutto’s daughter) who had won the elections after Zia’s 

sudden demise in an aeroplane crash. The leader of this collective opposition known as 

the IJI (Islamic Democratic Alliance) was Nawaz Sharif, who was later appointed as 

the Prime Minister of the country. The downfall of the Soviet Union also led to various 

drastic changes in the south Asian strategic environment. The deep state that was 

formed under Zia felt that the disinterest of the U.S. in the area would be a major blow 

to its own Afghan policy. So, it continued to covertly support the Mujahideen in 

Afghanistan. A by-product of the Afghan Jihad under Zia was the unaccountability of 

the military and intelligence to the civilian leaders.  

During the political circus of the two leading parties, “PMLN (Pakistan Muslim League 

Nawaz) and PPP (Pakistan’s Peoples Party),” Washington, Beijing and even Riyadh 
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became aware that the army’s general head quarters in Rawalpindi is the actual centre 

of power, and not the capital of Islamabad. All the leaders during this phase gave 

special attention to the resolution of Kashmir issue as per the UN resolutions to, 

somewhat, appease armed forces. 

None of the governments in power during the 1990’s was able to reverse the affects of 

the Afghan war on Pakistan’s own internal situation. The decade is popularly known 

as the lost decade in Pakistan’s history as internal political situation remained highly 

unstable, and both the civilian leaders in power struggled to take control back from the 

military-intelligence complex during their incomplete tenures. The disintegration of 

the Soviet Union naturally transformed the geostrategic environment of not only South 

Asia, but also of Pakistan now found  it operating in multiple regional contexts i.e. 

Central Asia, Persian Gulf and the Middle-East. 

Pakistan was in favour of the Taliban government, and had officially recognized the 

Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan which existed from 1996 to 2001.  The military 

establishment favoured a pro-Pakistani Taliban government in Afghanistan. It enjoyed 

significance influence in Afghanistan so much that it served as a mediator between the 

Taliban and China.  Pakistan’s security policy indeed was its foreign policy in this 

phase and in the post Afghan-Jihad period Pakistani army, and even its civilian 

leadership found hard to take part in proxy war. 

India and U.S. grew closer militarily and after the Soviet disintegrated India, and 

Moscow lost the intimacy of the 1970’s and 1980’s. The China-Indian rapprochement 

had initiated and relations began to normalize, but Beijing assured Pakistan that those 

relations were not based on its connections with Pakistan.  

The ending of the Cold War shifted the focus from containment of Communism to 

agendas like nuclear proliferation, upright governance and citizens' rights. Three sets 

of sanctions were placed on Pakistan in the 1990’s, and Pakistan did not agree to pen 

down the “Non Proliferation Treaty” as well as the “Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty”. 

Under Benazir Bhutto, Pakistan’s nuclear scientist AQ Khan exchanged sensitive 

information with Libya, North Korea and Iran, however; this was discovered much 

later. At that time, Pakistan’s intelligence services still aimed to secure a “Strategic 
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Depth” in Afghanistan in order to support to support its own favourites in the country 

namely, Hekmetyar and the “Good Taliban”, which were pro-Pakistan.   

This phase witnessed a bustle of weaponries and technologies that transferred between 

Pakistan and China, and Washington realized that its withdrawal from the region had 

significantly reduced its influence in Pakistan. Afghanistan and Kashmir became 

increasingly entwined as the use of external players on behalf of the state gradually 

increased. Pakistani civilian leadership tried to align itself with the “Kashmir Cause”, 

as the democracy operated under authoritative checks of the military. The use of overt 

and covert support of certain Islamist and separatist organizations, Pakistan tried to 

raise the expense of “Indian Occupation” of Kashmir. Two dominant underlying 

determinants of Pakistan’s foreign policy during this phase were:  Forging closer ties 

with China and Saudi Arabia seeking protection and development of its Nuclear 

programme and missile technology Resurgence of Kashmir resistance movement via 

use of non-state actors. 

Civilian leaders were eager to give evidence of their Islamic inclinations to the 

“Islamized” army. They did so by committing troops to UN peacekeeping missions in 

countries where Muslim populations were being targeted. These included Bosnia and 

Somalia. However, it was only the commitment to Kashmir issue where the army 

required commitment and action. Pakistan’s strategic space 204  had shrunk 

tremendously during this period. 

Pakistan’s successful nuclear test emboldened its army in 1998, and it launched an 

operation in Indian-held Siachin glacier in Kashmir in order to gain control over a 

strategic position i.e. the Kargil War. However, the mission failed of which the army 

was quick enough to put blame on the of the civilian leadership for its leadership. 

Nawaz Sharif tried to fire the Chief of Army staff and had to face a coup. Pakistan’s 

closet allies at the time hinted their disapproval in private exchanges. 

During this phase, Pakistan’s military-intelligence was operating from behind the 

curtains, and the civilian leadership was seen struggling to retain power in domestic 

and foreign policy decision-making. The military establishment trusted neither political 
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parties in power during the time period nor anyone else, and asserted their own agenda. 

Pakistan’s conventional and non-conventional security concerns directed its policy 

during this phase, and its nuclear programme along with its design to use non-state 

actors as a state tool in Afghanistan and Kashmir, that led to to its mixed impact on its 

relations with states inside and outside of its region. 

Phase V:  Counter Terrorism 2000 

In 2001, Pakistan became the centre of an international war to fight terrorism. The 

countries policies towards the Afghan Taliban was expected to make a major shift. 

Under the leadership of General Musharraf, chief of the army’s staff, Pakistan 

committed its territory to use transit for NATO supplies, and its air force bases to U.S. 

for launching attacks in Afghanistan. Pakistan fought against the very Mujahedeen and 

Afghan Taliban, which it has once trained and equipped. Those individuals had formed 

Al-Qaeda after the war ended. In 2004, Pakistan was offered reimbursement packages 

and became the only Non-NATO ally receiving CSF Coalition Support Fund. 

Pakistan’s internal security situation worsened during this phase as the Taliban formed 

their own wing in Pakistan known as Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), and spread 

across the country setting in areas tribal areas of the country. There was internal 

discourse about the collateral damage from the United States led drone attacks on the 

territory of Pakistani, which had begun in 2004.  

He was determined to portray himself as a mature statesman and despite improvement 

in relations between India and China, he remained determined to depict Beijing as 

Pakistan’s closet ally. After the nuclear deal between India and U.S., Indian Parliament 

attacks brought India Pakistan relation to a new low. However, Musharraf considerably 

enjoyed political power more than other predecessors while doing manoeuvring    with 

India.   

Pakistan’s economic, trade and military dependency on U.S. dominated its behaviour; 

meanwhile, Pakistan cultivated a closer relationship with China. Pakistan, under 

Musharraf, welcomed Chinese investment and assistance in constructing the Gwadar 

Port in Baluchistan, and a slight increase in economic activity was observed. 

Musharraf faced some tough choices due to the international events which had serious 

regional implications. He waged a war against the militant groups operating in 
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Afghanistan, but was reluctant to go after the groups which were central to Pakistan’s 

Kashmir policy. To counter U.S. attempts to strengthen Indian security role, he 

strengthened engagement with China. This phase too was dominated by Pakistan’s war 

efforts in Afghanistan and maintaining an insurgency in Kashmir. Pakistan’s behaviour 

was driven by its desire for arms procurement to balance against India. It chose to 

bandwagon with the United States in its war against terrorism while continuing to back 

the non-state actors for its Kashmir antics- aiming to sail two boats at a time. 

 

Phase VI: Exploring Alternatives  

 

Five years into the War against Terror Pakistan faced a number of challenges and its 

foreign policy was not an independent one. Relations with India, Iran and Afghanistan 

were strained due to the complicated stance of the state in the Afghanistan war. 

Musharraf foreign policy was an extension of his strategic preferences and he played 

China and U.S side by side. One breakthrough that occurred during his presidency was 

the reactivation of diplomatic visits from Russia. After a gap of 38 years, the first prime 

ministerto visit Pakistan was PM Mikail Fradkov .After the departure of President 

Musharraf, the new President  Zardari enjoyed a favourable domestic environment and 

the country remained on a democratic path. Known for his ‘deal-making’ . Over his 

five years in power the President actively sought Chinese assistance and help as 

relations  with the U.S. reached a new low after four major incidents occurred during 

his Presidency.  

Raymond Davis Case, “Abbottabad Raid on Osama Bin Laden by U.S. Navy”, “Salala 

Base attack by NATO forces killing Pakistani soldiers” and, “U.S.’s continuous 

demands from Pakistan to do more while cutting U.S. aid and assistance to Pakistan”. 

As these major incidents revealed Pakistan’s internal weaknesses, the state gradually 

realized that it found itself with limited friends in the region. Pakistan’s relations with 

Russia were improving, as it endorsed Pakistan’s bid to join SCO and Russia also 

condemned the NATO attack on Pakistani  soldiers in 2011.President Zardari is known 

for his annual trips to Beijing, sometimes even unannounced. Although, during his 

tenure he did not pursue a prolific foreign policy but his policy on Iran, Afghanistan, 
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his activism in deeper engagement with China and his confrontation with the U.S. on 

certain issues out as bold decisions by a civilian leader. 

With a change of government in 2013, Nawaz Sharif again took a more pro-Saudi 

Arabian stance and failed to improve relations with India, Afghanistan, U.S. or Iran. 

due to U. S’s dissatisfaction with Pakistan’s efforts in Afghanistan and U.S. closer 

engagement with India, relationship with the U.S. got worse. India’s economic 

partnership with Iran and Afghanistan also added to Pakistan’s anxiety. Pakistan 

responded to these events by aligning itself closer to China, and by supporting the 

Saudi-led military coalition against terrorism in 2016. 

Relations with China were strengthened not because of Pakistan’s initiatives, but due 

to China’s initiatives. The initiation of the CPEC is seen as a strategic move by the 

army and politico-economic move by the ruling Sharif party. It makes China a direct 

stakeholder in the stability of the Pakistani state, and also to Kashmir. Despite a drop 

in international reputation over the years, Pakistan views China as the only friendly 

state which appreciates Pakistan’s counter terrorism efforts and offers unconditional 

encouragement. Pakistan also joined the Shanghai Cooperation Organization and 

Beijing’s moves to disrupt India’s inclusion in Nuclear Suppliers Group and UNSC as 

a permanent member, which have been much appreciated. During the tenures of both 

civilian governments a growing tilt towards China and little diplomatic effort to mend 

it ties with the U.S.A. 

To sum up in a nutshell, the complexities and disagreements between decision-making 

elites and institutions has resulted in a confused, inconsistent and, at times, 

incomprehensible policy choices. The country’s military and civilian elite remain 

divided on which institution can manage its strategic affairs more effectively than the 

other. The military views the civilian leaders and parliament as incompetent corrupt 

and idle, whereas the latter alleges that repeated interferences of the military are 

responsible for such inefficiency. Besides the institutional divides, Pakistan’s “Islamic 

ideology” also places limitations on its foreign policy. Furthermore, Pakistan’s 

uncertain domestic political situation in the last decade has deteriorated the quality of 
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its diplomacy. Anti-India and Anti-U.S. sentiments in the people are a source of 

nationalism and both amount to foreign policy megaphones on the streets. 

One might say that maintaining a strategic parity with India is one of the fundamental 

determining factor for the foreign policy of Pakistan in the recent times, that is, Phase 

IV and V it seems that Pakistan’s and U.S.’s mismatched preferences in terms of the 

region and the resultant tension in the relationship has also become a major determinant 

in policy formation. As a consequence, in an attempt to rescue its deteriorating 

international reputation, it has aligned itself closer to China and more recently with 

Saudi Arabia also, hoping to diversify its options. 

None of the elected prime ministers in the county have been able to impose civilian 

oversight over the military or its intelligence wing. The U.S. remains Pakistan’s non 

regional neighbour, and if there is any country other than India, which dominates 

Pakistan’s strategic calculations is U.S..   Another constant in Pakistan’s policy 

throughout the phases has been a drive for closer relations with CHINA, Saudi Arabia, 

and now even Russia. 

 

Conclusion 

Several policy debates in and on Pakistan co-exist. Despite having an agrarian economy 

and an unstable internal political climate, Pakistan’s decision-making elite has enabled 

it to play an international role that is considerably disproportional to its size and 

capabilities. 

As a result, contending camps have appeared, which not only differ in their approaches 

on what Pakistan’s foreign policy choices should be, but also on the nature of state of 

Pakistan and what drives its policy. 

 One camp explains Pakistan as an “ideological state” and offers explanations of its 

foreign policy behaviour by emphasizing on the aspect of Islamic ideology as a 

dominant influencer of the foreign policies of the country. This school could also be 

termed as a “Muslim” school. This camp stresses on the religious aspect of the ideology 

behind the formation of the state, and explains Pakistan’s policy choices as being “in-

line” with its ideological foundations. For instance, Pakistan’s tilt towards the U.S. in 

the early Cold War years instead of Soviet Union was a geopolitical necessity, but, 
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proponents of this school try to explain this choice as a defensive move which protected 

Pakistan and Islam from the “Godless” Communist ideology. 

This camp roots the background of the independence of Pakistan to the success of the 

“Two-nation” theory, which argued that Muslim population of British India was not a 

minority, but a nation which needed a state. It calls for a policy of “Muslim 

Brotherhood” and advocates for a more Islamic Constitution. 

Similarly, another camp views Pakistan as a “Garrison State” or/and a Hyper-

Nationalist state and stresses on the dominant role of the militia, and treats Pakistan as 

a praetorian state. They believe that the “deep state” i.e. the military business 

complexes have dominated the domestic and foreign policy decisions205. This camp 

offers the most literature and stresses that Pakistan is inherently an insecure state which 

consistently struggled to, first, achieve and then maintain a “strategic parity” with 

India. They explain Pakistan’s arms-build-up, alliances/alignment with U.S., Saudi 

Arabia and China and acquisition of nuclear weapons to this rivalry.  This camp also 

states that the army views the civilian leadership as corrupt and incompetent, hence, 

deeming itself to be the sole organized institute capable of upholding Pakistan’s 

national interests.  

The deep state stresses on the constant ‘threats’ Pakistan faces from enemies within 

and outside its borders. Hence, lines between Pakistan’s foreign and security policy 

have remained blurred as Pakistan army has always maintained a strong-hold on 

politics, and the development of the foreign policy as explained in the earlier part of 

this chapter. The term “national security” primarily which is used to describe military 

security has evolved to include non-militia intimidations such as energy, economic and 

environmental security in the aftermath of the Cold war. It is sometimes described as a 

weakly  conceptualized; ambiguously defined, but politically powerful concept which 

offers scope for power-maximization by the political and military elite 206 .Hans 
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J.Morgenthau describes it as “survival, the protection of physical political and cultural 

identity against encroachments by other nation-states”207. 

The third camp views Pakistan as a victimized yet “Resilient state”, which, despite all 

the geopolitical, security, economic, and other challenges has survived and even grown. 

This third camp mostly includes the ones who accept the official narrative developed 

by Pakistani civilian and military leadership, which is mostly brushed off as 

propaganda by scholars outside Pakistan. This camp attributes Pakistan’s challenges 

not solely on internal institutional, financial and security problems, but partly holds 

others responsible for imposing certain decisions and pressures on a weak and young 

country. 

After establishing the perceptions on the nature of the state, let us now review the 

debates surrounding what directions the foreign policy of Pakistan should be aimed at. 

The common vision of Pakistan in the minds of the policymaking elites of the country 

has been that it is an Islamic state as opposed to being a secular state, however; the 

differences appear in details as how to create that state. As for as how Pakistan should 

conduct itself in the regional and international affairs three camps are concerned, ex 

These camps have different opinions for the direction of Pakistan’s foreign policy 

behaviour. However, each school is propelled from the same root i.e. the real and 

perceived threats facing Pakistan. 

First group, as referred to by its critics, is the “surrender group”. This group views the 

post Cold War system as a uni-polar structure governed by the USA. It argues that USA 

is the most suitable partner for Pakistan as a “balancer”. Furthermore, it alerts that if 

Pakistan distances itself from the U.S., it may result in U.S. tilt towards India thereby 

strengthening the balance of power in India’s favour. Their economic argument is that 

no other state can mirror U.S.. assistance of nearly over 60 years, spending more than 

$40 billion in economic, security, humanitarian aid, and military reimbursements on 

Pakistan. 

The second group argues that even though Pakistan needs to remain close to the USA, 

it must look at other power signs such as Japan, China, Russia and other European 
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countries to use the new flexibility offered by the multi polar international order of the 

post Cold War politics. This “independence” camp argues that Pakistan’s relations with 

Middle-East, Gulf and Central Asian states would make Pakistan a more desirable 

partner in the region than India. Also, this school wants Pakistan’s relationship with 

U.S. to be more balanced and not “transactional” as it has traditionally been. While 

arguing to find regional balancers, this camp debates those regional balancers such as 

Iran and China may serve as balancers not just for India, but also for the U.S..  

The third school is the “Muslim school” again has its roots in the unipolar interpretation 

of the globe. It echoes the work of Samuel Huntington titled “clash of the civilizations” 

and presents the opportunities for collaboration and coalitions developed on the basis 

of ideologies and religious preferences208. They favour closer relations with the Muslim 

world to establish a strategic consensus. Some explain the term of “strategic consensus” 

as a military alliance209 whereas others interpret it as a political one. Proponents of this 

grand design also remained divided whether to join the Saudi or Iran camp. Islamist 

politics; however, in Pakistan is not limited to mainstream Islamist political parties, 

but, Islam as a tool for political gains has matured as standard practice by different 

institutions, individuals and regime in Pakistan’s political culture210. 

The discourses above have coexisted despite Pakistan’s historical alliance with the U.S. 

since 1950s. One interesting observation is that even though the debates have 

contrasting views regarding U.S. and Russia; there has been consensus on maintaining 

close relations with China. As a result, whenever U.S. Pakistan are at their low tide 

Pakistan looks to China for support. Traditionally the U.S. was Pakistan’s largest trade 

partner; China has replaced it in the recent years; however, U.S. still remains Pakistan’s 

largest export destination211 . China has also replaced U.S. as its primary weapon 

supplier to Pakistan and between 2011-2015 35% of China’s total arms exports went 

to Pakistan212. 
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An observation is that overlapping of the three schools is inevitable, and  cannot be 

avoided. However, it has been found that two common cords running through all 

schools and camps are: its India-centrality and ‘balancing’ act, as identified earlier. 

Each school offers a different vantage point which must be acknowledged to 

understand the whole picture. Each lens reveals a certain aspect of the whole process 

of decision-making, and none can be deemed “right” or “wrong”. Instead this research 

will explore a multi-causal effect and acknowledge multiple explanations, arguing that 

at certain events one explanations offers better analysis than another. 

The various schools and camps discussed above do not exist in one institution, political 

party or any single unit but are spread across the various entities and groups. 

A popular notion about Pakistan is that even under democratically elected governments 

Pakistan is under a constant “martial rule”, if not martial law. Pakistan’s history is full 

of coup d’états by military generals and also by civilian leaders’ inept regimes using 

and abusing state institutions to extend their regimes and their private assets. Foreign 

policy elite of Pakistan have excess of authority and wealth in the hands of some 

influential people. The policy choices made by those elites have not always been in the 

national interest of the masses, but rather in favour of that particular individual or a 

small interest group213. This elite, irrespective of the institution it belongs to, views the 

world in zero-sum terms, especially with respect to its arch enemy India. 

Against this background, a key feature of the foreign policy of the country is that it is 

a deeply personalized and a highly centralized affair214. Personalities at the inner-core 

of the decision-making varies with the modifications brought about in the system. 

However, a “troika”, consisting of the “Chief of Army Staff (COAS), the President and 

the Prime Minister”, has retains the most control. During periods of martial law, the 

Chief of Army’s staff turned Presidents have enjoyed de facto control over all 

decisions. 

Institutions are only as influential as the individuals heading them or as much as the 

military allows them to be. For instance, during Musharraf’s presidency in 2001, 

committed to the  U.S. access to three Pakistani air bases without even consulting the 
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core commanders215. The decision-making elite or the “deep state” is often condemned 

for reflecting their own preferences, or that of a special interest group rather than the 

national interest216.  The deep state consists of a military-intelligence complex and after 

the split of East and West Pakistan; the Pakistani intelligence service –ISI-has formally 

become a part of making and breaking regimes and policies. The military remains 

unaccountable to the elected representative and any civilian leader i.e. Prime Minister 

or President who has tried to bring a change to the practice either faced a coup or was 

simply side-lined from politics altogether.  

Based on the overview above and the Literature Review done in Chapter 2, key drivers 

of the foreign policy of the country and its dynamics could be identified as exogenous 

pressures of the power changes in the international system; and resulting spill over of 

those changes in Pakistan’s own regional environment. 

People from the school of thought of NcR, there is a clear difference between the real 

or actual dissemination of power and the interests of the elites in the balancing of this 

power across several places and time frames. For example, which aspects of power 

certain leaders pay more attention to than others. Wohlforth’s217 four aspects of power 

can be unpacked as following:  

1) The fundamentals of power: the opinions and understanding among the people 

regarding power 

2) The dissemination of authority and power:  how to state compares to other 

powers 

3)  the mechanics of authority and power: what is the operation that is required for 

the balancing of power 

4)  prestige in the states relative status and influence over international politics 

This is important to note in Pakistan’s case because threats to Pakistan’s territorial 

claims and its territorial integrity  have dominated its  its independence according to its 

narrative. To add to that insecurity Pakistan’s role in the region’s geopolitics has been 

disproportionate to its own capacity and capability. The same can be stated about its’ 
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ambitions. After the decease of the threats by the Soviet, and withdrawal of the their 

army from Afghanistan, Pakistan expected that the USA would continue to ignore its 

efforts to develop nuclear capability, which it did not do.  

India and Afghanistan remain at the core of the strategic thinking in the country. 

Pakistan’s over emphasis on its location has led to a reactive and regionalized policy. 

This chapter finds that the national failures have not just restricted the foreign policy 

choices for the country but additionally is had worsened its external standing as well 

as its image. The country increasingly finds itself short of options and its weak internal 

economic and political condition heightens its insecurities. Failure and inability of the 

civilian institutions to exercise their powers given to them by the constitution have 

resulted in incompetency.  

The analysis reveals that the foreign policies of the country have been too closely 

wedded to its security policy. It lacks a clear geo-economic policy and a separate geo-

strategic strategy. It has gradually become one of the foulest projected nation in the 

entire world, which reveals that it has some major inadequacies.  

The military’s dominance in decision making has much to do with Pakistan’s 

chequered democratic history. Overtime institutional fault lines have complicated the 

decision-making process. Despite holding elections regularly, Pakistan does not qualify 

as a democratic nation, however, it is categorized as a hybrid-government, hence, 

civilian control over foreign policy still remains low218. Although the parliament has 

taken vital steps to become a more active nation in term of its foreign and defence 

policies; however,  its scope remains carefully defined219. Relations with U.S., India, 

Afghanistan, Saudi Arabia, Iran and China have been too critical to be entrusted to the 

unworthy and corrupt civilian leadership in the military’s opinion. 

Domestic institutions remain divided and those serving in Pakistan’s civil-services also 

admit that Pakistan’s external difficulties are extensions of its domestic failures220. The 

analysis above strengthens the idea that Pakistan is a hybrid-regime which shows 
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characteristics of a democracy whereas still maintains the dominance of the military in 

key decision-making areas 

As argued in Chapter 2 under the heading ‘Independent Variable’, Pakistan’s China 

policy is assessed within the structure of the systemic power framework and the 

exogenous pressures Pakistan has faced.  

This chapter reinforces the authors identification of exogenous factors as the primary 

determinants of the foreign policy choices of the country. The chapter links the 

independent variable -which are systemic / structural changes and pressures in the 

external environment - with the dependent variable, which is Pakistan’s foreign policy, 

and also justifies the selection of Pakistan’s strategic culture as the intervening variable 

by identifying the dominant role of the military in key decision-making  issues in 

domestic and foreign policy spheres.. 
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Chapter 5: The Origins of an Alignment Strategy towards 

China 1950 - 2005 

 

This chapter traces the history of Pakistan’s associations with China in the framework 

of the theory of neoclassical realism. It analyses the evolution of Pakistan’s relationship 

with China over an extensive period of five decades meanwhile noting the influence of 

independent and intervening variables’. The chapter provides a chronological 

framework for the events which have shaped the relationship by identifying key events 

over a broad spectrum of areas such as diplomacy, security and economy. 

In Search of Friends and Finance: 1947 - 1962 

After over 200 years of colonization, the British were leaving the “jewel of the British 

crown” i.e. the Indian sub-continent. On 15th August 1947, two sovereign states were 

formed i.e. “Republic of India” and “Dominion of Pakistan” (later to become the 

“Islamic Republic of Pakistan” in 1956). The “Government of India Act 1935” was to 

play the part of a constitution for both states until they were to pass their own. At the 

same time, across the mountains China too was going through a violent civil war. The 

war crushed the nationalist KMT and a Communist Peoples Republic of China under 

the leadership of “Mao Tse Tung” and his millions of devout cadres was born in 1949.  

Pakistan’s position in the world as a new state, with an inexperienced foreign policy 

elite, was instantly overshadowed by its former-motherland i.e. India. The Pakistani 

leadership believed and still continues to believe that the partition was not only unfair 

but, remained incomplete primarily due to the indecisive nature of the Kashmir 

problem. Thus, despite limited resources Pakistan army launched a war with India over 

Kashmir and gained parts of what today  

 it calls “Azad Kashmir” (Free Kashmir). Meanwhile China was busy in a state of 

revolutionary militancy, and was not really invested in South Asian affairs-however 

welcoming the partition. 

Given that Pakistan’s tangible and intangible national power was lower than that of 

India, insecurity of physical and psychological sort was inevitable. As for the 

international climate at the time, Pakistan, under its first PM, Liaqat Ali Khan, was 
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desperately in search of a patron which could provide material and non-material 

support to its ailing economy and also to provide military aid and assistance to 

strengthen its  defence capability primarily against India. In the beginning of the cold 

war between the capitalist worlds against the communist, South Asia was becoming an 

active battleground for contest over influence. 

The situation in 1950 was such that Pakistan’s due share of the collective resources 

was not yet delivered by India; north and north western borders were not demarcated; 

it was engaged in war in Kashmir; and an inexperienced polity/bureaucracy was in 

charge of the country. After India cut off trade with Pakistan due to active war on the 

Kashmir front, China  responded to Pakistan’s economic crisis that even before the two 

had forged diplomatic ties, and so trade relations were established in 1949221.  

It must be noted that Pakistan was already receiving U.S. economic aid since 1948222. 

Pakistan’s Ambassador in Soviet Union wrote to Premier Zhou Enlai conveying 

Pakistan’s desire to establish diplomatic relations with China 223. Yet, an confirmatory 

reply was not received until an additional note was sent, which confirmed that Pakistan 

had formally withdrawn its recognition of Chinese KMT government stationed in 

Taiwan224. Pakistan’s founding father strongly denounced the rumours of Pakistan 

becoming a fertile ground for Communism saying “those who talk such nonsense only 

forget that Pakistan will be one of the most powerful states in existence”225.A formal 

decision to recognize Communist China came around two years later after being 

discussed in the Pakistan Federal Cabinet, which was after the death of Jinnah226. 

Pakistan’s first Ambassador to China  found himself standing in front of the most 

powerful man in China presenting his credentials in 1951227. In Pakistan, just a month 
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before this, an Afghan national shot and killed Pakistan’s first Prime Minister in a 

public ceremony, who had just received China’s first Ambassador to Pakistan. 

At home Pakistan’s economy, security and even its survival as an independent country 

was at stake and Pakistan was desperately in need of friends in and beyond the region. 

Liaqat Ali Khan was pro-U.S., but had stated in a New York Times interview “Pakistan 

would not take sides in the conflict of ideologies between the two world blocs” 228.After 

just 3 years Pakistan formally joined the U.S. camp by signing two defence treaties .i.e. 

SEATO (1954) and CENTO (1955). 

So then how did China and Pakistan with different ideologies and structures manage to 

navigate themselves without any confrontation through such a sensitive period of time 

when the contest for influence in Asia was taking shape as the cold war climate 

developed. Similarly, why did China show such forbearance and remained co-operative 

in the 1950’s when Pakistan joined SEATO and CENTO which were U.S.-led security 

pacts meant to prevent spread of Communism and when Pakistan backed UN action in 

Korea to gain a  favourable impression from the U.S. government. A plausible 

explanation for such an unusual tolerance could be China’s own compulsions and a 

relatively restrictive strategic environment available to it. For instance, by late 1950 

China and India were embroiled in conflict over Tibet and China had realized via 

India’s verbal opposition that a conflict of interest is inevitable; whereas  Pakistan was 

indifferent to the Tibet question.  

By 1951, China was engaged in a full-scale war with the U.S. in Korean Peninsula, and 

had also annexed Tibet in the same year. Although Pakistan was not involved in the 

Korean War; it still was seen as a U.S. supporter as Pakistan’s delegation at the UN 

refrained to vote on the question of Peoples China being the correct representative of 

the people. During the same period, Pakistan’s civilian government and army were 

restraining a small, but disruptive Pakistan Communist Party, which had launched a 

failed coup in 1951 - the  party was banned in 1954229.  

Although Pakistan tried to retain this image of being non-aligned until 1954, Pakistan’s 

desire to join the allied bloc in the cold war climate was well known. In 1955, when 
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Pakistan received its first military aid from U.S., Mao himself expressed Pakistan’s 

“misguided fears of Chinese aggression” and expressed to Pakistani ambassador that 

although China understands Pakistan’s compulsions he and India were fearful of 

Pakistan’s growing military reliance on U.S.. Also, Premier Zhou Enlai’s conversations 

with President Nehru reflect a similar concern230. Its important to note that the period 

from 1949-1958 was one of “Hindi Cheeni Bhai Bhai”(Indian Chinese brotherhood), 

and due to India’s support to 1)the non-alignment movement; 2) to China’s position in 

UNSC and 3) its efforts in China’s war against Japan. However, both countries had 

managed to defer the Tibet issue until the Tibetan Uprising of 1959. 

At UN General Assembly Pakistan’s very out-spoken representative, M.Zafrulla Khan, 

was fiercely debating in favor of recognition of Mao’s China as the legitimate 

representative of the people. Pakistan’s chequered approach to China elicited a similar 

response. Pakistan was fully on board with U.S. as early as 1954 and was assuring 

China after attending the non-aligned  Bandung Conference (1956-Indonesia) of its 

neutrality; similarly China was courting India and remained neutral on the Kashmir 

question whist  signalling prospect for peace to Karachi 231 . Pakistan took the 

opportunity to differentiate between the Soviets and the Chinese at the Bandung 

Conference, and stated that Stalin had contested and instigated the Afghan leaders to 

rubbish the Durand line (a border demarcated by British India and Afghanistan in 

1893), and, he also undermined the very concept of Pakistan.  

By the end of this period, the Sino-Soviet split manifested bitterness on both ends as 

the U.S.SR moved closer to India. By 1960 the Soviets were providing assistance to 

India. China ,much like Pakistan, had limited choices and so courted Pakistan to 

frustrate Soviet designs and also to keep India distracted with Pakistan. Pakistan went 

along in case of a downward trend in relations with U.K and U.S. which may had 

occurred due to Pakistan’s troubled relations with India232.  
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 Domestically, Pakistan was without a constitution until 1956, and that one too only 

survived just two years before the country met its first dictator in 1958 i.e. Ayub Khan. 

In the aftermath of which socialist parties, gatherings, printing faced a heavy 

crackdown in East and West Pakistan. 

U.S. supply planes were already making stops at Karachi airbase by 1958233.This is 

two years before the U-2 U.S. spy airplane was downed in Azerbaijan, which had taken 

off from American-controlled Badaber (Peshawar) Airbase. The U-2 incident made 

Pakistan realize how close the communist was geographically to target Pakistan.  

The period of 1959 to early 1960 was an eventful one. A series of events brought 

Pakistan-China relations to its nadir 234 . These include the aftermath of Chinese 

suppression of Tibetan people in 1959, Ayub Khan voted for a UN resolution 

condemning the violations by China of the civil rights of the Tibetan people. 235 

Pakistan had penned down a bilateral military treaty with the USA which included 

resistance to communists and non-communist threats and Pakistan received a “Chinese 

Muslim Hadj Mission” sent by Chiang Kai-shek236.  

These developments elicited a strong worded response by Zhou Enlai. In a protest note, 

it was made clear that by continuing on this path which is “injurious to China’s 

sovereignty...Pakistan’s government must bear full responsibility for all damage thus 

done to Pakistan-China Relationship”237. This note did not keep Ayub from proposing 

a joint defence pact to India, against China, the very next year238.  Whereas four months 

earlier he had told his cabinet that Pakistan was soon to enter into border negotiating 
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talks with China. By September 1959, Chinese maps showed Northern Pakistan as 

Chinese territory239. 

Hence, the undercurrents in the South Asian environment in early period of the Cold 

War were gradually beginning to develop the bi-polarity of the system. India, which 

had a mature polity and a constitution in place was more stable and stronger to maintain 

a non-alignment strategy for longer. Pakistan on the other hand was driven by its 

insecurity and through private meetings with U.S. officials was focusing its energies 

on convincing its utility to U.S. in exchange for material and non-material support from 

the U.S.. In a summary to the Cabinet, the Pakistani Foreign Secretary noted that 

Pakistan has had to make a difficult choice of “annoyance of China or annoyance of 

U.S.. We have had to choose between the two and the force of circumstances demanded 

that we backed the U.S.”240 

 

A Common Adversary 1963-1977 

Between 1960 - 1963, Ayub engaged the U.S. and China on parallel tracks. He gained 

assurances from the U.S. on support against India whilst simultaneously testing 

opportunities with China. In this period, two events altered the structure of the 

geopolitical setting of the region i.e. the China-India Border War and the Pakistan-

China Border agreement. The border tensions as well as the concerns regarding “Tibet” 

escalated tensions between China and India resulting in a short-lived war which had 

long term imprints. Whereas China had resolved its borders with Burma, Nepal and 

finally Pakistan by 1963, its borders with India still is a cause of contention between 

the two. 

Through diplomatic channels, Pakistan secured a deal to vote for China in the UNSC 

for its permanent seat and in return, China was to settle the border with Pakistan. In the 

1962 border clash between China and India, India faced a humiliating defeat. Just a 

week in into fighting, it had lost 21 army posts. And in the same year Chinese 
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authorities visiting Pakistan expressed how the myth of India’s neutrality had exploded 

and that China was to support Pakistan against “fresh aggression” from India241. 

Things were beginning to change by 1962, China and Pakistan agreed to open an 

international airline between the two much to U.S.’s irritation. The Air Agreement, as 

it came to be known, was to provide service from Dacca, Karachi and Lahore to 

Shanghai and Canton242.The U.S. in response suspended a loan meant for the Dacca 

airport and Pakistan chose to go ahead with its own funds. Zhou Enlai visited West and 

East Pakistan in 1964243.In the visit a joint  communiqué was signed to exchange 

friendly views on a range of issues of bilateral regional and global values. Once China 

conducted its nuclear tests in 1964, Pakistan’s generals via the Army Journal were 

expressing a desire for a nuclear assistance or collaboration with China, conveying that 

Pakistan and China were natural partners. 

The collapse of China-India relations in 1962 was a cause of the Pakistan-China 

entente, and not a consequence 244. The Pakistan-India War broke out in 1965, China 

sided openly with Pakistan. It put serious pressures on U.S. as well as on India. Such 

support from China would not be available in the 1971 War and then 1999 Kargil War. 

As Pakistan was hoping for China to intervene on Pakistan’s request to challenge India 

with a two-front war, president Ayub’s secret visit to get Zhou Enlai’s support came as 

a disappointment. The Chinese premier assured full support where but warned him to 

be prepared to lose a few major cities d prepare to run to the hills if the need be- 

something the CCP had practiced. 

Just a month before the war had broken out Ayub Khan had visited China and had 

signed another friendly joint communiqué. Upon his return during a press conference, 

he revealed the “reaffirmation by Chinese leaders in regard to Kashmir dispute”245. In 
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the same spirit of “friendship”, China and Pakistan had also penned down a cultural 

treaty at the end of the month. 

The Chinese viewed Indian actions towards Pakistan as acts of “naked aggression”246. 

Just two days into the war, it threatened India with a two-front war by “strongly 

protesting serious violations of China’s territory and sovereignty by Indian troops on 

the China-Sikkim border”247. So convincing was the threat that U.S. was willing to 

appeal to U.S.SR to help it get India to sign a cease-fire as soon as possible. Just two 

weeks into the war, India agreed for such a solution and so did Ayub. It was not until 

a year later that PM of India and Pakistan’s president had a meeting in Tashkent to sign 

a peace treaty. In the aftermath, Ayub did not shy away from commending China for 

its moral support the Chinese government had extended to Pakistan. Which will forever 

remain enshrined in our hearts”248. Just a year later Ayub was addressing Chairman Liu 

Shao-chi in a banquet in which another joint communiqué was signed. China repeatedly 

for the rest of the year made clear through numerous officials that she viewed India as 

the aggressor that had “annexed Kashmir”249. 

Chinese support for Pakistan had grown in over less than a year, and the U.S. was 

keeping a close eye on it. China’s aid programme for Pakistan began in February of 

1965. Between 1964-1968 China, had granted credits of over $100 million to 

Pakistan250.A military assistance programme was also launched, a move that came in 

response to a U.S. arms embargo on Pakistan during the Indo-Pak war which was only 

lifted in 1967. The effects of the embargo affected Pakistan more than India and had 

two major outcomes, Pakistan turned to China as a primary source of weapons and 

Pakistan’s miscalculations about its ally (U.S.) were exposed. 

When the war had finally ended, Pakistan and China began to collaborate in 

manufacture of arms and China provided hundreds of tanks, several squadrons of 
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fighter jets (MIG- 17 and MIG-19), IL-28 bombers, armament and PLA trained 

Pakistan army personnel in guerrilla warfare 251 . Although, Chinese supplies were 

consistent, they were of inferior quality and Peking was, at times, unable to supply the 

spare parts materials that Pakistan needed252. Despite this China’s weapons exports to 

Pakistan rose from just $2 million in 1964 to $165 million in 1965253. 

Chinese fighter aircrafts and tanks were displayed during Pakistan’s annual military 

parade and MIG-19 aircrafts plus a significant amount of small arms and artillery were 

being delivered by 1966254. By late 1960’s, China’s prestige had declined in Asia due 

to upheavals of the Cultural Revolution and tensions with the Soviet Union were 

reaching new heights. The U.S. had already begun secret meetings with the Chinese 

via the Pakistan channel in 1969255.  

Political and diplomatic failures in East Pakistan eventually led to war and resulted in 

a humiliating defeat for the West Pakistani army present in East Pakistan via Indian 

intervention.  A peace agreement .i.e. Simla Agreement was signed in 1972. Pakistan 

did not realize that Chinese mood of Indian-aggression had dialled down in the past 

years, and a similar support that was available to Ayub Khan was not available to 

Yahya Khan, who had become the President by now. In the 1965 war between Pakistan 

and India, Chinese leadership and foreign minister demanded that “India dismantle the 

56 aggressive military works it had built on Chinese territory on the China-Sikkim 

border”256. No such pressure tactics were employed this time. To Bhutto’s and Yahya’s 

distress, it became clear that support from China was conditional. Even the U.S. did 

not do much but sent parts of its seventh fleet to warn India not to escalate war on the 

western front.  
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Bhutto rose to power with the upheaval in 1971. He was welcomed very warmly and 

cordially in Peking the next year and China converted loans (that amounted up to 110 

million dollars) into endowments. During the Bangladeshi war of independence (1971), 

the U.S. was on the verge of breakthrough with China. Hence, the U.S. did not publicly 

condemn Pakistan army’s gross human rights violations in East Pakistan (Bangladesh 

today)257. However, the U.S. and China watched as West Pakistan lost its eastern wing. 

By the end of the year, Z.A Bhutto became the President (Pakistan’s first civilian 

martial law administrator) and high-level visits to China continued.  In 1972, 

Bangladesh became independent. China made use of its permanent seat at the “Security 

Council” to veto Bangladesh’s recognition and pressurized India to release Pakistan’s 

prisoners of war. Hence, it navigated itself quite diplomatically throughout the episode, 

and provided a diplomatic clout to Pakistan. 

Pakistan played a pivotal role in 1972 and helped to arranged Nixons visit to China. 

Prior to the historic visit Henry Kissinger visited China while on a trip to Islamabad 

where he was secretly flown out to China. 

 In domestic politics of Pakistan, there was a low-level insurgency from 1973-1977 in 

the western province of Baluchistan, and Pakistan army responded with a military 

operation engaging 80,000 of its troops258. For China, the 1970’s was also an eventful 

decade for several reasons. 

Firstly, China’s opening to the west had altered the political landscape of the region, 

secondly India successfully tested its first nuclear device (1974), and thirdly the death 

of the supreme leader Mao brought an end to the Cultural Revolution. Pakistan too lost 

a charismatic leader i.e. Z.A Bhutto in 1979, the pioneer of Pakistan’s China diplomacy 

and “father of the Muslim Atomic bomb”. In the same year the twenty-year long 

construction of the world’s highest international highway i.e. the Karakorum highway 

connecting Western China to Northern Pakistan was finally completed. Multiple high-

level visits during the Bhutto regime were paid and joint communiqués were signed 

between the two countries in order to achieve mutual interests and benefits. However, 
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there was a downward trend in magnitude of Beijing’s military/economic aid/loans to 

Pakistan from 1969 to 1979.259 Yet from 1965 – 1979, Pakistan received $376 million 

from China as an economic and military aid, which helped it made the largest recipient 

of Chinese assistance as a non-communist Asian state. In 1974, a defence agreement 

was signed between Bhutto and China. The significant feature of Pakistan’s weapons 

procurement with CHINA was its uninterrupted and unconditional support, whilst 

Pakistan had learned through the experience of 1965 and 1971 that the U.S. could not 

be considered a time-testing friend.260 

The most controversial aspect of the Pakistan-China entente was their cooperation on 

the nuclear front. As Bhutto had clearly expressed his zeal for nuclear status in 1969.261 

In 1976, Bhutto made three visits to China and happened to be the last foreign head of 

state to meet the Chairman, Mao. These visits led to the nuclear cooperation with 

fruitful outcomes between the two countries, Pakistan and China respectively. And 

Bhutto also had knowledge about the fact that he surely will receive a letter of credit 

from his nation in response to this nuclear agreement.262 

Even though China and Pakistan were in opposite camps, their goals coincided with 

each other more than Pakistan’s goal alignment with the U.S. with respect to 

Afghanistan and India. 

 

Nuclear Ambitions and Sanctions 1979 - 1999 

Zia ul Haq, who served as “the 4th Chief martial law administrator” from July 1977 to 

his death in August 1988, sent Bhutto to jail by accusing him of murder charges. Later, 

it became evident by the Lahore High Court’s verdict in the murder case against 

Zulifqar Ali Bhutto that Zia had decided to rule the country for a very long time. After 

assuming the presidency in 1977, Zia had a vital part in the Soviet-Afghan war that 

started in 1979 with the Soviet’s invasion of Kabul.  In the same year the land route of 

trade the Karakarom Highway became open for trade bewtween Pakistan and China. 
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At the time the Chinese foreign policy was dominated by East Asian and Soviet 

concerns, since it had entered Vietnam in 1979 and was still recovering from the 

upheavals of the Cultural Revolution. Although Bhutto and Mao left their legacies to 

their successors, Zia ul Haq and Deng Xiopeng, they managed to gain grounds on 

multiple international levels. In the aftermath of the June 4th incident, Pakistan neither 

took part in the sanctions nor verbally condemned China. The rest of the world did and 

Pakistani foreign secretary took part in the annual consultations in order to express their 

impartiality. The Chinese valued Pakistan’s gesture and expressed that it would “never 

be forgotten.”263  

The nuclear co-operation agreement between Pakistan and China dates back to 1987. 

The most controversial aspect of this relationship has been the nuclear cooperation. 

The first nuclear power plant with the help of the Chinese scientists and engineers was 

set up in Chashma barrage, in Pakistan’s South Punjab region. 

China has long assisted Pakistan in uranium enrichment and before China joined the 

NPT in 1992, it freely assisted Pakistan’s nuclear weapons development programme. 

The invasion of Afghanistan is known as the final foreign military intervention of the 

Soviet Union before its eventual disintegration in 1991. It can be contended that the 

attack of the soviet on Afghanistan provided many opportunities to China, Pakistan, 

and United States to co-operate with each other for their own national and political 

interests.264 For the next few years, the three jointly armed, funded, and trained the 

Afghan Mujahidin to fight against the Soviets until their withdrawal from Afghanistan 

in 1989. In the same year, PM Benazir Bhutto made a visit to China and in the same 

year, “Premier Li Peng” visited Pakistan. Once the soviet forces left Afghanistan the 

U.S. imposed a few sanctions on the country due to the nuclear programme. Through 

the 1980’s and 1990’s Pakistani engineers and scientists visited China and vice versa 

which later revealed how critical information, technology and even enriched uranium 

was provided to Pakistan by the Chinese. Pakistan and China came to an agreement for 

nuclear cooperation and negotiated the trade of Chinese nuclear reactors sales with 
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Pakistan. China had signed up the “Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty (CTBT)” 

in 1996, and the Non-Proliferation treaty had already been in place which China had 

acceded to.  In the same year, President Ziang Zemin visited Pakistan and by 1998, 

China was helping build Pakistan a 300 megawatt nuclear power plant in Punjab. China 

had become a major source of conventional and non-conventional weapons.it was clear 

to both side by now that the relationship between then was not restricted to individuals 

but the geo-political environment had substantiated this long term cooperation beyond 

personalities. 

Counterterrorism and the Balancing act  1999 - 2005 

During the 1999 Kargil War, Beijing supported the United Nation’s calls for Pakistan 

to draw down the military. Similarly, in the 2001-2002 military crises between Pakistan 

and India, China again insisted that it was a friend to “both neighbours” and called for 

restrain on both sides. Although, China continued to support Pakistan in military 

development, and emerged as Pakistan’s main source of convention and non-

conventional defence equipment, its support amidst Pakistan’s occasional scuffles and 

border confrontations with India had drawn down. China invested heavily in various 

developmental and energy projects in Pakistan; however, economic activity remained 

unimpressive between the two. Civil nuclear power plant (Chashma 2 Power Plant) , 

Gwadar deep sea port and large housing projects in lesser developed cities such as  

Quetta (Baluchistan)  added to China’s  positive image in the country. Given the fact 

that Pakistan was actively fighting the War against terror in Afghanistan and China’s 

western belt had been a major security concern for Beijing due to separatist activities 

of ETIM, the presence of the American military in Pakistan remained a chief concern 

for Beijing. Also, India and China employed a contract to resolve the disputes on the 

border (2003 - 2004), this was something that Pakistan viewed with great concern given 

that these variations can greatly influence the stability of control in the region.  

However, despite Pakistan’s frontline role as a non-NATO U.S. ally in WoT and 

India’s rapprochement with China, Pakistan continued to steer their relations in a 

positive direction in spite of abductions and terrorist attacks on multiple Chinese 

engineers and workers present in Pakistan. Musharraf pushed for a closer relationship 

with the Chinese, as he was sceptic of the commitments of the US, and because 
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Pakistan was increasing coming under fire for nuclear proliferation activities. In 2004 

Pakistan’s “father of the bomb”, a nuclear scientist Abdul Qadir Khan’s activities in 

the nuclear black market were revealed, spreading Chinese designs to North Korea, 

Iran and Libya which he denied . He insisted he was asked by Nawaz Sharif  to do so 

The scientist was put under house arrest. Once again Pakistan was under international 

pressures . China joint the Nuclear Suppliers Group in was approved as a participating 

government in the export control group. 

Premier Wu Banggu visited  Pakistanin 2002 and  attended the ground-breaking 

ceremony of Gwadar deep-sea port for which  China had provided $198 .  

After the completion of Chashma 1in 2001, the Chinese began helping Pakistan build 

Chashma 2 in 2005. Musharraf visited China in 2001 and received premier Zhu Rongji 

in the same year.  In 2003 Pakistani PM Jamali visited Beijing and the next year 

Musharraf made another visit to China. The frequent high-level visits back and fourth 

between both the nations was not surprising, given the significance of Pakistan to the 

security of the region and its elevated position as a non-NATO ally in the Afghan war. 

Beijing is particularly concerned about terrorism and joint military exercises were also 

conducted in 2004, before the China Pakistan Friendship treaty was signed in 2005. 

Conclusion  

This summary about the development of affiliation between China and Pakistan shows 

that China gradually found a privileged position in Pakistani official and public 

narratives, and China has been more significant to Pakistan than vice versa.  

Pakistan’s key decision-making elite views China as a highly reliable companion as 

opposed to the U.S. Such perceptions are attributed to the times when Pakistan faced 

sanctions and weapon embargo during times of conflict and war with India. Harsh 

criticism and complaints are reserved for the U.S. as an ally, excuses and rhetorical 

contortions are offered to explain China’s short comings whenever there have been 

any. This can be termed as “false optimism” which has become a part of Pakistan’s 

elite perceptions. It is through this lens that Pakistan has viewed its external 

environment. Pakistan has always reckoned China to be an important leverage against 

Indian and U.S. power in its region and Pakistan’s balancing capabilities are a direct 
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result of its revisionist ambitions and actions which China has not only tolerated but 

actively assisted with. 

Furthermore, this chapter finds that Pakistan sought international assistance throughout 

the decades and so it pursued a three-pronged strategy which aimed to forge alliances 

with U.S., China and even Saudi Arabia. Internally develop its defence industry to 

decrease reliance on U.S for weapons and also provide an alternate explanation for its 

bad policies i.e. to place the blame on its ‘enemies’ rather than reviewing its’ policy. 

It can be argued that the interests of China in the region of South Asia have not been 

as essential to its prime concerns in Asia, however that has changed in the 

contemporary period due to security and energy security concerns . China has, over the 

years, become more cautious with its responses on Kashmir and has done just enough 

to please Pakistan and not affront India. China’s encounter with the Russia, its relations 

with Japan and the USA along with the question of Taiwan have held core value in 

Peking. China places great value to the role of Pakistan as a channel between itself and 

the U.S. and also views Pakistan as a reliable partner for supporting it when it faced 

international condemnation for human rights abuses and its Taiwan/Tibet policy. 

Despite this, relations with Pakistan, India, Bangladesh or other South Asian countries 

have not been a priority for Beijing. Having said that this chapter finds that Pakistan-

China equation has been subject to extra-regional forces –one where U.S., India, Russia 

and Afghanistan hold key positions. Pakistan and China enjoy a durable relationship 

given the absence of a core conflict rather than a permanent common goal. The 

relationship found its roots in a common animosity towards India and a mutual 

advantage was derived from coordination against the shared opponent. Limited interest 

and effort on the Chinese part was observed to expand the relationship into a broader 

engagement beyond the existing security oriented framework that it has traditionally 

had. It was not until the return of the U. S’s military in South Asia, that the Chinese 

attached greater value to its relationship with Pakistan out of necessity. 

 Throughout the first five decades, Pakistan positioned itself as an indispensable aspect 

of the security environment of the South Asian regions. It became a key regional 

determinant and saw itself as the only South Asian country that ,despite all its’ 

weaknesses could challenge Indian hegemonic designs in the region. Beijing had 
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gradually lost its appetite for muscle flexing, but Pakistan remained unsatisfied with 

the Kashmir situation, and became increasingly alarmed by India’s rise which is a 

constant source of threat for its interests in Afghanistan and in Kashmir. Pakistan’s 

balancing act also benefits China in that Pakistan’s efforts to sabotage India in its 

pursuit of regional dominance assists China’s own growth, as it keeps India engaged 

on two borders rather than one. 

The foundations of this enduring relationship were framed by the Cold War politics. 

However, major systemic changes have not altered the direction of Pakistan’s policy 

towards China which strengthens the argumentation advanced in Chapter 2. The 

argument holds that systemic factors alone do not drive Pakistan’s foreign policy 

towards China. The core strategic beliefs highlighted in Chapter 2 , under ‘Intervening 

Variable’ have influenced the way Pakistani elite has perceived those systemic changes 

post Cold War are what compel it to continue on the similar course and resist change 

in policy direction and favour alignment. To revisit those core beliefs: 

1.Counter Indian Dominance 

2.Maintain Proactive Defence 

3.Primacy of National Security 

Each of these beliefs remained even after the end of the Cold War and play a significant 

role in making of Pakistan’s China policy. Pakistan after the end of the Cold War was 

still pursuing “nuclear weapons” from China along with the systems for their delivery. 

It was still supporting non-state outfits to incite rebellion in Indian-Administered 

Kashmir and it still had leverage over certain Taliban groups in Afghanistan to maintain 

influence and limit Indian influence there. However, what has changed for Pakistan 

was that the U.S. was no longer tolerating its’ nuclear ambitions and had placed it under 

sanctions. Given that Pakistan’s threat perceptions remained the same and Pakistan 

became yet more sceptic of U.S., these circumstances actually favoured a closer 

relationship and a closer engagement with China, which this thesis argues has 

compelled Pakistan to strengthen its alignment towards China. The resilience of the 

Pakistan China relationship is the greatest source of continuity and provides strength 

to their long-term partnership. Hence, it guides Pakistan’s expectations and is operated 

above the instability of domestic politics.   



 

 

145 

 

Chapter 6: Overview of Pakistan’s China Policy 2005 

onwards 

 

Overview of dynamics of Pakistan’s strengthening alignment towards China  

This brief chapter provides an overview of Pakistan’s China Policy from 2005 onwards. 

The aim of this section is to concisely identify the major drivers of Pakistan’s alignment 

towards China in the given period. This chapter follows the causal chain as identified 

under the theoretical framework of the thesis. It begins by identifying the key 

geopolitical developments which are systemic/structural environment for Pakistan. It 

outlines and how Pakistan – under different leaderships- perceived its external 

environment and how its strategic culture affected those perceptions and its policy. 

It argues that although Pakistan’s China policy is primarily determined by international 

power dynamics, however; at the unit level the country’s strategic culture performs like 

a conveyer belt and that the international systemic pressures/stimuli filters through the 

strategic culture before it is translated into policy. Chapter 5 has established that 

Pakistan’s policy towards China prior to 2005 has been of appeasement and alignment 

despite the drastic changes in the regional as well as international scenarios Pakistan’s 

policy towards China has not changed its direction. It also established that Pakistan’s 

China policy is not independent of its bilateral equations with other states such as U.S., 

India, and Afghanistan.  

Let us examine the most important developments in South Asia with respect to their 

relevance to Pakistan’s foreign policy outlook. These developments altered the 

geopolitical landscape of the region from early 2000’s onwards. 

1. 2001, 9/11 attacks: U.S. War against Terror and Afghanistan intervention: Pakistan 

becomes frontline state 

2. Nuclear / military stand-off between Pakistan and India in the aftermath of Indian 

Parliament Attacks 2002 

3. U.S. begins Drone attacks in Pakistan’s remote areas in 2004, 

4. Indo-U.S. civil nuclear deal 2005, 

5. India Mumbai attacks 2008, 
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6. NATO attack on Pakistan Army base 2009, Pakistan blocks supply route 

7. Osama Bin Laden Raid , U.S citizen kills two Pakistani ISI officers, NATO forces 

kill 24 Pakistan soldiers in Air Strick : Pakistan stops NATO supplies to Afghanistan 

,in 2011 

8. “One Belt One Road” by Xi Jinping, launched in 2013 

9.South China Sea tensions escalate 

10. Xi Jin Ping visits Pakistan and announces China Pakistan Economic Corridor 2015, 

11.India Pakistan border clashes escalate 2016 

12.India China Dokhlam Conflict, 2017 

13.Trump unveils new South Asia policy 2017 

14.Sri Lanka’s Hambantota Port goes on 99 year lease to China 

15.Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif outsed 2017 

16.China U.S. Trade War 2017 

 

The developments listed above each had an impact on Pakistan’s calculations. In the 

year 2005-2006 the Pakistani regime grew more sceptic of the extended commitments 

of the USA with Pakistan. The country became increasingly insecure due to India’s 

economic rise as well as by India’s growing ties with the U.S. and also China. The 

USA’s support for the India’s ambitions of becoming a permanent member of the 

UNSC and the Nuclear Suppliers Group was also met with criticism from Pakistan and 

China. Although, China pacified Pakistan’s immediate demands for support in defence 

cooperation, arms trade, bilateral loans and diplomatic support in UN, China has a 

different approach of cooperation and support than that of U.S.. Whereas, U.S. provides 

aid and assistance to Pakistan, China has increased its FDI and offered cheaper bilateral 

loans. Also, during this period Pakistan’s national stature and prestige was greatly 

reduced after allegations of nuclear proliferation and later complicity in hiding of 

Osama Bin Laden. Pakistan reached out to China for cooperation in defence relations 

more so than ever and joint drills, military exercises and even joint production of jets 

and tanks was added into the mix.  

 During the same period Afghanistan’s relations with India were improving and Indian 

investment and cooperation with Afghan government coupled with a much more robust 

communication mechanism with Afghanistan added to Pakistan’s insecurities. After a 
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gap of ten years, a Chinese President has visited Pakistan in 2006. Just a year after the 

Chinese Premier, Wen Jiabao had made a visit to Pakistan and both of them had inked 

the “Treaty of Friendship”, “Cooperation and Good Neighbourly Relations” (2005), 

declaring to develop a more proximal bilateral strategic partnership that is based on 

greater cooperation265. 

China’s rapid economic and military development during 2005 onwards period and an 

assertiveness in China’s behaviour with respect to its own regional interests were seen 

as opportunities in the Pakistani strategic thinking. China was not only increasingly 

more capable to provide the political, economic and military support that Pakistan so 

desperately needed but unlike the U.S. ,China had not just tolerated but had actively 

cooperated with Pakistan in its civil and weapon grade nuclear programs and delivery 

systems.  

In the security and strategic realm a series of international and regional developments 

further boosted Pakistan’s alignment towards China. The situation in Afghanistan. 

Although, traditionally Afghanistan has been of a low diplomatic priority for China. In 

the aftermath of 2001 developments, China has gradually positioned itself to deliver a 

more proactive role in Afghanistan.  In general terms, Afghanistan became a source of 

immediate concern for two different reasons for China. The first being the obvious 

threat of spread of radical Islam which was already a source of disturbance in Xinjiang 

and, the second one was the manifestation of USA military not only in Afghanistan but 

also in three air bases inside Pakistan266. 

China has maintained a low-profile policy towards Afghanistan by neither offering any 

significant support to fund Afghan police force or army nor has it ever committed a 

single soldier to NATO forces in Afghanistan.  

Afghanistan has become one of the biggest security and diplomatic challenges for 

Pakistan over the years. Pakistan’s retired ISI Chief , Assad Durrani, reveals in his book 

how he saw a new nexus emerging in Afghanistan between Russia, China, Pakistan 
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and Iran .He revealed how the Chinese said “you pave the way and we’ll join if the 

regional countries come together” 267. 

China supported Pakistan in the aftermath of the attack on Abbottabad by the USA in 

2011 which killed “Osama bin Laden”. Pakistan was under pressure after the raid that 

it had allegedly been complicit in hiding and providing refuge to Osama on its territory.  

Pakistan maintained that it’s unfair to blame it for Osama’s recovery from Pakistan 

because it has been a supporter of War on Terror and rendered a lot of sacrifices over 

the years. Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao said in a statement that “China supports 

Pakistan’s counter terror efforts” this statement helped Pakistan on the international 

diplomatic front268. In the same year Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao told the Pakistani 

Prime Minister  that “China and Pakistan will always maintain close ties and  I wish to 

stress here that no matter what changes might take place in the international landscape, 

China and Pakistan will remain forever good neighbours, good friends, good partners 

and good brothers,". Given that China has faced for a long time small-scale organized 

militant opposition to its rule. Elements of militant extremism have had outside support 

in the 1960s and 70s groups such as the East Turkestan People's Revolutionary Party 

were largely backed by the KGB and had more of a kind of PAM Turkic and Marxist 

identity but in the late 1980s and 1990s the religious revival in the region and the rise 

of new transnational Islamist movements saw the militant opposition taking on a more 

Islamist character and this coincided with heightened Chinese anxieties about separatist 

sentiment following the establishment of the independent Central Asian Republics after 

the fall of the Soviet Union. The subsequent years through the 90s saw a particularly 

harsh cycle of unrest violence and disturbances and resultantly Uighurs fled to 

neighbouring countries from what was then called the strike hard maximum pressure 

campaign.  Through these years a spate of deadly attacks across Xinjiang was a Chinese 

government document in 1998 the listed Uighur independence movements as the main 

threat the stability of the Chinese state. The ETIM was formed in 1997. While the 

principal concern of t security has been internal in this regard there also has been a very 

                                                 
267  Assad Durrani, A Dulat, The Spy Chronicles, https://www.valuewalk.com/wp-

content/uploads/2018/05/The-Spy-Chronicles_-RAW-ISI-and-the-Illus-A.S.-Dulat-1.pdf, 188 
268 Tanveer Qaiser Shahid, “China Endorses Pakistan’s Response to U.S. Raid: PM | The Express 

Tribune,” Express Tribune, 2011.  
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substantial foreign policy component with China looking to shut down sources of 

external backing for any political opposition whether peaceful or violent. These efforts 

have ranged quite far afield including Turkey and the Middle East states that have 

influenced and reached into Xinjiang but the preponderance of China's 

counterterrorism efforts has largely been conditioned by local geography the collapse 

of the Soviet Union and the opening up of a number of these cross-border transit routes. 

Taliban’s takeover of Afghanistan and the opportunity they granted to weaker militants 

to set up training camps there turned it into a significant focal point at the turn of the 

millennium and drove Chinese efforts to establish ties with the Taliban with the help 

of Pakistan, which back then had a much greater influence in Afghanistan. The U.S 

invasion of Afghanistan in 2001 however displaced a lot of these fighters into the 

border areas of Pakistan FATA i.e Federally Administered Tribal Areas of Pakistan 

then became the kind of new centre of attention for Chinese counterterrorism 

specialists. Throughout this period Pakistan’s efforts to divert the attention and 

energies of these groups ensured that China doesn't become a top-tier target for any of 

the principled groups operating in the region. ETIM operated under extremely 

restricted conditions in North Waziristan as Pakistan throughout the 1990’s brokered 

deals between the Taliban and PRC which resulted into mutual understanding of 

steering away from direct involvement into each others’ business. 

Even after 9-11 attacks and subsequent U.S waging of war against Al-Qaida and the 

Taliban Pakistan with much less influence over the militant network did ensure that its 

friend did not become a priority target for the extremist violent groups. It used its 

influence to broker relationships to dissuade some of these groups from concerning 

themselves with China and it took direct action where necessary including killing the 

leader of ETIM Hasan Mahsum in South Waziristan in 2003. Although there were 

attempts and small scale unsophisticated attacks in 2008, 2009 but in 2014 there came 

a water-shed moment through Kunming attacks in which 31 people were stabbed in the 

subway in March and then in April in Urumqi where a bomb attack killed leaving three 

dead .The Urumqi attack was claimed by Turkestan Islamic Party(TIP) . Since 2008, a  

group calling itself the Turkistan Islamic Party (TIP), based in North Waziristan, has 

claimed the ETIM mantle. The propaganda videos and content has been made by Al-
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Qaeda group Al-Fajr which is the Jihadi media group.Beijing’s concern is that TIP 

leaders have already taken leadership positions in al Qaeda, and Uighur fighters have 

reportedly shown up as far afield as Syria,  Iraq,  and the United Arab Emirates. This 

means that the Jihadi cause in Xinjiang potentially could attract more terrorist outfits 

to operate in Xinjiang. TIP’s leadership has been targeted by U.S drone strikes in North 

Waziristan.  

Beijing amped up its counter-terrorism efforts in the Xinjiang province in 2014 after 

major attacks. In the same year Pakistan had started its military offensive against all 

the terrorist organizations operating and running training camps within its borders and 

as a result even the displacement of any ETIM or TIP members training with the 

Haqqani networks. Pakistan and China have conducted frequent joint training for anti-

terrorism operations, shared counter-terrorism skills, learnt from each other’s expertise, 

jointly studied methods and exchanged training experiences since Pakistan’s army has 

been actively engaged in combat for two decades against terror networks. Despite much 

increased military presence, re-education centres and introduction of heavy 

surveillance system there have been repeated small scale attacks in the troubled 

province of Xinjiang. 

Chinese delegations have been arriving to Pakistan for almost annual rounds of 

Pakistan-China Defense talks assuring Pakistan that China retains its support for 

Pakistan’s counter-terror efforts. Pakistan’s insecurities vis-à-vis Afghanistan and 

India were reinforced in 2011 when Chuck Hagel, the then U.S. Defense Secretary, 

revealed openly how India indeed had used Afghanistan to launch attacks into Pakistan; 

hence it can be stated that not all of Pakistan’s concerns are baseless. Although he did 

not reveal the scope and scale of the attacks but his statement was enough to 

substantiate Pakistan’s narrative.269   

China and Pakistan co-operate in counter-terrorism in Xinjiang by tight security on the 

border known as the Khunjrab Pass . Bordering with Xinjiang, Pakistan’s  Northern 

border has been a source of concern for China due to a possibility of spill over of 

militancy and Islamic fundamentalists. Beginning in the 1990’s Pakistan and China 
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made great efforts to secure the Khunjrab Pass to eliminate any chances of 

unauthorized border crossings. Given that the extreme terrain and weather  conditions 

make the cross extremely difficult, there have been attempts by a few smugglers to 

cross the border who have either been caught or have died trying. Once high-profile 

case of 2016 was when a Chinese national was caught trying to smuggle four pistols 

into China270. He was caught by Khunjrab Security Force and was sentenced to 9 years  

by a Anti-terrorist court. 

Pakistan’s military and civilian leadership has always refrained from openly 

commenting on China’s treatment/detention of its Uighur population despite the 

detention of Uighur wives of Pakistani men being held in “re-education camps” in 

Xinjiang. When questioned PM Imran Khan simply responded he wasn’t aware of the 

situation271. 

Furthermore in July  2019, Pakistan was a signatory in a letter to UN Human Rights 

Council by 35 countries lauding Chinese counter-terror efforts including China’s 

efforts to “restore peace and stability in Xinjiang” to defend itself against terrorism, 

separatism and religious extremism in Xinjiang272. Hence, Pakistan position on the 

detention of 1 million Uighurs in Xinjiang has been viewed as “counter-terrorism” 

measures by Pakistan on the UN forum. Aside from support on the diplomatic front 

Pakistan shares intelligence with China on border crossings, armies of both countries 

hold counter-terrorism drills and Pakistan has eliminated training camps of the 

militancy/separatist groups that were the major sources of concern for China.  

Reason for Pakistan’s support to China in the face of international condemnation over 

Human rights violations mass detention and heavy surveillance on Uighurs in Xinjiang 

can be traced back to its increasing economic and diplomatic dependency on China. 
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In the year 2013, President Xi Jinping had made an announcement for his “Belt and 

Road Initiative” followed by the first foreign visit to Pakistan by Premier Li Keqiang, 

during which he signed multiple multilateral MoU’s including the plan to launch China 

Pakistan Economic-Corridor.273 Within the same year, the decades-long chill between 

Russia and Pakistan also began to change. India’s strategic cooperation and nuclear 

deal with the U.S. also alarmed Russia and given Pakistan’s importance in the regional 

context Vladmir Putin publicly supported Pakistan’s bid to enter the Shanghai 

Cooperation Organization (SCO). It is worth mentioning here that Russia had also 

condemned U.S.-led NATO attack on Pakistani check-post in 2011 which had caused 

a major diplomatic rift between Pakistan and U.S. 

In 2014, China offered its influence to bring peace in Afghanistan by brokering an 

arrangement between the “Afghan Taliban” and the “Afghan government” with the 

help of Pakistan. China took that step because Pakistan felt under pressure from both 

the U.S. and Afghanistan. China’s actions were driven by fears of “Uighur militants”, 

who wished for a separate nation within the Xinjiang region of Western China. China 

feared that post the withdrawal of NATO and USA from Afghanistan, as Obama 

Administration has announced, the separatist would exploit the security vacuum to step 

up their fight. Also during the same year Russia lifted its arms embargo on Pakistan, 

which had been in place since the Cold War. Despite India’s strong opposition Russia’s 

state-owned technology corporation signed a Mi-35 combat helicopter deal. This 

development reflects a Pakistan’s enthusiasm to diversify its foreign policy and move 

towards a more multi-dimensional cooperation with countries besides its usual 

partners. 

China’s entry into the game resulted in huge diplomatic support for Pakistan. China 

unquestionably started pressurising both Pakistan as well as the Talibans to initiate the 

process, which was then initiated in the hills of Islamabad in summer of 2015. The 

news of Mullah Omar’s demise, along with the disputes between Pakistan and 

Afghanistan about the growing activities of the Taliban did cause delays. There is no 

uncertainty to the notion that Afghanistan’s capital had hoped for a stronger 
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pressurization from China, but China’s capital insisted on providing Pakistan with 

some space to amalgamate the Taliban’s control at the hands of Mullah Mansour. 

Although that did not last indeterminately though, and talks started in 2016. Pakistan, 

Tajikistan, Afghanistan and China, officially announced an alliance for quadrilateral 

counterterrorism in 2016 in Urumqi, which is referred to as the “Quadrilateral 

Cooperation and Coordination Mechanism (QCCM)”. 

Likewise, China supports Pakistan at the UN Security Council whenever India tries to 

put pressure on Pakistan. In June 2015, India lobbied units of the UN Security Council 

for putting sanctions on “Zaki-ur-Rehman Lakhvi,” who was an operating commander 

for “Lashkar-e-Taiba”. A man believed to be the master mind of Mumbai Attacks of 

November 2008. Pakistan feared that these sanctions could affect its interests because 

Lakhvi was not found guilty by Pakistani courts. China vetoed the move of India on 

the grounds that India did not provide sufficient information to make its case. This was 

just one case in that period which shows that China helps Pakistan on the diplomatic 

front. This move also affected the reputation of China because it blocked a move 

against an alleged terrorist. 274  In the same year, the COAS Gen.Raheel himself 

travelled to China to report on the elimination of the ETIM camps from Pakistani 

territory during the Zar-E-Azb military operations. President Obama visited India in 

2015 and he assured his full support to India while ignoring Pakistan’s invitation. As a 

calculated response the Pakistani Chief of Army’s Staff flew to Beijing and met with 

Chinese military and civilian leadership for damage control after Obama did not 

visit275.  

After the Osama bin Laden raid and Narendra Modi’s arrival in office as Indian Prime 

Minister, the drive to internationally isolate Pakistan  picked up speed. India has 

repeatedly brought to the UN its pleas to designate Pakistani individuals are terrorists 

in the aftermath of 2001,2008 and then 2016 attacks on Indian soil allegedly carried 

out by Pakistan sponsored non-state actors operating out of Pakistan. Whereas U.S., 

U.K and France have advanced those proposals, China has used it permanent 

membership in the UNSC to veto these moves. Hence, if it weren’t for Chinese UNSC 
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permanent position and its support ,Pakistan could potentially be nominated a state-

sponsor of terrorism.  

International pressures on Pakistan increased even further when Paris-based FATF, 

which is a global institute that defines the principles for “Anti-Money 

Laundering/Combating Financing for Terrorism (AML / CFT)”, listed Pakistan on its 

Grey-list. Despite being placed on the list China’s support has remained supportive of 

Pakistan’s efforts in counter-terrorism. China has helped to block UN resolutions 

brought up on Indian lobbying against Pakistan-linked groups. China’s concern is to 

ensure that the interests of Pakistan are protected and at the same time large-scale war 

does not break out between Pakistan and India.276 China's envoy to India Luo Zhaohui 

in the aftermath of the 2016 ‘surgical strike’ stated that said Beijing had "no intention" 

of getting involved in disputes between India and Pakistan, and added "China supports 

the solution of the dispute through bilateral negotiations. 277  Between the two 

countries". Although, China offers verbal support to the peaceful resolution of the 

Kashmir problem Pakistan’s hopes are misplaced when its leaders suggest that China 

will intervene in Kashmir due to the 2005 treaty that was established between both the 

states278. In addition, China has supported Pakistan at international forums like UN, 

BRICS, and Heart of Asia Conferences by appreciating Pakistan’s counter-terrorism 

measures. 

China has offered verbal support Pakistan on Kashmir issue over the years however; it 

has made it clear that any armed conflict between Pakistan and India must be avoided 

and more importantly leave Beijing out of it. This is very important for the Pakistan 

army as none of the civilian nor the military dictators themselves have been able to 

even put in place a resolution mechanism. Hence, despite repeated border skirmishes 

and rising number of human rights violations and resistance in Kashmir, the problem 

remains unresolved. Pakistan maintains that Kashmir is its ‘jugular vein’ and it is not 

ready to give up its claim on Kashmir. China has utilized its diplomatic power at the 
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“UN Security Council” to support Pakistan in keeping the issue relevant in the U.N. 

The 2016 the border tensions between India and Pakistan once again ignited. The root 

cause of the border disputes was the Kashmir issue and skirmishes on Line of Control. 

China announced full support for Pakistan in unequivocal terms and the Consul gen in 

Lahore stated that “We’re and will be siding with Pakistan on Kashmir issue...There is 

no justification for atrocities on unarmed Kashmiris in...[India-] held Kashmir and the 

Kashmir dispute should be solved in accordance with aspirations of the Kashmiris”279. 

Such verbal support provided Pakistan with the required diplomatic backup to counter 

Indian pressure. 280  

Pakistan reciprocates Chinese in its own capacity. China maintains One China policy 

where it claims Taiwan as its part and does not acknowledges its sovereign status. 

China also expects its allies to treat Taiwan in the same way. Hence, Pakistan also 

supports One China policy and does not recognize Taiwan as a sovereign country. 

Pakistan supports China’s stance on Taiwan and Hong Kong. Not only Taiwan, 

Pakistan also supports China on Tibet and Xinjiang. Pakistan military and the 

government has repeatedly assured China that it supports the Chinese stand on Taiwan, 

Tibet, and Xinjiang and will keep away from meddling in central issues of China.281 

Support is not just limited to political realm, for instance when China shunned the 

“Nobel Peace Prize Ceremony” in the year 2010, Pakistan too followed. Also, it is 

interesting how even the private sector in Pakistan is sensitive to criticise on China and 

Pakistani mainstream and religious political parties and private/state media refrain 

from reporting, protesting or commenting about the Muslim populations of Xinjiang 

and their issues which are openly debated and reported in international media.  

Pakistan is a key player in maintaining or upsetting the strategic stability of the South 

Asian region which has global resonance. 

This chapter highlights a number of challenges and opportunities for Pakistan during 

the last one and a half decade It reveals how Pakistan’s diplomatic, security, financial 

and strategic space has shrunk. Those developments have accelerated Pakistan’s 
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alignment strategy towards China. The external i.e. structural and systemic 

developments and circumstances help explain Pakistan’s accelerated tilt towards 

China. Pakistan’s relations with India can be considered as a wheel that revolves around 

an axis without any production of forward movement, and China has enabled Pakistan 

to maintain and develop its’ capabilities to balance India.  

The outer measurement of Pakistan's security relates to the exogenous pressures, which 

are sourced by the international power structure, and trends as the discussion in this 

chapter highlights. Pakistan’s geostrategic conditions remain to be troublesome and a 

primary source of its’ insecurities. The doubt and sharpness that created amongst 

“Pakistan-India” and “Pakistan-Afghanistan” in the initial long stretches of freedom 

have been fortified in the decades that followed. The response then has been to look 

outward for reassurance and support. As, U.S. seeks partnerships that provide less 

ambiguity than Pakistan does, it increases Pakistan’s insecurities and thus Pakistan 

responds by seeking alternatives. 

This chapter provides an overview of Pakistan’s China policies and outlines the major 

external drivers for the acceleration in its alignment policy towards China in the last 

decade.  

It finds that China’s exponential growth and scale of its ambitions align with Pakistan’s 

own interests in the region; where as U.S. is in search for other partners in the region 

and its confrontations with Pakistan have grown overtime.  

With the dispatch of One Belt One Road initiative and China-Pakistan Economic 

Corridor, Pakistan finds these developments as yet another opportunity to play 

regional/global role disproportionate to its size and current capability and has thus tilted 

itself closer to China. 

With much of the project emphasizing on energy projects Pakistan’s industrial 

production is expected to lift the exports of the country. Essential foundation like 

motorways, railroad, airplane terminals, seaports, pipelines for gas and oil, optical fibre 

connections are aimed to boost the overall production and transportation of goods 

across the country. The citizens of China are entering Pakistan to aid in the 

accomplishment of a more grounded and a practical Pakistan. The quantity of these 

Chinese people has now surpassed the gathered ratio of people from other parts of the 
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world. From that point forward, individual-to-individuals contacts have expanded 

immensely as one can see Chinese expats shopping in Lahore and Islamabad markets. 

The quantity of flights between two nations has quadrupled, as direct flights between 

Guangzhou and Lahore started in 2016. Social trades are expanding with more 

Pakistani students flying to China and social troupes from the two countries visiting 

each other. Just during the first half of the month Chinese visitors to Pakistan increased 

37 times282.  

Hence, to return to the very definition of the alignment, one can see how Pakistan has 

actively made efforts to expand its partnership with China beyond the security 

paradigm. Its enhanced trade, travels and joint ventures in infrastructural and 

developmental projects are evidence of this drive to diversity its relations. 

The emergence of China in the form of a major power in the region as well as in the 

global political arena directly and indirectly accelerated Pakistan’s alignment towards 

it. Directly in the sense that China was willing and capable to help Pakistan in 

diplomatic, economic, conventional and non-conventional ways in defense and security 

matters. However, indirectly China’s rise brought India and U.S. closer as the U.S. 

increasingly viewed India as “regional counter-weight to China,” as relations of India 

with Japan and other East Asians. 

The two nations upheld each other in territorial and worldwide legislative issues. Also, 

Appendix 1 shows how frequently Pakistani Presidents and Prime Ministers made 

official visits to China, almost on a yearly basis. Also the durability of Pakistan’s 

strategic culture reveals how external shocks have not changed Pakistan’s perceptions 

of China and thus Pakistan’s policy direction has not changed course. Furthermore, the 

objective realities of the 2005 onwards period have also not challenged Pakistan’s long 

held beliefs with regards to four key elements of its strategic culture. Walt proposes 

four factors that give rise to threat perceptions and determine their intensity level: the 

aggregate power of state poses a threat depending on its level – the greater the power 

the bigger the posed threat; geographic proximity – the closer a state is to another the 

bigger the threat, given that power projection “declines with distance;” a state’s 
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offensive power/capabilities – geographic proximity or aggregate power do not 

necessarily entail offensive capabilities; and the aggressive intensions of a state283. 

Based on these four variables Pakistan’s perceived threats from the U.S, India  and 

even Afghanistan have increased during the period  and given that  either a state’s 

obvious aggressiveness and expansionism or its perceived aggressive intensions by 

other states play a role in alliance choices, Pakistan perceived a more restrictive 

environment  and heightened threats due to the external developments and how they 

were perceived as threats has to do with the key elements of its’ strategic culture. 
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Chapter 7:  Pakistan’s Economic and Trade Policy towards 

China 2005 onwards 

 

 

Introduction 

 

China’s rapid economic development has been the most profound and significant geo-

economic event of the last few decades; not just in Asia but also in the global sense. 

However, enormous global imbalances resulted in a decline in global economy during 

2005.A rise in external deficit in the U.S. and swelling surpluses in Asia were two 

major sources of these imbalances.  For Pakistan this period was significance as 

Musharraf was beginning to question the future of its alliance with the U.S. and thus 

was acting to enhance and reinvigorate Pakistan’s economic relations with China. 

Since, the power is distributed in varying degrees in the international system; states 

must adjust their status according to their reading of power of other states and their 

own power. Tangible power can become a source of intangible power meaning that 

economic and military capability can be translated into states’ stature and influence in 

international economic institutions. As, Pakistan was only relevant for great powers for 

its’ strategic location and for its security significance. Now that the Musharraf regime 

was beginning to understand that U.S. interests and Pakistan’s interests in the region 

may not remain same for long as the U.S. will leave Afghanistan like it did in the 1990’s 

abandoning Pakistan to deal with the consequences. Musharraf aimed at diversifying 

Pakistan’s security-centric relationship with China to enhance this relationship.  

For a weak and dependent economy such as Pakistan where domestic growth remained 

unstable and unimpressive due to its security and political instability, its trade and 

economic policy has remained linked to its security and political predicaments.   

In the past, the balancing act for states has almost entirely revolved around strategic-

military alliances. However, the 21st century, an era of rapid economic globalization 

and regionalization, has seen a paradigm shift away from strategic alliances and 

towards economic co-operation between states. Economically weaker states tend to 

align with relatively stronger economies, in a bid to protect their national interests. 
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Pakistan is a typical example of such policies. China’s economic growth was perceived 

as an opportunity for Pakistan due to its history of close security cooperation with it. 

This chapter argues that Pakistan strengthened its’ trade links with China and sought 

Chinese financial help more frequently, as its’ decision-makers were convinced that a 

deteriorating relationship with the U.S was imminent. Being a weak economy which is 

surrounded by such acute internal and external security, Pakistan’s decision-makers 

were confronted with an increasingly restrictive environment. Given that Pakistan did 

not have such a transactional relationship with China as it did with the U.S, it sought 

to again use its’ location as a resource to make appeals to China to invest in Gwadar 

Port and to assist Pakistan. 

This chapter aims to analyse Pakistan’s economic and trade policy towards China. The 

structure of this chapter is in line with the argumentation of the neoclassical realist 

framework, which suggests that the international system is the primary source of states 

behaviour. However, it will also be seen if, how and why Pakistan’s perceptions of its 

external economic environment compelled Pakistan to strengthen its alignment towards 

China in this period. 

The chapter begins by outlining three  external economic environment developments 

that affected Pakistan’s China policy with respect to trade , investments and loans. It 

highlights Pakistan’s external dependencies on state and non-state actors. The chapter 

then examines how each government during 2005 onwards perceived its economic 

environment and how those external developments pushed Pakistan deeper into 

Chins’s influence. 

 

Independent Variable: 

Developments in Systemic and Sub-Systemic Economic and Trade Environment 

2005 onwards  

and Pakistan’s relative Economic power 

 

Pakistan’s economic policy and trade policy cannot be seen in isolation and have to be 

seen in the context of Pakistan’s geographic location, its’ traditional economic partners, 

its’ weaknesses, its external dependencies and most importantly its’ security 
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compulsions that come with being a South Asian state. The purpose of this chapter is 

explain how and why Pakistan has pursued a policy to strengthen its economic links 

with China and also to reveal the link between its strategic culture and its’ trade policies 

with neighbours, especially India and China. 

The independent variable in this chapter is divided into three major economic 

developments that are most relevant to Pakistan’s economic behaviour towards China 

in the given period. 

 

Main features and trends in the global economic environment with respect to their 

effects on South Asia during 2005 onwards have to do with three major progresses. 

This chapter argues that these developments are relevant to Pakistan’s economic and 

trade outlook. Each of these developments compelled Pakistan to enhance its trade and 

economic relations with China, and the reason for such behaviour is not embedded in 

Pakistan’s economic interests alone, but essentially provide it with strategic advantages 

more than economic profits. To demonstrate the link between Pakistan’s strategic 

interests and its trade/economic policy towards China an explanation is offered 

discussion under the heading ‘intervening Variable’.  

The three key systemic/sub-systemic economic developments that compelled 

Pakistan’s decision-makers to align closer to China are as follows: 

The first one is China’s economic growth and its’ economic diplomacy, that involves 

an increase in its foreign investments/soft loans to developing countries, irrespective 

on the domestic instability.  

The second one is India’s economic rise and its’ growing interconnectivity with other 

growing economies and inter-regional bodies.  

The third development that affected Pakistan’s economic policy towards China is the 

shift in U.S.’s outlook of Pakistan and the gradual reduction in its’ economic/military 

assistance to Pakistan.  

How the above three systemic/sub-systemic level changes were perceived by Paksitan 
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and why/how they propelled  to enhance its economic cooperation with China will be 

discussed after explaining the three developments in slight more detail. 

The following figure 2.1 is adopted from chapter 2, for reference, as the chapter follows 

a similar line of analysis.  

Figure 2.1. Independent variable, Intervening Variable and Dependent Variable 

 

 

Source: Authors Own 

The figure 7.0 identifies the independent variables in terms of economic system with 

respect to relevance to Pakistan’s environment and identifies three of its features. It 

identifies the intervening variable and also the dependent variable, as is the structure 

of this chapter. 

Figure 7.0. Variables  

 

Source: Authors own 
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1.China’s Economic Growth and Economic Diplomacy 2005 onwards 

China’s rapid economic growth has undeniably been one of the most significant 

features of the international economy. China’s overseas investments in developing 

countries have seen a gradual rise between 2005 onwards and China’s economic 

diplomacy comprises of providing soft loans to developing countries in different 

sectors.  China’s role in regional and international economic institutions has also risen 

because of its assertiveness.  

China has become the world’s largest export market and the world’s second largest 

economy by market exchange rates. Its trade had surpassed $ 4 trillion its foreign 

reserves had reached $3.12 trillion. Chinese wealth during 2005 onwards has 

doubled .According to the Gini Coefficient its’ inequality has decreased from 0.485 

(2006) to 0.462 in 2016284. China’s economy has gradually rebalanced from industry 

to services. China has also become more self-sufficient as during this period China’s 

imports dropped from 29% of GDP to 19%285. China has enjoyed a trade surplus with 

almost every country that it does trade with a few exceptions, and by 2013, it became 

the world’s largest trading nation in the world. According to the global investment 

tracker, China’s total overseas investments and constructions in 2005 stood at $ 21 

billion in total. By 2010 they had reached $ 402 billion. From 2005 until 2016 China 

has invested in various industry and constructed infrastructure worth of $ 1500.86 

billion. The figure taken from China Global Investment Tracker shows below. 

 

                                                 
284 World Economic Forum, 2016, https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/06/how-has-china-s-

economy-changed-in-the-last-10-years/ 
285 Ibid World Economic Forum, 2016 
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Figure 7.1 China’s Worldwide Investments and Construction 

 

         

 

  Source: American Enterprise Institute, China Global Investment Tracker, 2017 

 

Chinese banks such as Asian Infrastructural and Investment Bank and Chinese led-

regional organization Shanghai Cooperation Organization have emerged as potential 

alternatives to the World Bank and failed regional economic organizations such as the 

South Asian Association of Regional Cooperation (SAARC). The $ 1 trillion project, 

China’s Belt and Road Initiative makes use of the AIIB to fund the developmental 

infrastructural projects and to offer loan packages for the development.  Figure 7.2 

shows a rise in Chinese inward and outward flow of FDI. 
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Figure 7.2. UNCTAD’s Estimates of China’s Annual FDI Flows: 1990-2016 ($ 

billions) 

 

Source: UNCTAD Data Centre 

2.India’s Economic Rise 2005 onwards 

India has emerged as fast growing economy in the world that is competing world’s big 

economies like the USA and China. It is expected to become one of top 3 of the world 

over next 10-15 years. Its GDP growth rate is going upward with the passage of time 

which is recorded 6.6% in 2017-2018 fiscal-years. GDP growth rate of Indian economy 

varied during 2006-2016 due to international economic meltdown in 2008. For 

example, GDP growth rate increased from 9.285% in 2006 to 9.8% in 200 but it 

dropped to 3.89% in 2008 given the global economic meltdown. India enhanced its 

economic outlook by exploring its labor market and made progress in technological 

advancement. Furthermore, India’s peaceful nuclear energy agreement with America 

in 2008 enhanced its energy potential which subsequently helped its industrial sector 

grow      India’s manufacturing sector grew with exponential rate since 2005. 

Manufacturing value added to GDP was 134.3 billion USD in 2005 and it grew up to 

348 billion USD in 2016, according to WB. Manufacturing sector of India’s share of 

GDP was highest in 2006, 1.38%. It decreased to lowest point 15.06% in 2014 and 

afterward increased slightly to 15.2% in 2016. Reforms in tax collection bureau have 

contributed to its rise in manufacturing sector. Prime Minister Narendra Modi has also 

initiated ‘make in India’ drive that is encouraging multi-national Hi-tech industries to 
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look towards India. Given the consumers market of more than one billion, India has 

attracted giant firms like Siemens, Boeing, HTC and Toshiba and some of them have 

already developed manufacturing plants in India. The boom in its manufacturing sector 

can be witnessed from the data fetched from WB website that India received .89% of 

GDP in 2006 and it increased to 3.66% of GDP in 2008. Moreover, since 2012 FDI 

inflows have been increased from 1.3% of GDP to 1.95% of GDP in 2016. 

India’s FDI increased to US$ 208.99 billion during April 2014 - December 2017.Its 

rank in the Human Development Index is 136 whereas Pakistan with a much smaller 

population ranks at 147286.India has gone from being a foreign  aid receiver to a foreign 

investor in Africa and across South Asia. India’s economic diplomacy in the region 

comprises of cultural exchanges and to some extent foreign aid to smaller countries. 

As of 2015-2016 India’s ‘foreign aid budget stood at $ 1.6 billion. 63% of which went 

to Bhutan and Afghanistan received 7% of its total aid.287 India’s tax collection and the 

rise in start-ups in the Indian tech industry is something Pakistan cannot match. India’s 

industrial output, as well as employment rates have increased the country’s output and 

given it a stable economic outlook. 

Economic policy is considered a bedrock of foreign policy. India is pursuing its foreign 

policy by investing in other countries. India is building Chahbahar port in Iran and road 

infrastructures in Afghanistan. According to Dawn newspaper, India is investing $500 

million on different projects in Iran. India, through BRICS, ASEAN, SCO and other 

platforms. It is strengthening its economic as well as political and cultural relations. 

Although South Asia is the least economically integrated region India’s trade relations 

with regional and peripheral regions’ has shown tremendous growth in the last decade. 

The US and, China, Russia are India’s major economic partners as she has robust 

mutual economic transactions in the form of energy, defense, and services. The US is 

largest export destination and China is the largest import partner. In a nutshell, India is 

rising and even despite bilateral ties being worrisome with Pakistan in 2015/2016 it 

                                                 
286 UNDP, Human Developments Indicators, http://hdr.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/IND 
287  Ashlyn Anderson, Alyssa Ayres. ‘India’s Expenditure Budget’, CFR, https://www.cfr.org/expert-

brief/economics-influence-china-and-india-south-asia 
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exported goods worth  $ 1.8 billion to it in comparison to imports of $ 400 million288. 

3. External Loans, Foreign Direct Investment, Aid/Assistance, Foreign 

Remittances 

Poor economic performance often pushes the country into taking loans from 

international banks and institutions such as IMF. This has remained a recurring aspect 

of Pakistan’s economic policy. Pakistan’s External Debt as part of GDP has risen from 

56.4% in 2007 to almost 66.5% in 2016. This continuous increase in external debts, 

especially in the last decade, has given rise to many concerns and questions, 

particularly about the adverse impacts this can have on the country’s economic 

stability. Pakistan’s forex reserves also show a similar trend; these forex reserves are 

not due to rising earnings of the state but are spiked as a result of contracting expensive 

loans. 

Pakistan’s total external debts have risen to unsustainable limits. Figure 7.3 shows the 

trend in Pakistan’s total external loans. Since 2005, Pakistan has taken $5 billion in 

fresh loans on average every year. It has been able to return $ 2.5 billion to the 

creditors and has added the rest to debt stock. 

Pakistan took a $7.7 billion loan from IMF in 2008, and then again a  $ 6.2 billion 

bailout in 2013, and it again in 2018, seeking bailout packages from either IMF, or its 

allies such as Saudi Arabia and China.289  

Figure: 7.3. Pakistan’s Total External Debts 

                                                 
288 Dawn News, “Exports to India Grow”, 14 April 2017, https://www.dawn.com/news/1326877 
289 IMF, 2008, https://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2015/09/28/04/53/socar112408c 
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Source: Trading Economics, data from State Bank of Pakistan 

One of the most important external sources of Pakistan’s economic decisions is 

external capital flows into the state. These external sources can be narrowed down to 

Foreign Direct Investment (FDI)290.To put things in perspective, Pakistan’s total FDI 

from all sources stood at $ 332 million in 2001 by 2008, it had swelled to $ 5.4 billion 

and by 2009, it dropped to $ 3.7 billion. Most of Pakistan’s source of FDI have come 

from the US, U.K, Netherlands, UAE and Switzerland. China’s share of this FDI has 

been little. For instance, despite being 700 million in 2006-2007, it had dropped to a 

meagre $47 million by 2010-2011291. It must be noted here despite the aid dependence 

on U.S., that its  aid-for-leverage policy was ineffective in coercing Pakistan to change 

its course in certain policies292. Since 2013, there has been a falling FDI com U.S and 

a rise in FDI from China, see Chart 7.1. 

Pakistan is a semi-industrial/ agrarian economy with growth poles situated along the 

Indus River. The agricultural sector accounts for around 23% of the national GDP and 

employs more than 45 percent of the total workforce. Over 36% of the country’s current 

                                                 
290 Definition of FDI is “Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) flows record the value of cross-border 

transactions related to direct investment during a given period of time, usually a quarter or a year. 

Financial flows consist of equity transactions, reinvestment of earnings, and intercompany debt 

transactions”, by OECD data  
291 Shahid Yusuf, “Can Chinese FDI Accelerate Pakistan’s Growth?”, Working Paper February 2013, 

https://www.theigc.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/Yusuf-2013-Working-Paper1.pdf : 2 
292  Ahmed ,Waqas Waheed, “Pakistan’s Dependence and US Patronage: The Politics of ‘Limited 

Influence’,  Journal of Asian and international studies4, no. 4(2012), 69–94  

https://www.theigc.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/Yusuf-2013-Working-Paper1.pdf
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account receipts rely on remittances.293 This, when compared to the ratio of other 

regional countries like India with a 12.2pc reliance, and China with only 1.6pc reliance, 

shows how heavily Pakistan depends on its remittances. This huge reliance on 

remittances means the country is much more vulnerable to economic and political 

changes in countries which are a source of these inflows.  

This period also sees a sharp rise in Pakistan’s internal and external loans which are 

due to low exports and rising imports of the country and mismanagement of internal 

circular debt. See Figure 7.4 below. 

Figure 7.4: Pakistan’s domestic and external debt 2016 in Rs billion 

 

 

Source: Pakistan Economic Survey 2016-17 (http://www.finance.gov.pk/survey/chapters_17/09-

Public_Debt.pdf : 148) 

 

Figure. 7.5 Pakistan’s Total Balance of Trade in PKR Million 

                                                 
293 Pakistan. State Bank. Country-Wise worker remittances. Statistics & DWH Department, 2016.  
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Source: Trading Economics, State Bank of Pakistan 

Figure 7.5 shows one of the biggest economic challenges for Pakistan, rising imports 

and falling exports due to multiple internal factors has led to severe shortage of foreign 

exchange reserves which are balanced by taking foreign loans. As U.S. has been the 

largest source of foreign currency i.e. USD, there has been a gradual decrease in the 

U.S. aid and military reimbursements to Pakistan in the last few years, which adds to 

the insecurities of the Pakistani policy, and also the military. See Figure 7.6 for the 

recent trend in decreased flow of aid and assistance to Pakistan by U.S in recent years. 

 

Figure. 7.6. Direct Overt U.S. Aid Appropriations for and Military Reimbursements 

to Pakistan 
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Source: U.S. Departments of State, Defence, and Agriculture; U.S. Agency for 

International Development 

 

Pakistan’s economic dependencies are linked to its internal security, lack of reform 

and poor management/incompetence  of its leadership that seeks external solutions to 

internal problems. As the trends show that Pakistan’s financial and debt problems 

have increased while external support from the U.S. also declined in the recent years 

(see Figure 7.6), Pakistan’s options were limited. Thus, in limited options Pakistan 

has a history of utilizing nothing but its ‘location’ to gain international recognition 

and keep itself afloat. Pakistan turned to China and welcomed the only financial 

support that came its way, that was soft loans for the China Pakistan Economic 

Corridoor.  
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Intervening Variable : Strategic Culture:  

 

Pakistan’s Perceptions of the External Economic Environment:  

 

As for the intervening variable, its treatment is handled in a slightly different manner 

than that discussed in chapter 2. The strategic culture has mainly to do with security 

and defence threat perceptions of a state. For it to be applied to a economic outlook is 

an impossible task and unfitting. Since Pakistan’s economy has been a dependent 

economy and its’ allies have had a major component of financial support from the U.S, 

it is not possible to detach Pakistan’s economic diplomacy from that of its security 

policy. Therefore, the intervening variable in this chapter is the distrust that is 

embedded into Pakistan’s decision-making elites when it comes to India, which then 

dictates Pakistan’s trade with India and prefers trading with China and   thus Pakistan 

seeks to balance against India’s economic growth by seeking financial support from 

external patrons.  

The four key features of the strategic culture identified in chapter 2 are as follows:  

1. Counter Indian Dominance 

2. Proactive Defence Posture 

3. Primacy of National Security 

4. Muslim Sovereignty and Pride (as explained in chapter two this factor does not 

feature in Pakistan’s China policy) 

The challenge here to link these strategic preferences and key determinants of 

Pakistan’s strategic behaviour and security threat perceptions. Therefore a further 

discussion on how these variable can be and will be linked to Pakistan’s economic 

policy towards China , must be done. 

To begin with, tussle between Pakistan and India is being won with budgets, rather 

than with nuclear missiles on the battlefield. With an average growth rate of 7% with 
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a uninterrupted democratic political environment India has been able to increase its’ 

military budget and eventually outpace France. To sustain a credible deterrence 

Pakistan spent on average (2005 onwards) 3.0% of its GDP on defence and India spent 

an average of 2.3% 294 . However, the stark difference in amounts is a source on 

insecurity for Pakistan. For instance, if we look at the figures of 2015-2016, Pakistan 

spent $ 12.3 billion, whereas India’s defence spending was $ 67 billion295.  

A country’s economy and its economic independence has major ramifications on its 

foreign policy. For Pakistan, it has suffered from unsuitable internal and external 

conditions, which have weakened its economy and make it highly vulnerable. To say 

the least, the economic dimension of national security has been neglected and ignored 

by not only the civilian leaders but also by the military leaders, which have directly 

controlled the state via martial rules. The primacy of the military institution has 

prioritised development of defence industry and modernisation of its deterrence 

capability at the cost of human development and social uplifting of the population. 

Incessant turmoil within its borders and on eastern/western borders has increased the 

sensitivities of the military towards Pakistan’s economic policy and trade relations with 

the regional countries. As a result, Pakistan’s economic policies and trade practices 

cannot be seen in isolation but are interlinked with its strategic culture. As described in 

chapter 2, Pakistan is rather a hyper-national security state and has an undeterred 

distrust vis-à-vis its neighbours.  

The regional effects of major power politics, absence of strong and functioning regional 

organisations, rising economic disparity between Pakistan and its neighbours such as 

India and China and also a plummeting assistance and aid support from its traditional 

ally; are all the developments that carry severe repercussions for a weak and vulnerable 

economy such as Pakistan. One cannot ignore that Pakistan did face serious strategic 

constraints and its resources were limited, however, those constraints too can be linked 

to Pakistan’s enfeebled economic and defence base. For instance, Pakistan’s alliances 

                                                 
294 Calculated by author data retrieved from The World Bank , 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/MS.MIL.XPND.GD.ZS?end=2016&locations=PK&start=2003 
295 Greg Bearup, “India winning race of economic arms against Pakistan”, 4th November 2017, The 

Australian 



 

 

174 

 

with the U.S became the source of military and economic assistance, which were 

essential to its military to be able to develop credible deterrence against a much larger 

adversary. Despite being economically dependent on foreign sources Pakistan’s 

military and civilian leadership neglected the importance of economic independence, 

which is an integral element of a state’s national security.  For decades, Pakistan’s 

national security has been reduced to its nuclear and military security. This one-

dimensional outlook has limited Pakistan in multiple ways. Its trade relations with India 

have never picked pace, its trade and energy links with Afghanistan and Iran too have 

not reached full potential and I the context of the region, bilateral animosities have 

resulted in South Asia being the least integrated region in the world. 

Pakistan’s economic challenges like any other developing country have internal and 

external explanations. Paul Kennedy rightly states that ‘a nation’s strength rests in its 

economic strength, however; Pakistan has traditionally narrowed its strength to the 

number of missiles and tanks it could procure while neglecting the structural changes 

that it’s economy could benefit from. 

Thus, the features of the strategic culture that chapter 2 discussed in the context of 

security are still relevant in Pakistan’s economic policy. Pakistan’s preferences towards 

China and suspicion in expanding trade/energy links with India and other regional 

states like Bangladesh, Afghanistan become controversial and highly polarizing issues. 

Also the author recognises another variable which intervenes in Pakistan’s trade and 

economic policy towards China, and that is the civil-military divide in Pakistan. Given 

that the military provides little room for the civilian leaders to normalise trade with 

other regional actors due to their strategic concerns, it is not just the ideational factor 

(strategic culture) but actual pressures from the military institutions that exerts 

pressures on civilian leadership to provide preferential treatment to China. How these 

pressures play out will be addressed in the discussion below. 

As chapter 3 highlights role of the military in Pakistan’s domestic and foreign policy 

decision-making, there is considerable power that the military has over the civilian 

leaders even during period when the army is not directly in power; therefore this 
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chapter will also observe whether the actions and decisions of the civilian leaders that 

is President Zardari and PM Nawaz Sharif were affected by only their perceptions 

which are informed by the strategic culture or the actual pressures of the military. 

Pakistan’s Perceptions of the External Economic Developments: Strategic 

Culture: Under General Pervez Musharraf (2005-2007) 

Under Musharraf Pakistan’s economy received a boost, which can be accredited to the 

surge in U.S. aid and economic assistance to Pakistan. The Pakistan economy has seen 

higher rates of growth during military regimes. The reason for better output and higher 

growth rates has not been structural changes on the domestic level but the improvement 

has been rather externally driven.  Under President Musharraf, Pakistan followed the 

IMF model of stabilisation. Although the growth rate of Pakistan’s economy grew from 

4.7% to 6.3 % on average under Musharraf, the poorer segments of the population or 

the agriculture sector of the country, which has the largest workforce, had little gains296.  

Wages of lower income groups did not rise substantially and neither did the growth 

provide employment to these groups. Musharraf’s security and strategic outlook drove 

his economic perceptions, during 2005-2008 he perceived the security and economic 

collaboration between India and U.S as a ‘block-formation’ to counter Pakistan. Since, 

Musharraf himself was head of the army and head of the state, his decisions were 

informed foremost by his strategic calculations. Musharraf’s views of China’s 

economic rise were incredibly positive and he stated during an interview with BBC 

Urdu that during his time in power his ‘pragmatism’ led to an unprecedented amount 

of  trade and commerce with China. He went on to say that Pakistan was in a very tough 

spot when his government chose to reinvigorate ties with China and there is always 

‘give and take’ among friends and China has given us more than our people can 

imagine297. Musharraf’s statements indicate his gratitude towards China for its’ support 

in not letting Pakistan become totally isolated. Musharraf’s main objective by 

developing a closer engagement with China appeared to be based on strategic 

                                                 
296 Dawn News, “The Economy under Musharraf”, 17th October 2007, 

https://www.dawn.com/news/271347 
297 President Musharraf, Interview with BBC Urdu, retrieved from 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_8Q3j4vj_YA 
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requirement rather than domestic economic needs. In another Urdu interview when 

questioned on his decision to  sign a Free Trade Agreement with China he stated how 

China has looked out for its ‘friend’ and Pakistan is sure to benefit from enjoying open 

trade with China298. Musharraf’s statements reflect his preference for enhancing trade 

cooperation with China in hopes to attracting more foreign directed investment from 

there. His views reflect that his perceptions were driven from a more strategic 

perspective than economic pragmatism as, signing a FTA with a huge market like 

China, was in no way going to benefit the local industries in Pakistan. 

 

Pakistan’s Perceptions of the External Economic Developments: Strategic 

Culture: Under President Zardari (2008-2013) 

As mentioned earlier, Pakistan economic and trade policies are interlinked with its’ 

security compulsions. President Zardari came to office when Pakistan was going 

through an extremely tough economic period. The IMF had just approved a bailout of 

US $7.6 billion loan for the country , the new President had just returned from China 

without any significant promises of loans to defer IMF bailout and Pakistan’s internal 

security was in a very poor condition as Islamic militants had taken over the city of 

Swat which was just 250 km from the capital of Islamabad, home of  Malala 

Yousufzai299. The military had launched an operation to liberate the city. 

The general perceptions of the economy under President Zardari’s time in office were 

to try an engage with neighbours and decrease tensions  as Pakistan could barely cope 

with internal security challenges. The President soon found that he did not enjoy full 

authority and power to alter the direction of foreign policy given the ‘sensitive’ nature 

of the neighbourhood. Although his personal views on regional energy and trade 

cooperation were different than his predecessor he was only able to advance a few of 

his agendas which were acceptable to the military and which did not endanger the 

                                                 
298

 President Mushharaf, Urdu Interterview tith Dr.Shahid Masood, 18th December 2014, retrieved 

from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_8Q3j4vj_YA 
299 Jane Perlez, ‘Rebuffed by China Zardai turns to IMF”, 18th Oct 2008 
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‘national security’300.  

In 2010, Pakistan faced disastrous floods which caused damages of over $ 40 billion 

across its three major provinces as the floods covered 37,280 square kilometres of land 

around the Indus river301. These floods exasperated Pakistan economic problems and 

Zardari was under al lot of strain to perform The next year three major events changed 

the course of Pakistan-U.S relations, which left little room for economic policymaking. 

Zardari enjoyed very little support of the military in economic decision-making and 

failed to liberalize trade with India. Although he did not share the same views as his 

predecessor, his failed struggle to give Most Favoured Nation302 status to India shows 

what little power the civilian governments have when it comes to even trade with India. 

The idea became a highly controversial issue in Pakistan and to save himself the Zardari 

regime decided to scrap the idea. The events that unfolded during 2009-2011 left 

Pakistan exposed and almost isolated. During this time, the positive responses were 

coming from Beijing only. As the civilian leaders usually get the full support of the 

military only when it comes to strengthening relationship with China. Therefore, he 

exercised full control of that liberty and convinced the Chinese port authority to take 

control of the Gwadar Port from the Singapore. Thus, the civil-military divide and a 

difference in their perceptions of the region allowed for a more pro-China economic 

policy that was put in place by Musharraf. 

President Zardari did not enjoy the space to advance better trade relations with India, 

as his Foreign Minister revealed in an interview as she complained how the people in 

uniform have their own preferences303. Thus it can bee seen that even though President 

Zardari’s preferences may have been to normalize relations with other regional states, 

there were pressures not to act, with such limitations the space his government had was 

                                                 
300 The telegraph, ‘Pakistan's Asif Zardari faces army rebellion over India détente’, 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/pakistan/5638142/Pakistans-Asif-Zardari-faces-

army-rebellion-over-India-detente.html 
301 Nasa Observatory, “Heavy Rains and Dry lands don’t mix”, 

https://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/Features/PakistanFloods 
302 Grant someone a special favour (such as a lower customs duty rate) and you have to do the same for 

all other WTO members." Hence, though MFN sounds like special treatment, in effect it means non-

discrimination, WTO 
303 Hina Rabbani Khar, Interview with Karan Thapar, 2nd June 2014, Headlines Today 
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with China and to some extent Iran, and so his economic and trade policy was not 

independent on civil-military divide304. Hence, irrespective of what he and his cabinet 

made of the economic environment, the policies that came out of their government 

were reflective of the limitations of a civilian government that had come to power after 

eight straight years of military rule in Pakistan. 

Pakistan’s Perceptions of the External Economic Developments: : Under Prime 

Minister Nawaz Sharif (2013-onwards) 

Since, Nawaz Sharif had come into direct confrontation with the military and was 

careful not to upset or alter the policy of direction which he knew would bring political 

trouble for him. His cabinet tried to gain as many benefits for its political point scoring 

by continuing to strengthen economic relations with China without reviewing the 

effects of the previous agreements made by prior governments. PM Nawaz Sharif of 

known for his poor public speaking skills, especially in interviews, and thus during his 

five year prime ministership he rarely gave any interviews. To understand what his 

cabinet and advisors made of the external developments their opinions are observed.  

In an interview during PCEC Media Forum on 29th May 2016 in China, Senator 

Mushahid Hussain who heads the Parliamentary committee on CPEC and represents 

Pakistan in CPEC conferences and meetings stated how Beijing is the new “Rome” .He 

also said that  Dr.Abdullah Abdullah (Chief executive of Afghanistan )and Gen.Raheel 

Sharif were in Beijing on the same day and this was not a coincidence, suggesting that 

China has replaced U.S. in the mediation roles and that China’s regional significance 

has increased. He very clearly stated that if Pakistan’s relations with the U.S. are on 

the decline there is no need to worry as China has “got our back”.305  The Minister of 

Development  Mr.Ahsan Iqbal, stated that “21st Century is an Asian century, Europe is 

in decline and U.S has lost the War in Afghanistan, Iraq and Syria and now the focus 

is China”, he added “Allah has done great for us China is an emerging great power and 

                                                 
304 The Financial Times, “Pakistan memo puts pressure on Zardari”, 18 November 2011”, 
https://www.ft.com/content/601109bc-1139-11e1-a95c-00144feabdc0 
305 Interview of Mushaid Hussain Syed, Urdu Interview, China Ka Mahaz, 29th May 2016, 15:44 
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China is your best friend”306. These statements clearly show that the Nawaz Sharif 

government was not going to challenge the military’s drive for a closer relationship 

with China and was supporting the military’s drive for limiting its over-reliance on the 

U.S. 

Mustafa Haider Syed , the director of the Pakistan China Institute stated in an interview 

that “the only game in town is China now for Pakistan, China is a powerful neighbour, 

defence partner, and economic partner; one ‘deserving of a preferential treatment’.”, 

he added that China’s growing influence and stakes in the region makes Pakistan very 

“fortunate” and “geopolitically relevant”. 307 In conversation with the Minister of 

Interior, Ahsan Iqbal, he told the author “China has trusted Pakistan and invested via 

CPEC when no one else had confidence in Pakistan due to security concerns and 

uncertain political environment”.308 Such confidence and pro-China statements by key 

office holders reveal how significant China had become for Pakistan . 

Hence, during this period Pakistan had clearly swayed more into China’s side as 

relations with Washington remained fractured. 

The new government in Pakistan claims to have a different approach towards trade 

with the region and wants to bring peace within the neighbourhood citing acute 

domestic problems that the region as a whole is facing. Only time will judge how much 

space the Imran Khan government can find to normalize trade with the neighbours 

other than China. 

Dependent Variable : 

Pakistan’s China Policy 2005 onwards: Strengthening Alignment  

To explain how Pakistan’s economic and trade policy towards China has been driven 

by its perceptions of external affairs , its relative power and the dynamics of civil-

military divide, let us begin by understanding the China Pakistan Free Trade 

Agreement which was signed under Musharraf regime  . As stated earlier, Pakistan’s 

financial challenges can not be viewed in isolation from its security compulsions and 

                                                 
306 Minister of Planning and Development Mr.Ahsan Iqbal, Urdu Dialogue with Professor Ahsan Iqbal, 
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308 Minister Ahsan Iqbal, Interview with author , 17th may 2017, Hong Kong 
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its foreign policy behaviour. General Musharraf was aware of the very limited 

economic ties between Pakistan and China when he came to power via Martial law in 

1999.  This is because Pakistan’s trade with China was very low, and Pakistan has a 

very narrow base of exports. Musharraf was actively trying to enhance Pakistan’s 

overall relations with China and to expand the relationship beyond the security and 

defence co-operation. Negotiations for a Free Trade Agreement during Premier Wen 

Jiabao's visit to Pakistan, in 2005 were launched.309 The China Pakistan Free Trade 

Agreement or CPFTA, came into effect in July 2007. The CPTFA was phased in over 

a period of five years (2007 to 2012) and covered thousands of product lines. The 

second phase of the FTA has note been agreed upon. The prime objective of this 

agreement was to strengthen mutual ‘friendship’, promote bilateral trade, eliminate 

barriers to trade and provide fair condition of competition for trade. After the signing 

of the China-Pakistan Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation and Good-neighbourly 

Relations in 2005 and of the CPFTA in the year after , trade between the two countries 

did increase although not much to the benefit of Pakistan. Over the past decade, , 

exports as a share of GDP have reduced significantly, from 11.2% in 2007 to 7.2% in 

2017, far below the 28% average in developing Asia310. 
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Figure 7.7: Pakistan’s Bilateral Trade with China 

 

 

Source: World Bank, ITC, http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/pakistan/overview 

 

Despite free market access, the CPFTA has not proven to be beneficial for Pakistan’s 

domestic industry. Although, there was a surge in bilateral trade which reached US$ 

13.8 billion in FY16, up from US$ 2.2 billion in FY05, the bilateral trade balance 

remained tilted in China’s favour, as Pakistan’s exports to China could not keep pace 

with its imports from the country311, as shown in Figure 7.7. There was an almost 

marginal increase in Pakistan’s exports which increased from US$ 0.4 billion in FY05 

to US$ 1.7 billion in FY16. Data obtained from commerce division of Pakistan’s 

Finance Ministry reveals an increase in Pakistan’s exports to China in 2006-2007 from 

$575 million in 2006-07 to around $2.6bn in 2012-13. However, since then 

experiencing a  decline as shown in Figure 7.7.312  
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China remains to be a minor market for Pakistan’s exports, accounting for only 0.15 

percent of China’s imports in 2015.313 In contrast, Pakistan’s imports from China have 

significantly increased since the FTA. Between 2012 and 2017, for example, Pakistan’s 

trade deficit with China tripled, going from $4 billion to $12.7 billion314. 

It was expected that the CPFTA could divert Pakistan’s trade dynamics towards 

regional trade, mainly to exploit Chinese markets. However, Pakistan has been unable 

to fully tap and utilize the concessions granted under CPFTA. During the first phase of 

the CPFTA .Pakistan could only use 3.3% of the total tariff lines, exporting only in 253 

tariff lines out of the total 7550 granted.315 Owing to the lack of diversification in the 

industrial sector, Pakistan could not make good use of the trade agreement. 

Consequently, its exports remained limited to raw materials and goods from the low 

value-added sectors. Moreover, Pakistan’s potential export areas remained limited 

since China outpaced Pakistan in almost all of its major producing sectors. The textile 

industry, for example, accounts for nearly 66% of Pakistan’s exports ,but since China 

itself is a major textile manufacturer, no substantial trade gains could be made in this 

sector. Furthermore,  some of the Pakistani products which have comparatively greater 

export potential have not been given concessions in China’s offer list in the CPFTA. 

For instance, Pakistani dried fruits face tariff rates of around 25% , semi-milled /wholly 

milled rice/ broken rice face 65 % , shoes with wooden base and metal toe-cap face 24 

% and male cotton garments  face 16 %. On the contrary in areas where Pakistan lacks 

competitive advantage, China has eliminated tariffs, i.e. electrical items such as toys, 

electrical machines, cell phones and digital cameras316. 

 Figure 7.8 shows how Vietnam’s cotton yarn exports have been on the rise where as 

imports from Pakistan have declined. Given that cotton is Pakistan’s largest export to 

                                                 
313 Reasons of Decline in Exports of Pakistan. National Tariff Commission, 2015 

https://ntc.gov.pk/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/Study-on-Reasons-of-Decline-in-Exports.pdf 
314 Dawn News, “China agrees to accommodate Pakistan’s concerns on FTA”, 

https://www.dawn.com/news/1388207 
315 Government of Pakistan. “Pak China Free Trade Agreement in Goods and Investment” Ministry of 

Commerce http://www.commerce.gov.pk/about-us/trade-agreements/pak-china-free-trade-agreement-

in-goods-investment/ 
316 State Bank of Pakistan,  China-Pakistan Trade Balance, http://www.sbp.org.pk/publications/staff-

notes/Pak-China-trade-balance.pdf : 18 

http://www.sbp.org.pk/publications/staff-notes/Pak-China-trade-balance.pdf
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China ,( see Figure 7.9)  this trend would be very damaging for Pakistan’s exports in 

the future if left unaddressed.  

The CPFTA is an indisputable evidence of the preferential treatment that Pakistan 

government has offered to China. Despite the fact that the trade agreement has worked 

in Pakistan’s disadvantage, owing to the negative trade balance and adverse effects on 

its manufacturing sector, Pakistan has continued to bear this loss in its bid to increase 

its trade volume with China. 

Figure 7.8 Share of major suppliers in China's cotton yarn imports 

 

 

Source : State Bank of Pakistan ,2017 
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Figure 7.9 .Pakistan’s Exports to China 

 

Source: Pakistan State Bank, 2017 

 

Pakistan’s business Council which is Pakistan’s largest private-sector business policy 

advocacy platform, has repeatedly published review reports indicating the negative 

effects of the CPFTA on Pakistan’s local industry since 2007. In its studies the PBC 

has emphasized “preferential tariff imports from China of items with the greatest 

potential to damage domestic manufacturing”317. Pakistan’s major exports to China as 

shown in Figure 9 consist of cotton i.e. 61% of its total exports. There has been a 

decrease in demand of Pakistani cotton yarn and fabric from China and Europe between 

2005 onwards as competition from other countries has caused undercutting of prices 

significantly. China has become more inclined to import high-tech items as opposed to 

low-tech items such as foot-wear and textiles; products that Pakistan produces. In a 

report published by Pakistan’s National Bank it was revealed that Pakistan’s export 

pattern hasn’t shown any significant change and added that “the overall exports have 

increased with marginal access into the Chinese market”318.   

One trader expressed his frustrations by stating that: 

                                                 
317 Pakistan Business Council, “Fourth review of China Pakistan Free Trade Agreement’ 

Recommendations for Phase 2 negotiations, PBC, April 1st, 2018 , https://www.pbc.org.pk/wp-

content/uploads/PBC-final-5.pdf  
318 State Bank of Pakistan,  China-Pakistan Trade Balance, http://www.sbp.org.pk/publications/staff-

notes/Pak-China-trade-balance.pdf : 17 
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“because of Pakistan’s security dependence on China, the government tends to turn a 

blind eye to violations on imports from the latter. This has provided an opportunity for 

collusion between unscrupulous Pakistani importers and Chinese exporters to 

misclassify imports from China and understate their value to evade import duties and 

taxes. As a result, the actual increase in imports has been even greater than that 

indicated by official figures.”319 

Interpreting the trade after the CPFTA yields some interesting insights. Firstly, it is 

noteworthy that Pakistan does not enjoy a similar market access to China as ASEAN 

countries do as mentioned earlier. Tariffs on goods are higher than the corresponding 

tariffs on ASEAN produced goods). Secondly, the analysis reveals that although 

exports in sectors benefitting from decreased tariffs have risen in volume their share in 

Chinese Imports have not grown. Furthermore, a study on performance of sectors 

which should have benefited from the CPFTA reveals that by the end of the first phase 

of the treaty, “Although productivity across all sectors has increased over time, the 

productivity advantage these sectors had over other sectors has shrunk. In other words, 

productivity in those sectors that should have benefited has decreased relative to other 

sectors after the first phase of the CPFTA”.320 Lastly, it must also be noted that Pakistan 

simply does not produce or has the capacity to produce the products that China “needs” 

as one Chinese Ambassador to Pakistan puts it321.  Despite holding ten rounds of talks 

between Chinese and Pakistani officials between 2011 to 2018 a second phase of the 

CPFTA has not been negotiated. This reflects the weakness in the negotiating terms of 

the following governments that came to power after Mushassarf who signed the FTA 

in the first place. 

 

Now let us review how Pakistan has looked towards China for bilateral loans and 

concessional loans. Pakistan has been regarded as a “dependent economy”, one 

                                                 
319 Nadid Hamid, Sarah Hayat, ‘The Opportunities and Pitfalls of Pakistan’s Trade with China and 

Other Neighbors’, The Lahore Journal of Economics 17 : SE (September 2012): pp. 271–292 
320 Theresa Chaudhry, Nida Jamil, Azam Chaudhry. “Pakistan’s Experience with the Pakistan–China 
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research showed that although its economy is influenced by external factors the growth 

is primarily driven by the dynamics of the domestic economy, which are intensely 

affected by the security and political environment of the state322. 

Pakistan’s current account deficits has been the single largest challenge for the country 

for over a decade. Pakistan borrowed $7.7 billion loan from IMF in 2008, and then 

again a  $ 6.2 billion bailout in 2013. Pakistan’s External Debt as part of GDP has risen 

from 56.4% in 2007 to almost 66.5% in 2016.323  Figure 7.10 shows the trends in 

Pakistan’s current account deficits for last ten years. And to avoid going to the IMF , 

ADB and WB for more loans Pakistan has sought Chinese help.  

Experts state that the exorbitant imports, slow exports and immaterial surge in 

workers’ remittances have continued to fuel the current account deficit  in Pakistan. 

 

Figure 7.10 Pakistan’s Current Account Deficit (USD Millions) 

 

Source : Trading Economics, State Bank of Pakistan 

Given that Pakistan’s aid and assistance from the U.S. has decreased and its trade 

deficit with China has increased, Pakistan’s only way of supporting its current account 

deficit is to borrow more money. Before we look into Pakistan’s lenders let us review 

other sources of U.S dollar. Those are, foreign remittances and foreign investments. 

To put things in perspective, Pakistan’s total FDI from all sources stood at $ 332 

million in 2001. By 2008 it had swelled to $ 5.4 billion and by 2009 it dropped to $ 
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3.7 billion.  Given such changes and rise in imports Pakistan’s economy is vulnerable 

to the slightest fluctuations in the foreign remittances also. Most of Pakistan’s source 

of FDI have come from the US, U.K, Netherlands, UAE and Switzerland. China’s 

share of this FDI has been little. For instance, despite being 700 million in 2006-2007 

it has dropped to a meagre $47 million by 2010-2011324  Chart 7.1 shows. In an IMF 

report 2016, it was revealed that Pakistan’s inability to increase exports and attract 

FDI caused a spike in external debt. It has also been noted how Pakistan obtained 

expensive external loans to raise the country’s foreign currency reserves to “highest-

ever” in 2016325. 

Chart 7.1. FDI from China and U.S to Pakistan in $ Million 2005 onwards 

 

Source: State Bank of Pakistan, Archives 
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             Chart. 7.2 Pakistan’s External Debt Outstanding (USD Millions) 

 

Source: Data retrieved from State bank of Pakistan 

Chart 7.2 shows since 2005, Pakistan borrowed unprecedented amounts from China. 

By 2012, Chinese debt had outstripped several major donor’s debt and by 2015 it had 

surpassed even Japan’s. Chinese debt grew by a compound annual growth rate (CAGR) 

of 25% between 2005-15 which other highlighted major countries’ debt witnessed a 

negative CAGR. 

For foreign remittances the largest labour sources are Gulf countries, Saudi Arabia and 

UAE, then the U.S and Europe. Pakistan received $ 4.16 in total remittances in 2005, 

in 2010 total remittances reached $ 9 billion and in 2017 total remittances to Pakistan 

were $17.46 billion326. Although remittances  have increased over the years but these  

can not and do not compensate for the sluggish exports the country has. The continuous 

increase in external debts, especially in the last decade, has given rise to many concerns 

and questions, particularly about the adverse impacts this can have on the country’s 

economic stability. Pakistan shows classic signs of a fragile economy. that is failing to 

tighten its belt where needed. 

China has gradually become Pakistan’s largest bilateral lender in the last ten years. 

From 2005 -2015 Pakistan borrowed a total of $ 49 billion. Out of this amount details 
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of of $30.7 billion have been made public. Hence, these loans include two IMF 

bailouts , one in 2008 and one on 2013 totalling up to $11 billion but disbursement. 

After the IMF, the World Bank id Pakistan’s largest lender, which lent 9.2 billion 

and then there was the Asian Development Bank which lent Pakistan $ 8.4 billion 

during this period. Its interesting to note that China was the largest bilateral lender 

which loaned $ 5.3 billion to Pakistan during this period327.  Pakistan’s total external 

debt and liabilities stand at $91.8 billion as of August 2018. In 2013 these stood at 

$53.4 billion. 328  As the China Pakistan Economic Corridor moves forward  $2 

billion  to $3 billion at least is expected to be disbursed annually. As the CPEC Early 

Harvest projects had begun in 2016, China’s total disbursement for the projects from 

2015- 2016 was $ 5.8 billion329. For year 2017-2018 $ 4.5 billion in total out of 

which $ 1.8 billion was for CPEC projects where as the rest were to help Pakistan’s 

balance of payment330.  

Hence, these trends show how Pakistan has increasingly resorted to China by not 

only preferring to do more trade with it but also by requesting loans and 

developmental debt from its neighbour in the last eleven years.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter highlights the link between Pakistan’s security and economic policy 

towards China. Where as the China-Pakistan Friendship Treaty (2005) provided a legal 

foundation to the strategic objective of both countries it might be argued that the 

CPFTA was a step taken to further enhance China’s economic engagement within 

Pakistan. If Pakistani leadership, be it Musharraf or Zardari regime, really meant to 

increase Pakistan’s exports and. revive local industry one would have seen much 

needed reform in the domestic industrial sector which was missing.  The case study of 
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the CPFTA shows that Pakistan’s trade policy towards China is flawed and provides 

high preferential treatment to China without considering its negative affects on local 

industry. Secondly, the Pakistani officials hesitate to bargain for concessions on tariffs 

in the range of products which have revealed comparative advantage.  

 China does not reciprocate any such preference and as a result the trade deficient has 

widened. Why Pakistani state organs and individuals continue to exaggerate China’s 

concessions as exceptional benevolence despite facing losses can be traced to a 

multitude of exogenous and to some degree domestic factors. 

Where as Pakistan and China both insist that they had established a ‘strategic 

partnership’. The analysis of this chapter indicates that although the economic 

engagement has indeed increased between the two countries the bulk of decision-

making and terms of engagement are predominantly settled by Beijing . By no means 

is the relationship close to a partnership, where negotiations are decided on equal 

footing. China has repeatedly refused to accept Pakistan’s concerns which resulted in 

the failure to renew the second phase of the China Pakistan Agreement. The increasing 

negative balance of trade and the damage to Pakistan’s local industry along with 

China’s preference to import from other areas as opposed to Pakistan reveal the limits 

of Chinese sympathy to Pakistani products. Based on the findings of this chapter, 

Pakistan’s economic relationship with China between 2005 onwards has predominantly 

been formulated based Pakistan’s misplaced perceptions that a growing reliance on 

China would resolve its’ economic problems. The chapter also revealed that a gradual 

growth in FDI from China and a dependency on Chinese Banks for loans has only 

weakened Pakistan’s position when negotiating further agreements, such as in CPEC 

negotiations. This chapter finds that the drivers of Pakistan’s economic reliance on 

China is caused primarily by Pakistan’s deteriorating position in the international 

system due to mounting international pressures given Pakistan’s perceived double-

game in Afghanistan. It finds that as the Sub-systemic/ regional environment became 

more restrictive for Pakistan, due a multitude of external and internal challenges, 

Pakistan’s decision-making elite during Musharraf, then Zardari and then Nawaz tilted 

towards China in a bid to sustain its position and to avoid being isolated. Hence, despite 
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not making any considerable economic gains from trade for instance, Pakistan 

continued to damage its domestic industry to attain a closer relationship with China. 

Pakistan’s problems can be solved if only Pakistan begins to export more to the world 

It can then be able to afford its developments. As of 2018, Pakistan’s exports-to-GDP 

ratio is below 10 per cent, far lower than other countries in the region. 

 

It also reveals that Pakistan increasingly acknowledged China as a major power and 

even the former Director of the ISI acknowledges openly in his book  published in 

2018 that even though this multi-polar setting isn’t stable it is ‘sustainable’ for 

Pakistan.331.He further states that it is also believed that there is a nexus between 

Israel (a country Pakistan deems an enemy of Islam and all Muslims), India and the 

U.S. against Pakistan and China. 332 The aim of this bloc, believes the former Director 

of the ISI, is to scuttle development in Pakistan and China . and therefore the CPEC is 

a target. Therefore, this sums up how the decision-making elite of Pakistan is heavily 

influenced by the strategic culture. 

China’s economic interests in Pakistan have shown limits whereas the Pakistani state 

has exaggerated China’s interests. Pakistan’s economic policy towards China is 

primarily driven by its own strategic interests and Pakistan views China not as an export 

market but rather as a source of concessional loans and more recently as a source of 

substantial FDI.  

This chapter finds that Chinese economic activity in the country has increased over the 

decade however there are limits to China’s commercial/trade interests in Pakistan. The 

period under study shows an increase in Chinese interest in Pakistan. However, the 

CPFTA shows a deleterious influence on Pakistan’s manufacturing and agricultural 

fields. 

There is an interesting trend to be seen on the Pakistani side. A detailed analysis of 

Pakistan’s decision-making elite seems to be aware of the problems it faces whilst 

engaging economically with China however it deliberately chooses to continue with 

the policies e.g. CPFTA trade policies despite facing losses to internal industry. The 
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reason behind such ineffective policies seem to be Pakistan’s core interests vis-à-vis 

China not trade related but must be viewed in terms of how internationally vulnerable 

Pakistan becomes as the U.S. becomes increasingly critical of Pakistan and withdraws 

financial support .Hence, this brings us back to the lack of change in Pakistan’s 

strategic culture which acts as a conveyer belt between external stimuli and Pakistan’s 

policy to align itself closer to China. As discussed in Chapter two, at the core of 

Pakistan’s insecurities lies India and the idea that Pakistan’s civilian leadership is 

corrupt and inept in running the state. Hence, the military has dominated the country’s 

political elite in order to retain power overtly and covertly. Against such background 

if we look at Pakistan’s economic and financial constraints and its dependency on 

western financial institutions as well as U.S. in particular for financial support, aid, and 

assistance, we begin to see why there is  deep link between Pakistan’s economy and 

security policy. 

 It is shaped by its security, history and preferences of the military elite and is adopted 

by civilian leadership due to the dominance of the military in the country’s political 

sphere. As discussed in Chapter 2 ,a lack of change in the four elements of the strategic 

culture over decades ,has resulted in Pakistan having very limited space and options 

when it comes to trade relations. Due to its security predicaments with not only India 

but other neighbours such as Iran and Afghanistan, Pakistan’s trade has also been 

affected. Behind weak economic ties with its neighbours lie Pakistan’s negative 

perceptions of both India and Afghanistan, which are core ideas of its cultivated 

strategic culture. Thus Pakistan’s economic/trade relations and decisions are heavily 

influenced by its strategic culture, which itself has not changed over the decades. Its 

core principles and elements have been reinforced by conflict and distrust with India. 

As strategic culture of a state takes decades to shape and decades to change, Pakistan’s 

circumstances and its security challenges have only allowed for the elements of its 

strategic culture to remain intact without any changes in its core principles. Pakistan’s 

policies and behaviours indicate that its actions are not driven by the needs of the 

domestic economy but rather is strategically driven. Pakistan’s behaviour shows a 

deeper reliance and a growing reliance on China which increasingly seems more of a 

client-patron relationship than a partnership. 
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Chapter 8: Pakistan’s Defense and Security Cooperation with 

China 2005 onwards  

 

 

This research’s central argument is that Pakistan’s alignment towards China has 

strengthened between 2005 onwards and has been driven primarily by external factors. 

Pakistan’s perceptions of its’ external environment acts as the intervening variable and 

hence, has compelled the state to strengthen its alignment towards China irrespective 

of the type of regime that is in power (in Pakistan).  

This chapter seeks to analyse Pakistan’s defence and security co-operation with China 

between 2005 and 2016 by examining the variation in the international system as 

perceived by the Pakistani state. It does so by first identifying four key developments 

in the regional context during this time period and then analyses how each government 

perceived those developments which explains its behaviour.  

The case to be examined in depth is Pakistan’s arms trade and defence cooperation with 

China in the period 2005 onwards, which provides evidence that Pakistan has actively 

sought to enhance its defence and strategic relationship with China. 

To sum up, the purpose of this chapter is to analyse Pakistan’s behaviour and 

investigate how Pakistan’s behaviour was influenced by its perceptions of its external 

security /strategic environment and its’ relative power; and secondly, how, Pakistan’s 

strategic culture has shaped those perceptions. 

Figure 2.1 borrowed from Chapter 2 is provided below for reference. The chapter  

follows a similar structure as the previous chapter. Figure 8.0 identifies the independent 

variables in terms of strategic/defence elements with respect to relevance to Pakistan’s 

environment and identifies three of its features. It identifies the intervening variable 

and also the dependent variable, as is the structure of this chapter 
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Figure 2.1. Independent variable, Intervening Variable and Dependent Variable 

 

Source: Authors Own 
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onwards 

 

Pakistan’s outlook of its region has remained tied to its’ insecurities vis-à-vis its eastern 

and western neighbours. Its’ location and security compulsions have resulted in a 

constant restricted environment due to the military presence of a great power i.e. the 

U.S.  in its neighbourhood.  
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Pakistan’s alliance with the U.S. in the aftermath of 9/11 attacks called for a totally 

opposite policy towards Afghanistan, which had a direct impact on its; own internal 

security and economic condition. The alliance also provided multiple opportunities for 

Pakistan to further modernise and expand its defence capacity. U.S. has had a 

significant role to play in South Asian geopolitics and the nature of U.S. interests goals 

and influence has shaped regional balancing acts of Asian countries in general. 

Pakistan’s external security environment features four key developments which are 

important to its China policy. The four systemic/external developments between 2005 

onwards with respect to security/strategic significance are identified below. 

 

1.U.S. Strategic Partnership with India 2005-onwards 

In 2005, President G.W.Bush administration took a series of steps to transform its 

relationship with India and during meetings and visits to/from India a series of steps 

were taken which reflect an effort to strengthen U.S. relationship with India . New 

Framework for Defence Cooperation was signed soon followed by the Maritime 

Security Cooperation Framework in 2006. 

 

These agreements reflected how the U.S. was aiming to strengthen its partnership with 

India based on ‘common democratic values and common interests’.  In the course of 

the next eleven years a number of unprecedented key developments in areas of Civil 

Nuclear Cooperation (2005/2008), defence relations, economic cooperation, 

democracy and human rights, regional co-operation, space exploration, education and 

health sector, proliferation and energy sector took place333. Agreements to strengthen 

U.S partnership with India in all these areas were signed during president Bush’s visit 

to India in 2006 where as in his trip to Pakistan the focus was placed on non-

proliferation of nuclear weapons and counter-terrorism in, and across its’ borders. 

President Bush held counter-terrorism as the focus of the ‘strategic partnership’ 

between Pakistan and U.S. and stressed U.S.’s economic, military and disaster relief as 

                                                 
333 For a list of bilateral agreements signed between U.S. and India during 2005 Prime Minister 

Manmohan Singh’s trip to Washington and President Bush’s trip to India in 2006 see “US-India 

Relationship- Strategic Partnership”, The White House, https://georgewbush-

whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2008/09/20080926-10.html 
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the focus of his trip334. In comparison to his purpose of trip to India where the scope of 

the ‘strategic partnership’ was much broader and had very different set of goals, the 

U.S.’s initiative to expand its relationship with India. In the next year Malabar naval 

exercise took place which consisted of the U.S., India, Singapore, Australia, and Japan. 

During the Obama first and second Presidency term he paid two visits to India and not 

a single one to Pakistan. In his 2010 visit to India, Obama paid a tribute to the Mumbai 

terror attack victims and called for Pakistan to bring the perpetrators to justice 335. In a 

joint statement released with the Indian PM, President Obama reaffirmed American 

support to India to counter all terrorist networks in the region (including Pakistan based 

outfits, which were allegedly behind the Mumbai attacks of 2008 that claimed 166 

lives). A number of key developments during this visit indicated that U.S. and India 

were committed to strengthen their cooperation in four key areas 1. Civil nuclear 

cooperation, 2. Counter terrorism intelligence sharing and cyber security, 3. Joint 

assistance and development in Afghanistan and 4. A deeper economic and social 

integration between the two 336 . Furthermore, since 2010 there have been annual 

strategic dialogue mechanisms put in place between the two to “deepen the U.S.-India 

global strategic partnership and charted a vision for the future, centred on promoting 

shared prosperity, peace, and stability”.337 The areas of cooperation range from global 

initiatives to reducing poverty, unemployment, terrorism and crime to enhancing trade, 

people-to-people contact, science & technology, health and Innovation and many other 

fields. This expansion and wide ranging collaborations between he two states on such 

pace took the relations to a new height. The most significance of all was that India 

received a waiver from the Nuclear Suppliers group which allowed it to practice normal 

nuclear commerce. The U.S. was very open and welcoming of India’s enhanced 

engagement in Afghanistan’s peace process and development as it increasingly viewed 

                                                 
334 President George W. Bush, https://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/infocus/india-pakistan/ 
335 President Barak H. Obama, Office of the Press Secretary, The White House, 

https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2010/11/06/remarks-president-

commemorating-2611-attacks-mumbai 
336 For a detailed list of these areas of cooperation and the specific deals signed between the two see, 

Joint Statement by President Obama and Prime Minister Singh of India, The White House, 

https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2010/11/08/joint-statement-president-obama-

and-prime-minister-singh-india 
337 Joint Statement on the Third U.S.-India Strategic Dialogue, US. Department of State, https://2009-

2017.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2012/06/192267.htm 
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India as a global partner rather than a regional balancer. A strategic reorientation 

became very clear by 2012 when  U.S. Defence Secretary Panetta’s declared how the 

Indian ‘nuclear’ ambition has gone from being an ‘irritant’ to a ‘linchpin’ of U.S. Asia 

policy338 .The U.S also encouraged the “Look East” 339  policy and also welcomed 

trilateral talks between Japan, India and U.S. 

Although there exist differences between the two (issues like Russia, Iran, India’s trade 

surplus, global warming/climate change) generally U.S.’s and Indian common strategic 

vision with respect to China, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Japan, Israel democratic values 

and nuclear proliferation, democratic values, counter-terrorism are some of the 

common interests that outweigh their differences. A U.S.-India Defence Technology 

and Trade Initiative (DTTI) was also put in place in 2014 during PM Modi’s visit to 

Washington. During the same trip Modi also met with Israel’s Prime Minister 

Benjamin Netanyahu, it must be noted that Pakistan does not recognize Israel. 

This initiative was put in place to increase India’s self-sufficiency in arms production 

and also enhance its defence cooperation with U.S. in PM Modi’s ‘Make in India’ 

drive.  

During Obama’s second presidential term in office and Prime Minister Modi’s arrival 

in office President Obama made a second visit to India in 2015. Just a year after PM 

Modi had visited Washington and they had also met at G20 Summit. This was a 

symbolic visit for both countries, as for the first time a U.S. President paid a second 

visit to India. President Obama was the chief guest at the Indian Republic Day Parade. 

U.S. weapon sales to India were under $ 0.5 million, in 2004/2005, however; from 

2006-2016, the U.S. has become India’s second largest source of weapons as shown in 

Chart 8.2. 

In 2017 U.S and India made great strides. Trump’s Admin further acknowledged 

India’s significance in Afghanistan and both countries have increasingly similar 

                                                 
338 David Alexander, “Panetta calls for deeper US. India defense ties.”, Reuters, 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-india-defence-

idUSBRE8550MO20120606?feedType=RSS&feedName=topNews 
339 The policy was aimed at improving relations with ASEAN and the other East Asian countries by 

enlarging the core interests of the region to include the immediate requirements of national and 

regional security 
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language when targeting Pakistan for its inability to tackle terrorism on its soil. Also 

U.S Defence Secretary has echoed India’s reservations on the CPEC whilst India has 

supported the U.S. call for ‘freedom of navigation’ in international waters, which is 

directed at China’s reservations on the South China Sea.  

Although one can see numerous areas of cooperation between India and China, Trumps 

policy towards Iran (cancelling the nuclear deal) and also getting out of the Trans 

Pacific Partnership has left multiple allies confused, India is one of them.  

Despite the strategic convergence there are some areas of disconnect. Such as India’s 

long term defence cooperation with Russia. In 2018 India placed orders for Russian 

made S-400 Triumph missile defence system despite the U.S threatening to place 

sanctions for violating the Countering America’s Adversaries through Sanctions Act 

(CAATSA). India’s relations with Iran are also a source of concern for the U.S 

administration, given the uncertainty of their own bilateral relations which are highly 

unstable. 

 

  

2. Growth in China’s defence industry 

 

Although Chinese leaders have emphasised on its ‘peaceful’ rise, there are debates 

about how a rise in China’s military and defence capability has affected the region. The 

modernisation if Chinese military has caused alarm in Washington, which itself has 

expanded its military presence in almost all regions in the world in the last decade to 

safeguard its strategic interests. 

There has been a fundamental revolution in the Chinese defence industry since the late 

1990’s. The materials that it was struggling to build in the late 1990’s such as guided 

missile technologies, airframes etc. The procurement was brought under the direct 

supervision of the military and within a decade Chinese defence industry has made 

substantial progress. China has translated its rapid industrial development into military 

self-sufficiency. Furthermore, Asia’s complex security environment has also led to a 

rapid surge in smaller countries’ desire for alternatives and self-sufficiency. Although 

the U.S. and Russia still lead the international defence industry in air, land and sea 
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China has emerged as the third largest weapons exporter in just a decade340. Chart 8.1 

shows data retrieved from SIPRI indicating China’s exponential growth in arms sales341 

. 

 

Chart 8.1 China’s Total Arms Sales 2004-2016 

 

Source: SIPRI, Arms Trade database 

Several Chinese arms-producing companies are large enough to be ranked among the 

SIPRI Top 100 arms producers, however; due to lack of accurate data they have not 

been featured in the database. China’s expanding military power is designed to blunt 

the U.S.’s once overwhelming capability for power projection in Asia with the help of 

its’ regional allies such as Japan, South Korea, Taiwan and other smaller countries 

which have mixed relations with both, the U.S. and China. However, a substantial rise 

in China’s capability and vigour to modernise and expand its defence industry and 

research, demonstrates to the U.S. and other major powers such as India, Russia, Japan, 

Australia and others, China’s determination to reach parity with the most industrialized 

states of the contemporary system. China’s markets remain to to be in Asia, especially 

                                                 
340 Reuters, “China replaces Germany as third largest weapons exporter”, 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-military-exports-idUSKBN0MC0QT20150316 
341 SIPRI Arms Transfers Database, 2018, http://armstrade.sipri.org/armstrade/html/export_values.php 
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South Asia, its largest importer Pakistan has been actively involved in internal counter-

terrorism operation where these weapons are constantly tested and provides 

opportunities for feedback and improvement. 

3. Growth in India’s Military Power 2005 onwards 

 

India has faced a complex security scenario in the aftermath of Pakistan’s successful 

nuclear tests of 1998. India’s threat perceptions have to to with its eastern and westerns 

borders. After four years into the WoT, major differences between the U.S. and 

Pakistan were beginning to develop regarding Nuclear proliferation342 and Pakistan’s 

alleged ‘selective’ operations and intelligence-sharing regarding the Afghan Taliban 

and Al-Qaeda groups. As mentioned above, the U.S. began to view India in different 

light as it traditionally had, due to its close strategic relations with Russia; however, 

counter-terrorism and supporting a counter-balance against a rising China carried more 

weight.  For India, its fears, strategy and capability to handle a ‘two-front’ war had 

looped over its’ strategist for decades dating back to 1960’s when it had a border war 

with China in 1962 and one with Pakistan in 1965. With a growing economy and a 

rising human development index India’s GNI per capita has more than doubled from 

2005 onwards, i.e. from $ 707 to $ 1717343. India’s defence budget has outgrown all 

south Asian states; however, it remains to be much smaller than that of China. For 

instance China’s defence expenditure in 2016 was $ 216031 million compared to 

India’s was $ 56637 million.344 India’s military planning has traditionally focused on 

Pakistan and China, however Indian military has evolved into a conventional major 

power, in the region ,for now. It has has gained access to modern aircraft carriers, giant 

C-130J Hercules transport planes and airborne refuelling tankers.  

                                                 
342 In 2004, Pakistan’s nuclear scientist, ‘Father of the Bomb’ Dr.Abdul Qadir’s secret nuclear 

proliferation ring was uncovered and he was brought to apologize on national television by the then 

COAS and president Pervez Musharraf 
343 The World Bank, 2016, retrieved from , 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.CD?end=2016&locations=IN&start=2005&view

=chart 
344 Trading Economics, China’s Military Expenditure, https://tradingeconomics.com/china/military-

expenditure 
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India has developed coastal surveillance radars in Oman, Tajikistan, Qatar, 

Madagascar, Mozambique, Seychelles, Vietnam, Maldives, Bhutan, Nepal 345 . 

However its its air force overseas base is in Tajikistan346. To deter Pakistan from using 

non-state actors such as Lashkar-e-Taiba, that were behind the 2008 Mumbai attacks, 

the Indian army had adopted a Cold Start doctrine347, which called for up gradation of 

conventional weapons and air/land power.  

The Indian navy has acquired two nuclear submarines, it has two aircraft carriers, it has 

developed conventionally powered submarines, and a indigenous fleet of frigates, 

landing ships, corvettes and other sea defence vessels348. India has modernised its 

nuclear carrier systems and includes air, sea and land based ballistic missiles. The 

figure 8.1 below shows Indian nuclear forces as of 2016349. India’s defence spending 

has also risen tremendously during 2007-2008 period and has continued on the trend 

since, as Figure 8.2. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
 

 
346 The Eurasian Times, “Fakhror base in Tajiskistan”, retrived from , 

https://eurasiantimes.com/farkhor-air-base-india-tajikistan/ 
347 An Indian Army plan to transform the military to be able to mobilize rapidly and execute punitive 

combined forces thrusts into Pakistani territory 

 
348 Indian Navy, NIC, https://www.indiannavy.nic.in/naval-fleet/ships?page=0,0 
349 Hans M. Kristensen & Robert S. Norris, “Indian Nuclear Forces 2017”, Bulletin of Economic 

Sciences,July 2017 
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Figure. 8.1 Indian Nuclear Forces 2016 

 

Source: Hans M. Kristensen & Robert S. Norris, Bulletin of Atomic Sciences 

 

These nuclear delivery systems are not aimed to deter just Pakistan but also China. 

They reflect India’s ambitions of widening the gap between itself and Pakistan and to 

also possess enough deterrence350 capability to sustain its positions on areas of 

conflict with China. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
350 Deterrence here means the action of discouraging an action or event through instilling doubt or fear 

of the consequences. Definition provided by English Oxford Dictionary. 
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Figure.8.2. India’s Military Expenditure 2005 onwards 

 

 

Source: Trading Economics, 2017 

 

Aside from increasing its conventional and nuclear capabilities India has also 

diversified its suppliers as Chart 8.2 demonstrates. However, despite expanding its 

arms suppliers base, India’s largest arms supplier remains to be Russia351. Given that 

between 2008-2012 and 2013-2016 India’s arms purchase from the U.S. increased 

557%, clearly India is seeking to diversify its arms suppliers and deepen its strategic 

ties with U.S and Israel 352. 

 

 

Chart 8.2. India’s Top 4 Arms Suppliers in $ Millions 

 

                                                 
351SIPRI, Arms Transfers Database, 2017,  http://armstrade.sipri.org/armstrade/html/export_values.php 
352 Richard, Bitzinger, “US China cash in on Asian appetite for arms”, Asia Times, 

http://www.atimes.com/us-and-china-cash-in-on-asias-growing-appetite-for-arms/ 
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Source, SIPRI Arms Transfers Database 

 

 

4. U.S. Reorientation in Asia 2005-onwards 

 

In the aftermath of launching a military operation in Afghanistan (2001) and Iraq 

(2003), the U.S.’s strategic interests in the region have been to counter religious 

terrorism, to advance anti proliferation movement and to strengthen strategic relations 

with regional partners to China’s expansion. The Bush Administration had been more 

focused to form alliances in the region for counter-terrorism and received support from 

China in its decision to launch the Afghanistan was against terrorism. However, the 

Obama administration had to view its Asia policy which included its interests in 

broader Asia. This meant that China’s increased defence budget (in 2007, $ 45 billion) 

and its assertiveness in the South China Sea called for a broader policy. China’s 

leverage over North Korea was also something that the U.S. had to consider given that 

North Korea had tested its first nuclear weapon in 2006. In President Obama’s first 

presidency the administration engaged with India, and other east Asian states to contain 
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china from throwing its weight around however China’s emergence as U.S.’s largest 

foreign creditor, the regional’s largest conventional military and worlds second largest 

economy left little doubts about China’s ambitions. The U.S. responded by announcing 

a ‘Pivot to Asia’ policy which called for increased investment—diplomatic, economic, 

strategic, and otherwise—in the Asia-Pacific region. With the arrival of Xi Jinping and 

rising tensions in South China Sea, the Obama administration along with its strategic 

partner India announced a joint statement the importance of safeguarding freedom of 

navigation in international waters353. The U.S. convergence of interests with India can 

be seen by the common Asia policies of the Obama and PM Modi’s ‘Pivot to Asia’ and 

“Act East” policy. Also, a series of events which fractured U.S. ties with Pakistan were 

the Osama Bin Laden capture from Abbotabad, NATO supplies blockade by Pakistan 

and also the Raymond Davis case. 

U.S. goals in Asia were not just limited to fight terrorism but also included forming 

partnerships with regional major powers to balance against China. India increasingly 

became the most ideal partner in South Asia with common perceptions of China’s rise. 

Also, U. S’s enduring relationship with Japan, Australia, Taiwan, South Korea and the 

rising assertiveness of China in East and South China sea provided further rationale for 

this reorientation. Trumps arrival in office has further complicated things for Pakistan 

as his open criticism of Pakistan on 1st January 2018 where he called the nation 

“deceitful” and the Americans “fools” for providing aid to Pakistan leaves little room 

for what direction Washington has adopted. 

The spill-over of this reorientation in South Asia was an increase in U.S. demands from 

Pakistan to take decisive action on home grown terrorist network and an overall 

decrease in American military and security aid to Pakistan which provided subsidised 

prices on buying U.S. weapons and defence materials. 

The four developments outlined above are the most relevant features of the 

international system that feature in Pakistan’s foreign policy towards China, with 

respect to defence and strategic affairs. 

 How these developments were perceived by Pakistan under the three different regimes 

from 2005 onwards is going to be analysed in the discussion below.  

                                                 
353 Michael J Green, “The legacy of Obama’s Pivot to Asia,”, 3rd September 2016, Foreign Policy  
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Intervening Variable: Strategic Culture 

Pakistan’s Perceptions of the External Environment:  

 

In this section the external environment in the context of Pakistan’s military/defence 

outlook has been outlined. This section is divided into three parts, each corresponding 

to the type of government in power i.e. 2005-2007- Gen.Pervez Musharraf, 2008-2013 

President Zardari and from 2013-2016 Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif.  

This section is going to analyse how the above four mentioned features of the external 

environment was perceived by the government in power, and also how those 

perceptions help to explain Pakistan’s active efforts to strengthen its alignment policy 

towards China.  

The analysis will highlight how the key features and predispositions of of Pakistan’s 

strategic culture influenced Pakistan’s perceptions of these developments to shape its 

China policy, hence linking the IV, with IVV and DV.  

The three key elements of Pakistan’s strategic culture linked to its China policy as 

defined in chapter 2 are: 

1. To Counter Indian dominance 

2.Primacy of national Security 

3. Maintain Proactive defence posture 

4. Muslim Sovereignty and Pride (as explained in chapter two this factor does not 

feature in Pakistan’s China policy) 

1. Pakistan’s Perceptions of the External Environment: Strategic Culture : Under 

Musharraf’s Regime (2005-2007) 

Under Gen. Musharraf’s presidency the growing U.S. Strategic Partnership with India 

which took a substantive shape in 2005 due to the initiation of the civil nuclear deal, 

there was a clear sense on panic in the Pakistani strategic circles. Musharraf actively 

pursued to achieve a similar deal from China. However, the civil nuclear deal between 

China and Pakistan did not finalize until the U.S. India deal had fulfilled all procedural 

steps in 2008. It must be noted that U.S’s partnership with India was viewed as a direct 

threat to Pakistan’s security given that one key element of Pakistan’s strategic thinking 

is to ‘Counter Indian dominance’. Since U.S’s acceptance of India’s de facto nuclear 
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status was seen as an acceptance of India’s right to own nuclear capability. secondly, 

since, primacy of national security was at the core of Musharraf’s agenda, acceptance 

of India’s nuclear program by the U.S in comparison to public humiliation for 

Pakistan’s proliferation further intensified the dictator’s insecurities. 

U.S’s acceptance of increasing Indian role in Afghanistan and distrust with Pakistan 

was also a sign of a restricted environment. 

Musharraf himself during an Urdu interview with a Pakistani News Channel revealed 

how he had to navigate through the ‘tough times’ and how he managed to ‘fetch’ help 

from other friendly countries to show solidarity with Pakistan when its ‘allies’ were 

building pressure to ‘do more’ in Afghanistan when our own house was being set on 

fire.354 In a restrictive environment where the U.S. was building relationships with 

Pakistan’s arch enemy and a rapprochement between China and India was in place, 

Pakistan found itself with little choice but to find ways of diversifying its defence 

suppliers. The Musharraf regime increasingly viewed U.S. as an untrustworthy ally, in 

stark contrast to its ‘reliable’ partner China. A partner that had provided unconditional 

support to Pakistan throughout years of sanctions and international criticism355. 

 along with mechanisms for conflict resolution in place, Pakistan’s perceptions of 

threats were heightened. With China perceived to be the only reliable and increasingly 

capable  partner, Musharraf engaged with China in an unprecedented pace and scope. 

In general, under Musharraf’s, the regimes’ perceptions of the external environment 

with respect to the strategic and security affairs were dominated by insecurities related 

to Afghanistan, India and U.S.  

The U.S ‘s strategic partnership with India was perceived as a snub and as a means to 

punish Pakistan for its’ double-game in Afghanistan and also for not complying with 

the non-nuclear proliferation agenda. His regime perceived the rise of Chinese defence 

industry and Chinese army as a favourable situation for Pakistan rather than a threat 

due to the imbedded pro-China sentiment of the neighbour that is also a salient feature 

of its history and co-operation with China as was discussed in depth in chapter 5. 

                                                 
354 Mubashar Luqman Urdu, Interview with Retd Gen. Musharraf, 24 Channel, 2016, available on 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=euMaszknnDU  
355President Musharraf, Musharraf vows to make Pakistan energy corridor for China”, 

http://pk2.mofcom.gov.cn/aarticle/chinanews/200606/20060602444058.html 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=euMaszknnDU
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On the other hand, India’s growing military power and deteriorating relations with 

Pakistan after the Mumbai attacks 2008, the Musharraf regime was beginning to take 

the Indian Cold Start doctrine, more seriously and sought to modernise its nuclear 

delivery systems as well as conventional land, navy and air defence to counter the Cold 

Star doctrine.  

India’s ‘Cold Start’ doctrine further reinforced Pakistan’s threat perceptions of its much 

larger and much stronger adversary and this was compounded by the fact that India 

was actively seeking to brand Pakistan a terror-sponsoring state in the international 

system. These negative perceptions of Indian military strength and growing U.S. 

pressures on Pakistan to ‘do-more’ in the fight against terror, had Pakistan seeking an 

alternative to balance not only India, but also the U.S. pressures. 

2. Pakistan’s Perceptions of the External Environment: Strategic Culture: Under 

President Zardari’s Regime (2008-2013) 

From 2008 to 2013, there existed a hybrid system in Pakistan’s decision-making as the 

return of a democratically elected government in power came after many years of 

military rule. President Zardari’s perceptions of the external environment were not too 

different from that of the military itself especially on China. In an Urdu interview with 

a local Pakistani channel he expressed how important China’s support was at a time 

when internal and external forces were uniting to exert more pressure to destabilise 

Pakistan and to corner it. He stated how Pakistan’s regional security compulsions were 

exploited by outside forces to impose their dominance on Pakistan and he had managed 

to complete his five year mandate through the toughest times Pakistan has ever faced356. 

President Zardari and the Chief of Army’s staff Gen Kiyani in their public speeches 

had maintained a similar tone where they both acknowledged that relations with the 

U.S. were troubled, and Pakistan has to try and mend those relations357. 

As India’s nuclear deal with the U.S finalized and their strategic partnership solidified, 

Pakistan’s strategic community became more and more sceptic of U.S’s support and 

commitment to Pakistan’s own security. The deterioration in U.S. Pakistan relationship 

                                                 
356 Asif Ali Zardari, Urdu Interview, 24 Channel News, 22 August 2017 
357 John Irish, ‘Pakistan’s Zardari says war with Taliban being lost’, Reuters, 2010, 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-pakistan-france-afghanistan/pakistans-zardari-says-war-with-

taliban-being-lost-idUSTRE6721R820100803 
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was seen as an effect of the U.S. reorientation to Asia given Washington’s aim to 

counter balance China’s rise by forging ties with India and other democratic Asian 

states. These circumstances were seen as threatening to Pakistan’s interests and the 

leadership perceived a more restrictive environment where it lacked other options given 

its deteriorating internal security as well as worsening international reputation. 

 About Pakistan’s self-perceptions the, Foreign Minister under President Zardari’s 

government, Ms.Hina Rabbani Khar , in an Urdu interview expressed how the military 

and the government had collectively made an active decision to enhance its strategic 

partnership with China to guarantee Pakistan’s national interests. She added that China 

policy had been one area where the civilian and the military government were on the 

same page358. The Zardari regime had favourable views of China’s growing military 

and economic power as China has always welcomed every Pakistani leader irrespective 

of his political or institutional background. Pakistan was perceived to be under 

vulnerable position as a series of events had almost ruptured diplomatic ties between 

Pakistan and U.S. Most damaging and significant was the Osama Bin Laden’s raid in 

2011, the non-delivery of 28 F-16 fighter planes to Pakistan, NATO strike killing 

Pakistani soldiers and a memo-gate scandal which exposed civil-military divide in 

Pakistan359. Hence during this period also, the fear and insecurity of Indian dominance 

in the region and fears or Pakistan’s isolation were heightened. Despite holding 

different positions on other foreign policy issues the opinions on what Pakistan’s policy 

towards China should be, remained to be informed by the regional strategic 

environment, which was perceived to be becoming highly unfavourable for the fragile 

country. Where, as the U.S. was cutting down Pakistan’s military aid and calling it out 

for its’ inadequate performance in the war against terrorism, China was extending 

upgrades and new reactors (Chasma 3 and Chashma 4 initiated 2011) to it.  

3) Pakistan’s Perceptions of the External Environment: Strategic Culture: Under 

PM Nawaz Sharif (2013- onwards) 

A similar trend followed in PM Nawaz Sharif government as it did under President 

Zardari’s. The military’s preferences were adopted by the civilian government. 

                                                 
358 Hina Rabbani Khar, Urdu Interview by Dunya news, 7 November 2015 
359 President Zardari, ‘pak-US ties to be based on mutual respect’, 13 Oct 2011, 

https://tribune.com.pk/story/273278/pak-us-ties-to-be-based-on-mutual-interest-respect-zardari/ 
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Although PM Nawaz Sharif’s foreign policy was suboptimal given the increasingly 

poor state of Pakistan’s international reputation and regional role. Pakistan’s relations 

with India had worsened due to cease-fire violations and India’s efforts to 

diplomatically isolate Pakistan in the region. During an interview Pakistan’s Foreign 

Minister Khwaja Muhammad Asif stated how the global community has 

“misunderstood” Pakistan. He stated how the U.S. has found new friends in the region 

and has reduced Pakistan to a scapegoat for loss in Afghanistan. He was adamant about 

how terrorist outfits operating within Pakistan borders had become a liability and the 

U.S., instead of supporting Pakistan has blamed and shamed it as he was previously the 

Minister of Defence prior to being the Foreign Minister, he openly complained of the 

U.S.’s “unfairness”, in not supplying Pakistan with F-16’s even from Jordan, and that 

during the Nawaz Sharif period Pakistan’s defence relations with Russia have 

improved ‘tremendously’. He added and how ironic it is that Pakistan’s long ally has 

compelled Pakistan to seek defence cooperation from none other than China and 

Russia360.  Building on the same idea’s he stated how American militarism can not 

sustain where has Chinese approach includes soft loans and technology transvers. 

Despite having differences on how to deal with India was a general consensus between 

the military and the civilian government about China’s ambitions.  

Pakistan’s perceptions of China’s growing military power were summed up by Head 

of the Parliamentary committee of defence in Pakistan when he  stated how “rise of 

China as a powerful economy and military power should be considered a source of 

peace in the region”361 

Musadiq Malick , PM Sharif’s advisor , in an interview with the author offered an 

explanation for this. He stated that Pakistan’s military and its civilian government have 

found common ground on one area of our foreign policy, and that happens to be China 

only362.  He expressed how the military has found ways to limit its’ total dependency 

                                                 
360 Khwaja Muhammad Asif, Interview with Stevel Coll, Asia Society,  
361 3 Year Report on the Senate Committee of Defense, 2015, 

http://www.senatedefencecommittee.com.pk/publication/senate-report.pdf, : 58 
362 Authors’ Interview with Dr.Mussadiq Malik, Senator and Federal Minister, Spokesperson for the 

Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif ,Advisor to the Prime Minister, , 4th April 2018 

 

http://www.senatedefencecommittee.com.pk/publication/senate-report.pdf
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on the U.S. support in weapons and defence materials. Based on the conversations of 

these people in Nawaz’ Sharif’s cabinet, one can state that Pakistan’s outlook of its 

region remain to be dominated by the strategic thinking of the military and although 

the civilian leadership may have wanted to shift its policy towards India, the 

perceptions of India’s defence cooperation with U.S, Russia and even Israel were 

viewed as a means of exerting pressure on Pakistan. 

The incoming PM Imran Khan has been critical of the U.S and of Pakistan army in the 

past. He has openly criticized the violence and the aftermath of the violence that had 

wrecked the province in which his party was the ruling majority. However, given that 

the PM has changed his tone to a more firm tone. He has vowed to mend relations with 

India and with Afghanistan. 

To sum up the discussion above, it reveals that the dominance of the military’s 

preferences and the conformity of the civilian rulers with respect to Pakistan’s defence 

relations with China. The lack of change in the strategic culture has to do primarily 

with the continuity in insecurities of the Pakistan military with respect to U.S. South 

Asia policy as well as Indian ambitions in the region. Hence, the key features of the 

strategic culture which remained constant, the policy direction remained the same. The 

collective perceptions of the state as expressed by state official’s quoted above, reflect 

the preferences of not only the civilian leaders but also that of the military. 

Pakistan’s scope and scale of its defence co-operation with China has changed 2005  

Onwards, which is to be analysed in the next section. In favour of a more robust and  

deeper engagement. Pakistan’s civilian and military leadership perceived an  

increasingly restrictive environment and strategic space in the face of regional and  

international environment. The three key elements of Pakistan’s strategic culture which 

are  relevant to its defence relationship with China are : 

1. To Counter Indian dominance 

2.Primacy of national Security 

3. Maintain Proactive defence posture 

All three of the above remain relevant and due to increased security threat perceptions  

from India as well as Afghanistan and deteriorating internal security situation, as  

discussed above. These  elements of Pakistan’s strategic culture were further  
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pronounced in its decision-making, given that none of the above elements of the  

strategic culture saw any change in the opposite direction but were reinforced as  

Pakistan’s security and economic tensions increased, meaning that a lack of change in   

ideology of the culture would not bring about a change in policy  direction. Given that  

it takes decades for the strategic culture and strategic preferences of a country to take  

shape . Hence, in absence of a strong incentive and lack of a stable civilian leadership  

with a strong grip on national politics Pakistan has continued to pursue a closer  

engagement with China in order to balance against the U.S. with which its relationship  

has become extremely unstable. Consequently the dependent variable would remain to   

be Pakistan’s policy to strengthen its alignment policy towards China. 

 

 

 

Dependent Variable 

 

Pakistan’s China Policy 2005-onwards: Strengthening Alignment 

 

Pakistan’s insecurities vis-à-vis India and increasing trust deficient between U.S. and 

Pakistan compelled the Pakistani decision-making elite during each governments’ 

tenure to perceive the following developments as threatening to its national interests.  

1. U.S. Strategic Partnership with India  

2. U.S. Reorientation in Asia  

3. Growth in India’s Military Power  

However, one development that Pakistan perceived as an opportunity for maximising 

it’s interest was: 

 

1.Strengthening China’s defence industry 

Why Pakistan perceived the three developments above as threats and one mentioned 

above as an opportunity has to do with the key elements of Pakistan’s strategic culture. 

The deeply embedded trust-deficient towards U.S. and India and the reliability on 

China informed Pakistan’s perceptions which drove it to strengthen its alignment 
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towards China. Chinese help to Pakistan and enduring support for its regional efforts 

further reinforced positive perceptions where as bilateral relations between U.S-

Pakistan, India-Pakistan and Pakistan-Afghanistan have fluctuated, its China policy 

exhibits durability. Pakistan’s reliance on China for conventional and non-conventional 

defence cooperation greatly exceeded during this period. Pakistan actively pursued a 

policy for expanding its defence cooperation with China and conducted an 

unprecedented amount of joint military exercises where as the scale and scope of these 

joint exercises increased over-time. The following outlines Pakistan’s defence 

cooperation with China which were influenced by the perceptions of the external 

environment identified above. 

Between 2005 and 2008, there was a flurry of high-level visits and signed agreements 

on a variety of issues between China and Pakistan. In 2005, following the Chinese 

Prime Minister’s visit to Islamabad, the two countries signed twenty-two agreements 

that aimed to boost bilateral cooperation. The year 2005 marked a new level of 

cooperation under the Treaty of Friendship.  China’s Prime Minister, Wen Jiabao, 

during a three-day visit gave a categorical assurance to Pakistan to defend its 

sovereignty, independence and territorial integrity. 363 The two countries signed 22 

agreements to further strengthen their unique cooperation in defence, trade, economic 

and political areas.  The bilateral duo descended into a formal relationship after years 

of no formal treaties. The Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation and Good Neighbourly 

Relations marked collaboration not only in monetary assistance but also in terms of 

combating terrorism, separatism and extremism.  

Musharraf viewed China’s growing capacity as a regional and global military power to 

be a positive development for its own balancing act, taking U.S. support for India as a 

clear sign of changing regional power balance. China’s growing defence capability and 

its’ cooperation with Pakistan was a clear opportunity for Pakistan to extract gains from 

. An important clause in this treaty was that either party would “not to join any alliance 

that infringes upon the sovereignty, security and territorial integrity of the other, nor 

will either allow its territory to be used by a third country to jeopardize the other party 

                                                 
363 Dawn, Pakistan, China sign Treaty of Friendship: Beijing’s assurance to defend territorial integrity, 

sovereignty, 2005 
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to the pact”364. This was significant because for the first time, Beijing had inked such 

an assurance to Pakistan. 

When Chinese President Hu Jintao visited Islamabad in late 2006, the two countries 

entered into an additional eighteen bilateral pacts, including a free trade agreement. In 

the following year, they signed twenty-seven new accords on issues ranging from trade 

to defence. 

The next year Chinese and Pakistani forces conducted a joint military exercise 

which focused on anti-insurgency tactics and counter-terrorism training. It was 

called the ‘Friendship-drill” . In 2007, Musharraf acted upon Chinese pressures to take 

a decisive operation against Islamists who had kidnapped Chinese workers in 

Islamabad in the Red Mosque.365 

Pakistan’s defence cooperation with China included joint production of F-22P frigates 

with helicopters, K-8 jet trainers, T-85 tanks, F-7 aircraft, small arms, and ammunition. 

In 2006 Pakistan signed a U.S. $ 600 million defence deal with China. In this deal, 

China agreed to build four frigates for the Pakistan Navy, and also to upgrade the 

Karachi dockyard. It also included transfer of technology for indigenous production of 

a modern surface fleet for the Navy. Three out of four frigates were to be be built in 

Shanghai, whereas one would be built at the Karachi dockyard366. In 2007 Pakistan and 

China jointly produced the CAC FC-1 Xiaolong or PAC JF-17 Thunder through 

Chengdu Aircraft Industry Group/Pakistan Aeronautical Complex. Although the first 

prototype had been rolled out in 2003 however; was delayed. The JF 17’s were meant 

to replace the previously existing  Chengdu F-7, Nanchang A-5, and Dassault Mirage 

III/5 aircrafts which were also procured from China during late 1990’s367.Overall under 

Musharraf’s presidency during 2005-2008 Pakistan’s weapons imports from China 

increased from $78 million (2005) to  $ 250 million (2008)368. Musharraf regimes’ 

responses to the restrictive security/strategic space around Pakistan were dominated by 

its active engagement with China despite being a U.S. ally in the war in Afghanistan 

                                                 
364 Xinhua news Agency, “China Pakistan Friendship Treaty”, 2005 
365 China Daily, PRC, “China Pakistan hold joint military drills”, 2010 
366 The Tribune ,“Pak, China finalise defence deal”, , 24 May 2006, at 

http://www.tribuneindia.com/2006/20060524/world.htm#2.  
367 The National Interest, “China’s JF 17 fighter”, 30June 2018 
368 SIPRI Arms Transfers Database, 2008, http://armstrade.sipri.org/armstrade/html/export_values.php 
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Pakistan’s heightened scepticism with regard to U.S. intentions in the region Pakistan 

under Musharraf sought a stouter defence cooperation with China. When President 

Zardari became the President, Pakistan’s co-operation and trajectory towards Iran, 

India and Afghanistan had slightly changed as his foreign policy was dominated by 

attempts to normalise relations with the neighbours. Despite having differences on 

what direction Pakistan must take on areas such as economic normalization with India, 

Iran policy and Afghanistan policy, there was a strong consensus between the military 

and the civilian government on how to engage with China. President Zardari and his 

PM made the most overt and covert visits to China during their time in office outlined 

in Appendix 1.  

The most compelling evidence of the argument that Pakistan’s defence cooperation 

with China increased tremendously during 2008-2013 is that Pakistan bought 55% of 

total weapons that the Chinese defence industry produced. The Director of the SIPRI 

Arms Transfers Programme stated during an interview that ‘China’s rise has been 

driven primarily by large-scale arms acquisitions by Pakistan’369 .Figure 8.3 shows 

Pakistan’s weapon imports from all its supplier370. The trend clearly exhibits Pakistan’s 

growing weapons procurement from China. In an interview with Dr.Ayesha Siddiqa, 

the author of Military Inc, she opined  that because Pakistan’s arms procurement from 

China goes back to the 1960’s when the U.S has placed sanctions however, Pakistan’s 

and U.S mended tensions after 2001  but the trust deficit has always existed371 . China 

does not place any conditions, sanctions or preconditions for support that it offers. For 

Pakistan those are ideal conditions because that enables Pakistan to carry on its 

revisionism without having to worry who will cooperate with them in the absence of 

U.S. support. 

Figure 8.3. TIV of arms exports to Pakistan, 2004-2017, (million $) 

 

                                                 
369 SIPRI, ‘China replaces UK as fifth largest exporter of arms’, https://www.sipri.org/media/press-

release/2013/china-replaces-uk-worlds-fifth-largest-arms-exporter-says-sipri 
370 SIPRI Arms Transfers Database, 2017, http://armstrade.sipri.org/armstrade/html/export_values.php 
371 Interview with Ayesha Siddiqa over Skype, Author of Military Inc 2016, 7th August 2017,  
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Source: SIPRI Arms Transfers Database 2017 

 

 

Aside from arms procurement under the leadership of Gen Kiyani and President 

Zardari Pakistan and China held Friendship 2010 exercises, cooperated on further two 

more civil nuclear plants in Pakistan, and Pakistan even let Chinese engineers examine 

the downed stealth helicopter in the Osama bin Laden Raid.  
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This cooperation continued in the given period. In November 2010, Pakistan procured 

SD-10 mid-range homing missiles for the usage of Pakistan Air force.372 These missiles 

were co-produced by Pakistan and China just like the JF-17 Thunder Aircraft. Pakistan 

air force chief believed that these missiles along with Chinese supplied radar system 

would make the Air defenses of Pakistan impregnable. However, these Air defense 

capabilities of Pakistan failed to detect the stealth helicopters of U.S Navy Seals on 2nd 

May 2011, when they raided Abbottabad to kill Osama Bin Laden. It is also suggested 

that the Pakistani army knew about Bin Laden’s location and was keeping him as an 

asset. In 2011, Pakistan successfully tested its short-range surface-to-surface multi-tube 

ballistic missile, Nasr. However, interestingly the missile launcher used with the Nasr 

resembled the Chinese DF-10 ground-launched cruise missile or A-100 multiple rocket 

launcher. Pakistan has three operational nuclear-capable ballistic missiles: the short-

range Ghaznavi (Hatf-3) and Shaheen-1 (Hatf-4) and the medium-range Ghauri (Hatf-

5). It has at least three other nuclear-capable ballistic missiles under development: the 

medium-range Shaheen-2 (Hatf-6), and the short-range Abdali (Haft-2) and Nasr (Haft-

9) systems. The Ghaznavi (Hatf-3) is believed to be a variant of Chinese M-11 missile, 

which Pakistan acquired in mid-1990s. Shaheen 1 is also a reverse-engineered Chinese 

M-9 missile. Pakistan and China also co-produced Hongdu K-8 Karakorum,K-8, K-8P 

(trainer aircrafts), Shaanxi ZDK-03 Y8F600 (Airborne early warning and control) and 

also unmanned aerial vehicle CASC-CH4373. 

Pakistan also developed two cruise missiles the Babur (Hatf-7) and Ra’ad (Hatf-8). The 

Babur also has semblance to the Chinese DH-10 ground-launched cruise missile.374 

Thus, given that the U.S. military aid and defence cooperation became increasingly 

‘conditional’, the nature of Pakistan’s defence relationship seemed to be transactional 

.On the other hand the consistency in support and increase in joint ventures with China 

benefitted Pakistan.  

                                                 
372  AFP, “Pakistan to Buy Missiles, Flight Systems from China - Pakistan,” Dawn, 2010, 

https://www.dawn.com/news/583076. 
373 Pakistan Army, Gallery, 2017, 

https://www.pakistanarmy.gov.pk/AWPReview/TextContente9db.html?pId=448&rnd=501 
374  Hans M. Kristensen & Robert S. Norris “Pakistan’s nuclear forces”, Bulletin of the Atomic 

Scientists, 67:4, (2017) 91-99  
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Apart from the deteriorating relationship between U.S. and Pakistan after the events 

of 2011, Washington’s economic leverage over Islamabad had significantly reduced 

since 2014, as U.S. military and economic aid  came down to $1.6 billion per annum 

against the average of $2.3 billion per annum between 2002 and 2013, and the funds 

in the coalition support fund also ran dry.375 Under PM Nawaz Sharif, once again the 

rift between the civilian and military leadership failed to affect the state’s China policy 

and the defence agreements/deals made under president Zardari were not only 

honoured but a number of steps were taken to include regional counter-terrorism efforts 

more seriously. Pakistan’s new Chief of Army’s Staff General Raheel Shareef, even 

pushed for a deeper defence cooperation during his trips to China and during his time 

in office made several visits to hold talks with his Chinese counterparts. On top of the 

agenda was the security of the Chinese investment in CPEC. There was surge in India-

Pakistan Border cross-fires in 2016 and the arrest of a commissioned Indian 

intelligence navy officer from Baluchistan, Kulbhushan Jhadav. The army and the 

civilian government repeatedly insisted of Indian and even American opposition to the 

CPEC which was being discussed in the international community due to its economic 

as well as strategic purposes i.e. the possible use of Gwadar port by Chinese navy to 

check Indian and U.S. presence in the Indian Ocean.  

Pakistan’s arms trade with China reached a new high from 2013-2016 and Figure 8.4 

shows a dramatic increase in Pakistan’s reliance on China for defence equipment. 

Such that 35% of China’s total arms exports had gone to Pakistan, which translates to 

a 38% change in its arms trade from 2008-2012 and 2013-2017. 

Pakistan and China also co-produced laser-guided Barq missiles and in a military 

parade which resumed after seven years, in 2015, it displayed all the indigenously 

produced and co-produced (with China) conventional and non-conventional missiles. 

The displays included Shaheen, Ghauri, Babur, Nasr, Ghaznavi weapon systems. The 

tanks included Al-Zarar and Al-Khalid which is co-produced with China based on the 

                                                 
375 The Express Tribune, ‘War on Terror Aid’, 6 September 2017, 
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Chinese design Type 90-II. The parade also displayed the multi-role combat aircrafts 

that it had jointly produced with China, i.e. the JF-17376. 

China has also been helping Pakistan with surface-to-surface missile technology. Also 

under General Raheel Sharif China and Pakistan concluded the sale of eight 

conventional submarines worth $5 billion. This one sale has been the largest single 

arms sale made by China ever. The submarines would be a part of Pakistan’s nuclear 

second strike capability and are to be built by China Shipbuilding Trading Company 

(CSTC) .Also two out of the eight submarines would be assembled at Karachi Shipyard 

& Engineering Works (KSEW)377.  
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Figure. 8.4. Worlds Top 25 Arms Exporter 

 

 

 

Source: SIPRI, Trends in international arms transfers, 2017 

 

The submarines are namely Peoples Liberation Army type 039 and Type 041 Yuan-

class conventional attack submarines, which have been sold under a deal with an 

extension on a long-term low interest rate loan to Pakistan. 378  

As the data shared above during each of the three government reveal an enhanced 

defence cooperation that Pakistan sought with the PLA, it can be derived that Pakistan’s 

                                                 
378 Catherine Wong, China Pakistan Military ties set to get even closer as ‘iron brothers’ eye new 

alliance, South China Morning Post, 2018 
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strong inclination towards China has been driven by its perceptions of the increasingly 

restrictive strategic space in its region as a result of which Pakistan’s military and its 

civilian government actively pursued a more robust defence cooperation. 

China considers separatist/terrorist threat faced in the form of Uighur Militancy in Xinjiang, to 

be a major threat. In August 2011, Xinjiang faced the worst terrorist attacks in the recent times. 

In Kashgar city, 14 civilians were killed by these terrorists. Chinese officials alleged that the 

terrorists, which killed people in Kashghar, were trained in Pakistan. This was very unusual for 

China to directly blame Pakistan on such a critical matter.379  The Chinese foreign ministry has 

,on multiple occasions, stressed on the crack down of the three evil forces , i.e. terrorism, 

separatism and extremism.In aftermath of the attack, China asked Pakistan to eliminate the 

East Turkestan Islamic Movement (ETIM) terrorists who were allegedly using Pakistan’s 

territory to attack China. Pakistan swiftly responded on the request of China and carried 

out operations against alleged camps of ETIM in Pakistan’s FATA territory.  It has 

been claimed that China’s crackdown in Xinjiang had forced the most militant Uyghur 

separatists into Pakistan, where they forged strategic alliances with al-Qaeda and the 

Taliban380. A Pakistani North Waziristan-based journalist had reported that that ETIM 

had collaborated with the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan in Pakistan’s tribal areas. 

However, due to frequent US drone attacks in the region and Pakistan military’s 

operation the ETIM network gained support from the Tehrik-e-Taliban  Pakistan which 

helped it to carry out kidnapping and attacks on Chinese citizens in Pakistan. In 

September 2015, Pakistan’s President, Mamnoon Hussain, claimed that nearly all 

ETIM militants in Pakistan have been eliminated. He told his Chinese hosts that ETIM 

threat has been dealt with and it no longer poses a threat to China.381 The operation also 

assuaged some of Beijing’s concerns about the willingness of the Pakistani army to 

take serious action against Uighur safe havens, which had increasingly become a bone 

of contention between the two sides, albeit rarely in public. Pakistan and China both have 

had insurgency problems and terrorist outfits operating inside their borders. Having realized 

                                                 
379 Michael Wines, “China Blames Foreign-Trained Separatists for Attacks in Xinjiang,” The Newyork 
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the need to deal with the problem through mutual cooperation,  Both countries want to share 

their resources to combat terrorism and that also includes intelligence sharing. In June 2016, 

Pakistan’s Interior Minister, Chaudhry Nisar Ali Khan, said that Pakistan and China need to 

improve intelligence sharing cooperation to fight terrorism and extremism.382 One area where 

both countries share intelligence regularly is Uighur Militancy in Xinjiang. Pakistan carried 

out targeted operations against ETIM after Chinese provided intelligence to Pakistan. China 

has even set up a national intelligence center to deal with Uighur militancy.383 China shares the 

intelligence collected from this center in Pakistan about any presence of ETIM in Pakistan. 

This intelligence cooperation is likely to continue as long as Uighur threat looms for China..  

Furthermore, both countries also cooperate and share intelligence on Afghanistan matters. 

China entered the Afghanistan arena to ensure a sustainable environment for its own growth. 

At the same time, China urged Afghanistan and Pakistan to share intelligence to deal with 

terrorist threats. China believes that Afghanistan issue can only be resolved if Pakistan and 

Afghanistan negotiate with one another.384 

There has been an upsurge in show of unity in the recent years. Aside from defense and 

intelligence cooperation Pakistan and China have done joint border patrols in Ladakh, and for 

the first time in history, Chinese military participated in Pakistan’s military / defense parade in 

2017. This symbolic gesture was to show the region that the militaries of Pakistan and China 

are undeterred in their support for one another. This is important because in the same year 

Indian and Chinese forces had a stand –off in Bhutan as both accused the other of 

trespassing.385This four week stand off was a reminder that even though diplomatic and 

economic relations between China and India have expanded, there are unresolved issues 

between them which makes Pakistan an important partner in the region. 

 

Conclusion 
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This chapter explains how four key developments in Pakistan’s security environment 

from 2005 onwards help analyse Pakistan’s policy choices towards China. China has 

become Pakistan’s biggest and most reliable trade partner in conventional weapons, as 

well as the only country to assist Pakistan in non-conventional/nuclear development.  

has helped it set in motion a less-US dominated policy. The chapter also finds that 

Pakistan’s military alignment reflects preference towards China at a domestic and 

national level due to China’s utility as an internal and external balancer against India 

in the region and Pakistan’s civil and military elite accepts and appreciates it as an 

emerging global power Furthermore, this chapter demonstrates Pakistan’s reduced 

dependence on the US in military assistance by aligning more closely to China, which 

provides an alternative for conventional and non-conventional defence capabilities. 

China has also increased Pakistan’s self-sufficiency via cooperation and technology 

transfer while helping Pakistan diversity its supplier portfolio. 

This chapter also finds that Pakistan’s core interests in aligning with China remain to 

be security oriented. It was also found that China accepts Pakistan’s nuclear status by 

cooperating with it on various fronts; the US has only tolerated Pakistan’s nuclear 

status due to its own strategic interests in Afghanistan. Pakistan perceives a greater role 

of China in the South Asian region, and views itself vital to China’s interests in the 

region by strengthening its alignment towards China. Lastly this chapter also finds that 

there are material and ideational dynamics in Pakistan’s foreign policy-making. 

It is interesting to note that in each of the three governments the three key 

The Chinese made little to no demands of Islamabad aside from cooperation in 

counter-terrorism   

The inter-related beliefs, assumptions and norms have in time and time again 

manifested during public and private meetings between high-level officials from 

Pakistan and China386.  Therefore, the army’s preference to present China as a “time-

tested”, “all-weather”, “reliable”, “iron-brother” has been deeply embedded concepts 

and notions. These repetitive public terms used by Pakistani leaders (also reciprocated 

                                                 
386 The Nation, Pak-China friendship is higher than mountains, deeper than ocean and sweeter than 
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by the Chinese side) have persisted since the early 1960’s as Chapter 5 notes. Similar 

trend has been adopted by the Pakistani state to construct this as a national strategic 

culture over time. Such that despite the media has been privatized in Pakistan in 2001, 

China’s depiction in the media has remained positive. Before the privatization the 

conscious positive depiction of China became the norm and to deviate even decades 

later for any private channel is met with criticism and public outrage. Strategic culture 

can place severe constraints on the ability of the elites to undertake strategic 

adjustments to systemic changes387 

The deeply-imbedded features of Pakistan’s strategic culture and its’ perceptions and 

shared thoughts which explain its behaviour towards China are linked. At the core of 

Pakistan’s strategic culture is the idea that (a) India is a hegemon and must be resisted 

(b) Pakistan is an insecure and incomplete state.  China has become a significant part 

of the strategies which operationalize these beliefs; also, China is also a major part of 

the toolkit which helps Pakistan manages its perceived threats vis-à-vis India. As 

demonstrated in this Chapter, China’s will and its ability reinforces the state narrative 

of Pakistan which views the historic animosity between China and India to still be 

relevant in the post Cold War timeline because it serves Pakistan’s interests. Such 

thinking brings one to the think that Pakistan’s external outlook is in zero-sum terms 

where as China and India have explored other common areas of cooperation such as 

trade and international diplomacy via BRICS and SCO due to India’s own growth. 

As this study adopts Alastair Iain Johnston’s definition of strategic culture which itself 

is based on on the works of Clifford Geertz . Johnston described strategic culture as 

“an integrated system of symbols (e.g., argumentation structures, languages, analogies, 

metaphors) which acts to establish pervasive and long-lasting strategic preferences by 

formulating concepts of the role and efficacy of military force in interstate political 

affairs, and by clothing these conceptions with such an aura of factuality that the 

strategic preferences seem uniquely realistic and efficacious”388. It has been established 

in Chapter 4 how and why Pakistan army’s role is dominant in Pakistan’s foreign policy 

preferences due to a number of internal and external circumstances. To take apart 
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aspects of Johnston’s definition and blend it with Pakistan’s perceptions and behaviour 

towards China, let us first explore the “argumentation structures, languages, analogies, 

metaphors”. The inter-related beliefs, assumptions and norms have in time and time 

again manifested during public and private meetings between high-level officials from 

Pakistan and China389.  

The army’s preference to present China as a “time-tested”, “all-weather”, “reliable”, 

“iron-brother” has been deeply embedded concepts and notions and has not changed 

even during civilian rules, but rather have been reinforced. These repetitive public 

terms used by Pakistani leaders (also reciprocated by the Chinese side) have persisted 

since the early 1960’s as Chapter 5 notes in detail the roots of this alignment policy. 

Similar trend has been adopted by the Pakistani state to construct this as the “national 

strategic culture” over time. Such that despite the media has been privatized in Pakistan 

in 2001, China’s depiction in the media has remained positive. Before the privatization 

the conscious positive depiction of China became the norm and to deviate even decades 

later for any private TV channel is met with criticism and public outrage. Strategic 

culture can place severe constraints on the ability of the elites to undertake strategic 

adjustments to systemic changes390.And to criticize China is to consider Pakistan’s only 

true ‘friend’. The four key elements of Pakistan’s strategic culture remain unchanged 

and therefore policy decisions towards China are influenced by Pakistan’s relations 

with India, Afghanistan and U.S. One should expect to see a gradual change if anytime 

in the future Pakistan is to revise its policy towards Afghanistan and India. Prior to 

2011 Osama Bin Laden raid the strategic dialogue between the U.S. and Pakistan was 

not as poor as it got in the aftermath. Pakistan’s interests and priorities do not always 

fall in line with the demands the US makes of it and by exploring other sources of 

material and non-material support Pakistan has attempted to regain some independence 

from what the US requires of its behaviour in the region.  
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The analysis in the chapter reveals a preference in Pakistan’s military institutions with 

its Chinese counterparts with respect to conventional arms and also non-conventional 

arms(as was explored in Chapter 6) for a closer engagement and alignment towards 

China in the period under study. Although, Pakistan’s itself continues to remain 

relatively bound to the regional geopolitical dynamics it perceives China to be a global 

military power which can support Pakistan irrespective of other international pressures. 

Pakistan is a significant security actor in the South Asian region although its actions 

may sometimes have global consequences. Pakistan views itself as the only balancer 

against India’s dominance in the South Asian region and its relationship with 

Afghanistan and India has been confrontational. With Iran, it has limited trade and 

minor border disturbances due to Baloch insurgent groups, and smuggling has created 

some friction in the past and continue to do so.  In the period 2005-06 General 

Musharraf who was a staunch US ally in the War against Terror in Afghanistan and he 

was simultaneously trying to retain some level of influence in Afghanistan due to 

uncertainty with regard to US commitment to the region. 

Pakistan’s closer defence relationship with China was not only part of its revisionist 

vision nor was it merely driven by the systemic variables, this chapter finds that it was 

driven by the interplay between systemic pressures and intervening elite ideas. They 

were also permitted by a restrictive environment in which Pakistan was under immense 

international pressures to reverse its previous Afghan policy. In the public eye Pakistan 

adopted a complete opposite direction which resulted in deterioration of internal 

security environment to the point where military operations had to be conducted to 

clear entire cities where the radical extremists had challenged the state control. 

So not only was Pakistan improving its defence capabilities with regard to the 

perceived threat from India, its army had to equip itself to fight the insurgency. On 

multiple occasions Pakistan’s relationship with the U.S. resulted in withheld military 

aid (e.g. In 2010 after Swat military operation). As events listed above in this chapter 

and in Chapter 6 Pakistan’s perceptions of its region and lack of consistent support 

from U.S. and NATO members compelled it to find alternatives and forge a deeper 

defence connection with China. Where as the conventional and non-conventional 
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military power of the Indian army grew due to a number of partners such as Russia, 

Israel and U.S., Pakistan actively procured arms from China. 
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Chapter 9 : Social and Cultural relations between Pakistan and 

China 2005 onwards 

 

 Pakistan is a South Asian country and China is from East Asian region. However, 

difference in culture, customs and most visibly language are just some of the many 

barriers responsible  for lack of communities’ interaction and cultural exchange 

between Pakistan and China for decades. In the report of Pakistan’s National Assembly 

Committee on Foreign Affairs of  2013-2014, it was noted that “While Pakistan-

China’s political, economic and defence ties are on the right track, cultural and social 

ties need more work”391. Beyond these obvious differences in language, religion and 

history, the Pakistani and Chinese people have little in common even when it comes to 

cuisine, attire, social behaviour/expressions and even down to table manners. For 

Pakistani population, be it students, professionals, entrepreneurs or even labour China 

has not been a priority destination due to the aforementioned difficulties. Furthermore, 

Pakistani’s who wish to travel or migrate abroad more often than not do so to attain 

foreign nationality due to the low ranking of the Pakistani passport and due to the lack 

of employment in the country392. As of 2018, Pakistani passport ranks as the 4th worst 

passports in the world for international travel. 

Although Pakistan and China’s relations have been cordial for many decades, effective 

socio-cultural cooperation started between both countries in the Mid 2000s. It was 

during this period that the visa rules were released for the citizens of both countries. 

As a result, the number of Pakistanis in China increased. Most of the Pakistani 

expatriates in China are students and businessmen who live in China. There are almost 

19,000 Pakistani students in China who are studying mainly on scholarships, as 

unofficial reports by Pakistani state officials reveal. The numbers of Pakistani students 

in China increased after China made it easier for Pakistani students to get admission in 

Chinese universities. In general, China has opened up its institutes for students from 

                                                 
391 National Assembly of Pakistan, Report of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Den2013-June 2014  
392 The Express Tribune, “Pakistani passport ranked fourth worst for international travel, 4-3-2018,  
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OBOR countries and over 200,000 students from 64 OBOR countries are studying in 

China.393 A total of nine Universities in China are teaching Urdu courses”394 as of 

2016. 

Also, Pakistanis are the fourth largest international community of students in China. 

The presence of Pakistani students in large number in China has paved the way for 

social and cultural cooperation. Interviewing one of such students the student revealed 

how “when the locals find out that I am a Pakistani, they appear  friendlier”395   These 

students learn Chinese culture and social practices and bring the same with them when 

they return home. This results in spreading Chinese culture to Pakistan and creating 

more acceptability for it despite major differences between the two cultures. 

In 2015 China opened its largest overseas Embassy in Pakistan.  

Likewise, there are many Chinese expatriates working and living in Pakistan. Although 

the CPEC is still in its initial phase many people are capitalizing on the fact the there 

are now almost 80,000 Chinese living in Pakistan396, most of whom arrived in 2016 

and 2017, and extended their visit visas. In 2017, a Chinese grocery store chain Ni-Hau 

Cash and Carry opened stores on Islamabad ,Karachi and Lahore .The author visited 

the store and spoke to the people running it. The manager told the author that the 

Chinese market is very saturated and so more and more Chinese people are seeking 

opportunities not too far from home397.These citizens of China are mainly involved in 

working on Chinese projects in Pakistan. At the same time, there are Chinese traders 

and language teachers that have arrived in the aftermath of the CPEC announcements. 

Although language institutes have for many years taught Chinese in their private 

institutes but an increased Chinese citizens presence in Pakistan resulted in the need 

for Chinese language interpreters. Therefore, Pakistani citizens in large number started 

learning the Mandarin language.  

                                                 
393  APP, “19,000 Pakistani Students Studying in Chinese Universities,” Dawn, 2017, 

https://www.dawn.com/news/1317973/. 
394 Interview with Pakistan’s’ Ambassador Masood Khalid  to PRC, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bBsw8HxQLEg: 15:48  
395 Authors Interview with Shahzaib Hassan, a Chinese Language student studying in Shenzen 
396 Express Tribune, “Thousands of Chinese arriving in Pakistan”, 28 August 2017, 

https://tribune.com.pk/story/1492806/braving-security-fears-chinese-seek-silk-road-riches-pakistan/ 
397 Interview with Mr.Wong Yi, 5th April 2018, Islamabad 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bBsw8HxQLEg
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In order to facilitate learning of Mandarin Language and promotion of the Chinese 

culture, four Confucius centers have been established in Pakistan over the years. First 

Confucius center was established in Islamabad in the year 2005 in National University 

of Modern Languages (NUML). The second Institute was established in the University 

of Karachi in 2014, third was established in the University of Faisalabad in 2015. In 

the same year, the fourth Confucius Institute in Pakistan was established in the 

University of Punjab, Lahore in 2015. Confucius Institute based in Islamabad is most 

active among all the four institutes in Pakistan and upon the authors visit to the center 

it was found that Chinese calligraphy, language , cooking and martial arts classes is 

what they offer.  

On the 65th Pak-China Friendship anniversary, a three day Confucius Film Festival 

was also held where the Chinese Ambassador was called as the chief guest . Pakistan 

film industry also started casting Chinese actors in their movies. Chalay they Sath stars 

Kent S.Leung  and in 2017 Chinese and Pakistani producers began co-producing a 

movie whose plot revolves around Chinese businessmen who travel to Pakistan to work 

on the China Pakistan Economic Corridor398. Pakistan commercials are also joining in 

the hype and hiring Chinese actors to send positive messages about Chinese people. 

In the backdrop of the rising demand to learn Mandarin, the old Chinese language 

department of Pakistan’s National University of Modern Languages (NUML) was 

renamed as Confucius Institute, Islamabad. This department started teaching Mandarin 

in 1970 when it only had 13 students in its first batch.  

In 2016, there were 460 students in just one batch learning Chinese language. This 

center is not only imparting Chinese language but also promoting Chinese culture in 

Pakistan. Students of this center celebrate China’s cultural days however it must be 

noted that promoting atheism has not been on the agenda of the center, or any other 

Confucius center for that matter. This center broadcasts Chinese language transmission 

                                                 
398 Daily Pakistan, “China Pakistan to co-produce a movie on CPEC” , 

https://en.dailypakistan.com.pk/lifestyle/the-journey-pakistan-china-to-jointly-produce-feature-film-

on-trade-cooperation/ 
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on local FM radio stations of Pakistan. The activities of this center are paving the way 

for further cultural cooperation between Pakistan and China.399 

Apart from the Confucius Center, there are a lot of small institutes all over the country 

which teach functional Chinese language. There is an economic reason to learn 

Mandarin for Pakistanis now. CPEC is bringing in Chinese funds and development 

projects in Pakistan. It’s expected that when CPEC projects mature and full-scale 

economic activity is generated then a lot of Chinese companies will start business 

operations in Pakistan. These companies would require manpower and the Mandarin 

language will be considered an edge for employability. Therefore, students in Pakistan 

are learning Mandarin for a better economic future. Moreover, programs have been 

started by the government of Pakistan and its provinces to send selected students to 

China for learning Mandarin on government expenses. The students upon their return 

will be required to work in Pakistan for a fixed number of years. The need for Pakistanis 

to learn the Chinese language is arguably the most effective means of socio-cultural 

promotion between both countries. 

The inception of CPEC made the Pakistani media important for the Chinese 

government. CPEC began target of criticism since the day one on media and therefore 

Chinese officials thought of a plan to cultivate influence in Pakistani media. From 2014 

onwards, the Chinese government started a series of sponsored visits of Pakistani 

journalists. These visits normally comprised two weeks of visits. Groups of journalists 

belonging to a specific city were invited to China at the expense of the Chinese 

government. In China, these journalists were taken to different cities of China on 

exposure visits. They were shown different aspects of Chinese culture and provided the 

opportunity to meet with leaders of the Chinese government. In some cases, Pakistani 

journalist was also allowed to visit Chinese newspapers and other media organizations. 

As a result, hundreds of Pakistani journalists went to China. They not only enjoyed 

their trip for recreational reasons but were also impressed by the development in China. 

Furthermore, the School of Journalism and Communication at Renmin, University of 

China accepts 5 Pakistani young journalists every year and train them in journalism. 

                                                 
399 Umar Bacha, “More Students in Pakistan Are Learning Chinese Today than Ever Before,” Dawn, 

2017, https://www.dawn.com/news/1333509. 
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These journalists not only improve their professional capacity but also build contacts 

with their Chinese counterparts which improve the understanding of the latter about 

Pakistani issues.400 As a result, the journalists took away positive things about China 

from their visit back home. Upon their return, they wrote articles praising China and 

even defending it over the alleged persecution of Uighurs.401 One journalist recounts 

he was surprised at to why “the Chinese people respect Pakistani’s so much”402.Since, 

journalists are influential and people follow them, therefore by influencing the 

journalists, the Chinese are able to spread their positive and soft image in Pakistan. 

This plays a significant role in promoting cultural relations between both countries. 

Moreover, there is no enmity in Pakistan towards Chinese, unlike Americans. 

Pakistanis perceive Chinese as friends and do not oppose them or anything associated 

with them. Therefore, all efforts made to promote Chinese language and  cultures in 

Pakistan do not meet any opposition. Although China has no problem with Pakistani 

culture, it’s the Chinese culture which is dominant in the cultural relations of both 

countries. The Chinese cultural onslaught in Pakistan can have some negative impacts 

as well. It can affect the local cultures in smaller provinces of Pakistan. In that case, 

opposition to Chinese culture will likely to emerge, most important due to religious 

undertone of the Pakistani culture where cuisine and general social practices are very 

different from one another. However, that will not have any major ramifications for 

state-level relations between Pakistan and China. 

In 2018, a Executive Programme of Cultural Agreement was signed between the two 

governments which was based on President Xi’s stress upon cultural exchanges as the 

fourth component of the BRI in the 19th Congress of the China Communist Party 

(CPC). Under this plan photography exhibitions, cultural scholarships, archaeological 

training, and establishment of Pak-China National Cultural Centre, Cultural Film 

Academy and Pak-China Cultural Sister College and University was agreed upon403. 

                                                 
400 Yuan Zhou and Zhang Zhihao, “China Boosts Soft Power by Training Foreign Journalists,” China 

Daily, 2016, http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2016-10/17/content_27077588.htm. 
401 Waseem Abbasi, “Inside out: My Visit to China’s Muslim Majority Xinjiang Province,” Geo TV, 

2017, https://www.geo.tv/latest/167939-inside-out-my-visit-to-chinas-xinjiang-province. 
402 Hilal, Pakistan Army Magazine, “Pakistan China Friendship”, 2017 
403 Express tribune, “Pakistan China sign executive cultural agreement”, 

https://tribune.com.pk/story/1627670/1-pakistan-china-sign-executive-programme-cultural-agreement/ 
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Pakistan’s cultural engagement with China has increased but has been a very gradual 

process. The hype surround the CPEC has increased the number of people travelling 

from and to China but there is a clear difference in who is travelling to China and who 

is travelling to Pakistan from China. Most of the traffic from Pakistan to China makes 

up students and traders, where as much of the people travelling from China are the 

engineers, contractors and people associated with the work related to CPEC along with 

their families, with a very small amount of tourists who are heading to Pakistan. The 

Pakistan government has to ensure the security of the Chinese tourists travelling to 

Pakistan as previously Chinese citizens have been targeted in sensitive areas such as 

Baluchistan. This chapter shows that although there is increased communication 

between the peoples of both countries there still are significant headways to be made 

for the people to understand each others cultures.  
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Chapter 10: One Belt One Road and the China Pakistan 

Economic Corridor 
 

 

This chapter provides a brief introduction to the China Pakistan Economic Corridor  

(CPEC) which is a project under the Belt and Road initiative. The purpose of this 

chapter is to bring together the external economic and strategic considerations which 

compelled Pakistan to welcome the CPEC project. This chapter will discuss how the 

CPEC project also reflects Pakistan’s preferential treatment of China. 

This chapter argues that Pakistan’s early enthusiasm and readiness to take on the One 

Belt One Road (OBOR) project is driven by Pakistan’s aims to expand its’ cooperation 

with China. 

The purpose of this chapter is not to describe what the OBOR or the CPEC comprises 

of but to analyse what drives Pakistan’s enthusiasm of accepting Chinese proposals and 

to reveal how Pakistan aims to use this newly found priority and significance in Chinese 

foreign policy to limit reliance on U.S. and to avoid regional/international isolation.  

 

Geopolitics of energy security in Asia-pacific 

 

Asia’s role in global order has fundamentally changed. During the Cold War Asia was 

largely a price taker in other words the security and economic dynamics in Asia were 

largely reflective of the broader global dynamics within the Cold War. Whereas now 

the security and the economic dynamics in Asia are going to constitute and really drive 

broader global dynamics .Now the us-china relationship is the most obvious 

manifestation of that  but it's more than that it's its china-japan relations it is the China-

India , India-Russia and Russia-China relations too. A degree to which economic 

interdependence in Asia will either accentuate or ameliorate security competition in the 

region and when it comes to China. While it's commonly argued and it's accurate to 

say that the size of the Chinese economy generates political influence for China.   It is 

insufficient to just assume that China's influence is going to exponentially grow in the 

Asia Pacific . Chinese influence is not properly assessed because sure China is a huge 
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economy the economy is growing its linkages with other countries in the region are 

growing but at the same time as the Chinese economy rebalances from investment in 

exports it is the the consumption and services that's going to fundamentally change its 

trade relations with countries on its periphery. 

It may well be that the countries that had benefitted from this setting in the past won’t 

be benefitting anymore. Some of its manufacturing countries like Thailand and 

Malaysia that have been part of supply chains whether its auto parts or electronics are 

no longer going to benefit from those activities as the Chinese government thinks about 

deploying economic coercion against countries like Bangladesh, Philippines or Taiwan 

 Most recently Sri Lanka  and  South Korea have seen that economic linkages serve 

diplomatic purposes. Such practices are capable of affecting political linkages also. Not 

knowing what their responses would be, China has reached out to countries such as 

Pakistan, where the U.S. influence is creating a vacuum. 

At the same time as Xi Jinping begins to deploy the PLA much more actively well 

beyond the first island chain to the second island chain. As China takes, a much more 

active role in regional diplomacy the South China Sea land reclamation is probably the 

most obvious example as China tries to revise some of the rules of the regional 

economic order through AIIB and the OBOR. In other words countries in the region 

have plenty of reasons to be concerned about the rise of China so this notion that 

Chinese influence will come to dominate the region is not the complete story.  

It is important to look at both sides of the balance sheet because as China rises its 

economic presence and its security behaviour is also going to alter the calculations of 

countries in the region to make them anxious. This already is and will continue to make 

them seek alternatives and to diversify their security partners and trading partners. 

China is beginning to use its economic influence to influence its foreign policy. The 

idea of aid / loans with strings, in Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Myanmar and of course, the 

African continent and countries where OBOR projects are lending huge sums are 

examples of such behaviour.  

Although South China Sea dispute is going to dominate the agenda in Asia. In south 

Asia, India Afghanistan, Iran and Pakistan are also key states fo the future of energy 

and trade developments. Iran, Pakistan’s southern neighbour, started its own economic 
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cooperation with India. Pakistan and China launched Gwadar Port as an entry point to 

Central Asia from the Arabian Sea, and Iran provided India with the same access via 

its Chabahar Port. Gwadar is located at a distance of less than 100 Km from Chabahar  

Port; both of these are part of the larger Makran coast which once used to be the part 

of Baloch state during the 18th century. India invested $100 Million to upgrade the 

Chabahar port of Iran, so that it can be used by India to transport goods to Afghanistan 

and other central Asian countries404 Apart from that using the Chabahar port, India can 

import Gas from Iran for its industries. Chabahar has provided India with an effective 

option to bypass Pakistan if it wants to transport goods to Afghanistan.405 Pakistan does 

not like the Iranian cooperation with India because it has not only reduced the strategic 

importance of Pakistan but also provided India a safe passage to carry out trade 

activities near Pakistan’s borders.406  

Pakistan also believes that India’s investments in Iran are not just for economic 

purposes. Pakistan alleges that India is using Iranian soil to sponsor sabotage activities 

in Pakistan. In fact, Pakistan has directly blamed India for sponsoring Baloch 

separatists through the Iranian territory. In March 2016, Pakistan claimed to arrest 

Kulbushan Jadav, an Indian spy who had allegedly traveled from Iran to Baluchistan.407 

Pakistan does not feel secure by India’s growing influence in Iran and used it as a 

pretext to get closer to China. Pakistan needs China and its funding to counter India’s 

growing influence in Iran. 

Thus, energy, security and trade are three areas intertwined in the South Asian region 

and one can not be seen in isolation from the other. 
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Pakistan and the One Belt One Road 

The key developments in the military and economic spheres since 2005 have 

collectively driven Pakistan to accept the Chinese soft loans for infrastructural 

development project. However, the idea was conceived back in the 1990s, in 1999 there 

was an idea to connect the western Chinese province to ports in Pakistan’s south. 

Gwadar port was built in the mid-2000s with the financial help of the Chinese ,and 

many of the MoUs were signed after 2010. 

OBOR which is also called Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) is the brainchild of Chinese 

President Xi Jinping. In September 2013, President Xi announced an economic belt 

stretching from China to Europe while on a trip to Kazakhstan. The key agreements of 

projects to be included in the China Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) was signed 

in 2013, under Zardari regime. 

This raw idea announced by President Xi was given a formal shape in March 2015 

when the National Development and Reform Commission (NDRC) of China launched 

the vision of OBOR for the first time. The document released by NRDC defined the 

framework and parameters of OBOR in detail for the first time. OBOR primarily 

consists of two components: Silk Road Economic Belt (the Belt) and 21st Century 

Maritime Silk Road (the Road). The Belt consists of road networks which connect 

China with Europe via central Asia and West Asia Whereas the Road comprises of sea 

routes connecting the southern coast of China with the Asia Pacific and the Indian 

Ocean.408 Both components of OBOR together provide a connectivity network which 

will be used for trade and the route will also be economically uplifted. In 2017, it was 

even added to the CCP’s constitution, which added yet more pressure to succeed. 

 

Chinese President Xi Jinping visited Pakistan in April 2015. 51 agreements were signed 

with his Pakistani counterpart, PM Nawaz Sharif. Initially, the value of CPEC was 

                                                 
408 Tom Phillips, “The $900bn Question: What Is the Belt and Road Initiative?,” The Guardian, 2017, 
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announced to be $46 billion which has reached upto $64 billion three years later as the 

figure keeps increasing every year.409  

CPEC projects were divided into three categories which are short-term projects, 

medium term, and long-term projects.  It was decided that short term projects would 

be completed by 2020, medium term by 2025 and long-term by 2030.410 It is important 

to note that Pakistan’s energy mix is 64% thermal (imported furnace oil and Regasified 

Liquefied Natural Gas (RLNG), 30% hydro and 6% nuclear411.Pakistan has been facing 

energy shoratges of upto 4000 MW annually, partly due to circular debt and partly due 

to inability to import more furnace oil or to build dams. Out of the initial $ 46 billion 

figure, $ 35 billion was for energy generation and electricity distribution networks. 

However, policymaking communities in New Delhi and Washington exaggerate the 

strategic component of CPEC and as a result the elements in Pakistani security 

community too has joined that line of thinking.  

In order to keep track of CPEC projects in Pakistan, a 15-member parliamentary 

committee on CPEC was formed in 2015. Senator, Mushahid Hussain, was selected as 

the chairman of this committee. Both houses of the Parliament of Pakistan were given 

representation in this committee, however the decision to accept CPEC agreements had 

never been debated in the parliament.412 This committee published a report detailing 

its progress during the period 2015 to 2017 but failed to make the most basic financing 

details public for debate or to raise a debate in the parliament on the agreements that 

took place.  

CPEC comprises four components: Gwadar port, energy projects, infrastructure 

projects and Special Economic Zones (SEZs). As per the CPEC agreements, 37 SEZs 

are to be established all over Pakistan to boost industrialization in the country. In the 

first phase, 9 SEZs were planned to be evenly distributed among all provinces and 

                                                 
409  Irfan Haider, “Details of Agreements Signed during Xi’s Visit to Pakistan,” Dawn, 2015, 
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federal territories of Pakistan. 413  SEZs are very important for the economic 

development of a country like Pakistan, because they  can be used to pace up the 

process of industrialization which has been very slow in the last 70 years. However, a 

study of SEZs shows that there are already plenty of industrial estates in Pakistan. 

There are 26 industrial estates in Punjab ,30 in Sindh, 12 in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and 

12 in Baluchistan. However, all of these industrial estates are not functional. It has been 

proposed by the study that the industrial estates, which were established in remote areas 

where basic amenities were missing, failed to achieve their goals.414  

Support for the CPEC and Chinese investment in 

Pakistan is s unanimous. However, the project has been highly politicized by  political 

parties and provincial governments The division is due to complains of unequal 

distribution and control of the developmental projects . The military is providing full 

support in spirit and in material. 

. 

Different projects under CPEC are spanned across fifteen years, as the 

program scheduled for completion in 2030; however some ‘early harvest projects’ , 

have completed and are operational. Maps of the railway an highway networks are 

provided in Appendix 2 and Appendix 3. 

Now, to understand why Pakistan chose to welcome this Chinese ‘mega-project’ as it 

is referred to as, let us explore its external as well as internal reasons. Hence, with the 

intent to avoid repetition of the key developments that Pakistan responded to by 

welcoming the CPEC are listed below.  
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Table 10.1. Independent Variable: External Developments 

 

Independent Variable for Pakistan’s 

OBOR Responses 

Military and 

Strategic 

Developments 

2005 onwards 

Economic 

Diplomacy and 

Trade 

Developments 

2005 onwards 

U.S. Strategic 

Partnership with 

India 2005-

onwards 

China’s Economic 

Growth and 

Economic 

Diplomacy 2005-

onwards 

Growth in China’s 

defence industry 

India’s Economic 

Rise 2005-onwards 

Growth in India’s 

Military Power 

2005-onwards 

External Loans, 

Foreign Direct 

Investment, 

Aid/Assistance 

U.S. Reorientation 

in Asia 2005-

onwards 

 

  

 

Source: Authors Own 

 

This table provides the structural changes, which Pakistan was faced with and provides 

context of its external environment in which it has to choose whether to become a part 

of OBOR or not. Pakistan’s relative position in the region and as a U.S. ally had 
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significantly reduced during this period. Unable to manage the increasing external 

criticisms and unstable internal  

Pakistan’s reliance on China for diplomatic, economic and military support has risen 

in the past decade which the civilian and military leadership in Pakistan had enjoyed a 

rare consensus about China. As chapter 7 and chapter 8 reveal that as the external 

environment became more restrictive for Pakistan and its’ relationship with the U.S 

deteriorated Pakistan actively, especially its military pushed a closer interaction with 

China due to China’s rise in power and due to its’ positive perceptions of China’s rise. 

To depart from this pro-China policy was very tough for the civilian leaders to do and 

neither did they have any reasons to pursue a different course. Although Pakistan’s 

decisions to welcome and accept the CPEC proposals by Xi Jinping’s government, the 

Pakistan’s domestic requirements for infrastructural and development can not be 

ignored. This chapter does not highlight the independent variables (key external 

developments) for Pakistan’s positive responses to the OBOR, for the sole reason that 

strategic and economic systemic power changes collectively explain Pakistan’s 

decision to welcome the Chinese proposal of CPEC. 

Although the CPEC is an energy and economic project, there are speculations of 

strategic elements attached to it. 

Energy situation in Pakistan has been poor but gotten even worse in the past 7-8 years. 

A look into Pakistan’s energy shortages would reveal the domestic compulsions of 

finding solutions to the energy crises. Chart 10.1 shows historical demand and supply 

of energy, which highlights the dire need for electricity.  
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 Chart 10.1 Historical Demand Supply Situation 

 

 

 

 

Source: State of Industry Reports, National Electric Power Regulatory Authority, 

http://www.nepra.org.pk/industryreports.htm 

 

Over the last decade, Pakistan has grappled with one of the worst energy crises. The 

situation is summed up in the chart above which shows demand outstripping generation 

capacity of the country. As a result, deficit has soared, resulting is crippling a load-

shedding schedule in the country. According to estimates, the power shortfall had cost 

the economy as much as 4% of its GDP415. There are two major reasons for the dismal 

state of affairs. Firstly, Pakistan failed to add major generation capacity to the national 

grid. Hydro accounts for a substantial portion of Pakistan’s generation capacity, while 

the last major hydro dam, namely Tarbella, came online 40 years ago. Secondly, 

transmission infrastructure inefficiencies and rampant corruption have resulted in low 

actual power generation numbers. A manifestation of the second factor is the 

emergence of “circular debt”, a term coined for the debt accumulated among national 

distribution companies, energy consumers, and producers etc. This debt had reached 

                                                 
415 Michael Kugelman, “Pakistan’s Energy Crisis From Conundrum to Catastrophe”, 13th March 2013, 

http://www.nbr.org/downloads/pdfs/eta/Kugelman_commentary_03132013.pdf 
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Rs503 billion when Nawaz Sharif came into power in 2013416. There was intense 

political pressure to solve the crisis as factories closed down and residential consumers 

even started to face power outages of more than 12 hours a day during summers417.  

Such pressures do suggested that there was a dire need for investment in Pakistan’s 

domestic energy needs and thus they did intervene in the way Pakistan responded to 

the Chinese loan offers for energy projects. 

Post 2015 Developments of CPEC  

There are currently 58 scheduled CPEC projects in various sectors in Pakistan 

including energy, mining and infrastructure. Apart from these, special economic zones 

(SEZs) and social development projects are also underway. All of the SEZs are 

currently under feasibility study stage. The fastest development has been witnessed at 

the energy front where 35% of the projects have been completed so far with the 

remaining under different stages of progress. This is not a surprise since Pakistan was 

at the start of the CPEC suffering from crippling power shortage. A total of just above 

3,000MW installed capacity has been added to the national grid as of yet. Two 

infrastructure projects within the western route have been completed (Orange Line in 

Lahore is expected to come online within the year 2018). Special attention is being paid 

to Gwadar where a total of 12 projects are currently underway, ranging from an airport, 

expressway and related infrastructure projects.  

Table 10.2 shows the total energy projects that had started in 2015 and have been 

completed and are in operation as of August 2018. Table 10.3 shows the portions of 

highways that have been completed. The completed infrastructural projects have been 

shown on the map in Appendix 2. 

                                                 
416 Dawn News, “Govt Clears 480bn Circular Debt”, 23rd July 2013, 

https://www.dawn.com/news/1031180 
417 Express Tribune, “Increased Load-Shedding Upsets Citizens Across Pakistan”, 

24th May 2013, https://tribune.com.pk/story/553841/increased-load-shedding-upsets-
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Table 10.2 Completed Energy projects 2015-2018 

1. Project Installed 

Capacity 

(MW) 

2. Coal-fired Power Plants at Port Qasim Karachi 

 

1,320 

 

3. Sahiwal Coal-fired Power Plant, Punjab 

 

1,320 

 

4. Hydro China Dawood Wind Farm(Gharo, Thatta) 

 

49.5 

 

5. Quaid-e-Azam Solar Park (Bahawalpur) 100 

6. UEP Wind Farm (Jhimpir, Thatta) 99 

7. Sachal Wind Farm (Jhimpir, Thatta) 49.5 

8. Three Gorges Second Wind Power Project, Three Gorges Third 

Wind Power Project 

99 

 

 Total Installed Capacity 3,037 

Source: http://cpec.gov.pk/progress-update 

Table 10.3 Completed Infrastructure Projects 

 Project Name 

1. Surab-Hoshab (N-85) 

 

2. Gwadar – Turbat – Hoshab (M-8) 

 

Source: http://cpec.gov.pk/progress-update 

Long Term Plan (LTP) is the primary document which contains all the details about 

CPEC and its project.  

CPEC agreement was signed in 2015 and the LTP was not revealed till the end of 2017. 

There are concerns that terms of CPEC agreements are not in the interest of Pakistan 

and therefore LTP must be made public to confirm or deny the document.  

http://cpec.gov.pk/progress-update
http://cpec.gov.pk/progress-update
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In June 2017, Pakistani leading newspaper Dawn revealed that it had acquired a copy 

of LTP. Dawn revealed that LTP contained questionable details. LTP settled that large 

chunks of agriculture land will be given to Chinese, a Chinese style surveillance of 

citizens of Pakistan will be started by installing thousands of surveillance cameras, and 

there would be visa-free entry for Chinese in Pakistan418. Both Pakistan and Chinese 

governments rejected the dawn story and claimed that the entire allegation levelled in 

dawn about LTP were wrong. The  government was pressurized into releasing the 

official LTP however .the government released a condensed version of LTP which only 

contained broad policy statement but lacked details of the agreements which were 

problematic419.  

The critics of CPEC in Pakistan still maintain that CPEC is still a mystery. They believe 

that the way government is hiding information proves that there is something wrong 

which government wants to hide. The author attended a CPEC conference organized 

by one of the most prestigious Lahore University of Management Sciences in April 

2018 and observed that most of the criticism was directed towards how poorly the 

Pakistan government had been handling the project. Scholars present at the conference 

including journalists acknowledged that the governments’ decision of not sharing the 

details of the documents is not only giving room for public criticism but also providing 

unnecessary fuel to the rumours which spread like fire in already disgruntled 

communities such as Gilgit- Baltistan and Baluchistan. 

The debate about viability of Chinese projects in the form of CPEC continues 

inconclusively in Pakistan. There are occasional allegations and counter allegations 

between political parties and government of Pakistan about CPEC. However, the 

opposition to CPEC has not resulted in creating animosity for China among the people 

of Pakistan. The federal government of Pakistan and the internal divisions of the 

political parties has spilled over to over CPEC. These disputes worry China because 

the investments of China are at stake. So, they want these disputes to be solved. Still, 

                                                 
418  Khurram Husain, “Exclusive: CPEC master plan revealed”, 01 21, 2017. 
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419  Adnan Aamir, “CPEC Long Term Plan: A Review”. 12 23. 2017. 
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there is no probability that CPEC disputes will create a negative image of China among 

Pakistani population.  

Given how intrinsically the CPEC project is tied to the ostensible security needs of 

Pakistan, data on the project remain vague and inaccessible. The two sources of 

authentic data on the CPEC project, the governments of China and Pakistan, are notably 

secretive about CPEC planning aspects. Considering how the relationship is built 

around ‘some of the most sensitive areas of the two sides’ national security policies’ 

both states are circumspect when releasing information. In Pakistan, the state has not 

placed much of  data and information about capital structure, detailed sources of 

nuancing and project sponsors pertaining to the CPEC project in the public domain, so 

that details are said to be shrouded in ‘intriguing secrecy’ and ambiguity. This lack of 

transparency has been raised as a pressing concern. . The Second Interim Report 

prepared by the Senate Special Committee on the CPEC expressed serious concerns 

that until now a shroud of secrecy hangs around major decisions taken by the Joint 

Coordination Committee of China and Pakistan. 

Internal challenges faced by CPEC 

 

Pakistan is a federation of multiple ethnicities and the inter-provincial disputes have 

been common throughout the history of the province. The disputes surrounding CPEC 

started just a month after its inception in May 2015. Awami National Party (ANP), a 

Pashtun nationalist left-leaning party, brought up the issues that Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 

and Baluchistan provinces have been ignored in CPEC. They alleged that CPEC will 

benefit the existing developed provinces of Pakistan more than  its underdeveloped 

provinces. The main argument of ANP was the western alignment of CPEC, passing 

through Baluchistan and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa has been dropped in favor of eastern 

alignment which passes through Sindh and Punjab.420 As a response, Prime Minister 

Nawaz Sharif convened an All Parties Conference (APC) in Islamabad on 28th May 

                                                 
420 Syed Ali Shah, “Economic Corridor: ANP Denounces Change in Route, Calls APC,” Dawn, 2015, 
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2015 to remove the concerns of smaller provinces. Prime Minister assured all parties 

that western route will be constructed in priority over the eastern route.421  

Moreover, the assurances provided by the Prime Minister failed to resolve the problem. 

In January 2016, Baloch nationalist party, BNP-Mengal convened a seminar on CPEC 

in Islamabad. In that seminar speakers from Baluchistan criticized the federal 

government for ignoring Baluchistan in the development plans of CPEC. They warned 

that Pakistan could only be run through justice and not by one-sided decision 

making. 422  By December 2016, the federal government had failed to remove the 

reservations of the smaller provinces. 

Similarly, after Baluchistan and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, people of Gilgit-Baltistan also 

raised voice for being left out in CPEC development plans. Political leaders from 

Gilgit-Baltistan claimed that their territory connected Pakistan with China and how can 

it be left out of the development process. Political leaders of Gilgit-Baltistan also 

lamented the fact that unlike Baluchistan and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, they can’t raise 

voice for their problems in the parliament of Pakistan because they have no 

representation there.423 Although the political leaders of Gilgit-Baltistan did not foster 

trouble in the form of protests and strike yet their concerns remained unaddressed till 

the end of 2016. A Chinese national was sentenced to nine years behind bars for trying 

to smuggle a gun via China-Pakistan border near Khunjrab424 . To avoid such instances,  

the author was informed during an interview with a senior journalist that “many times 

the China Pakistan border has been sealed but these things aren’t made public”.425  

 

                                                 
421 “All Parties Have Assured Their Support for Economic Corridor: PM Nawaz,” The Express Tribune, 

2015, https://tribune.com.pk/story/893637/pm-to-chair-all-party-conference-on-china-pakistan-

economic-corridor-today/. 
422  “Reservations over CPEC Expressed in BNP-M’s APC in Islamabad,” Geo News, 2016, 

https://www.geo.tv/latest/9253-Reservations-over-CPEC-expressed-in-BNP-Ms-APC-in-Islamabad. 

423 Peer Muhammad, “CPEC: PPP Voices Concern over Neglecting Gilgit-Baltistan,” The Express 

Tribune, 2016, https://tribune.com.pk/story/1022564/cpec-ppp-voices-concern-over-neglecting-gilgit-

baltistan/. 
424 Chinese national gets nine-year jail in arms smuggling case, 24, June 2016, 

https://www.dawn.com/news/1266868 
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Fears of Chinese colonialization of Pakistan 

There are fears among some quarters in Pakistan that CPEC will be used by China to 

colonialize Pakistan. Proponents of this school of thought maintain that China will lend 

Pakistan a lot of money and then use that to leverage Pakistan to do whatever it wants. 

There are concerns that mass migration of Chinese citizens in Pakistan will create 

demographic misbalance. A report published by Federation of Pakistan Chamber and 

Commerce and Industries (FPCCI) claimed that based on their current rate of influx, 

Chinese will outnumber the local population of Baluchistan by the year 2048.426 

Pakistan and Chinese governments have rejected these concerns but they still remain 

intact in the discourse of politics of Baluchistan. Another local small- business owner 

expressed “we have been paying tax for fifteen years, we pay 80,000 rupees every year 

,the officers for Special Economic Zone were opened in Karachi for the rich people 

where as we the locals were ready to pay for warehouses in instalments”, he added 

“now the only jobs we can get in those warehouses is as cleaners”,427 

Resultantly, the armed insurgent groups of Baluchistan started threatening CPEC to 

counter its perceived colonialization of Baluchistan. These groups which include BLA, 

BRA, UBU, and BLF are fighting the state of Pakistan for the secession of Baluchistan 

from the federation. However, there were recent reports that suggested the Chinese 

have been in direct negotiations with the insurgents to try and resolve issues for a 

conducive environment in the region for the projects to succeed and indeed in the last 

three years i.e 2015-2018, number of attacks on Chinese and Paksitani engineers as 

well as on Pakistan army have reduced in Baluchistan428. 

 They are also opposed to China and CPEC, because they believe that CPEC will be 

used to colonialize Baluchistan. They have issued threats that CPEC projects will be 

targeted in Baluchistan and that these groups will not let the development of CPEC 

happen in Baluchistan. However, by the end of December 2016, these groups did not 

pose a severe risk for CPEC. 

                                                 
426  Fawad Yousafzai, “Chinese to Outnumber Baloch Natives by 2048,” The Nation, 2016, 
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The government of Pakistan is further aggravating the problem by not disclosing the 

details of CPEC agreements. CPEC has been termed as a corridor of secrecy by the 

analysts in Pakistan given the fact that very little is officially known about CPEC and 

its projects. Political parties from Baluchistan and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa demand that 

full details of CPEC must be released, so that the concerns of colonialization of 

Pakistan can be fully addressed. Initially, government stalled these demands, but when 

the political pressure became too much then the government announced to prepare and 

release the Long Term Plan (LTP) of CPEC. This plan was released in December 2017, 

but work on it was carried out in 2016. Even this document failed to provide all the 

required details relating to CPEC. LTP only provided general guidelines and 

underlying principles of CPEC, and did not divulge the details of individual agreements 

which was a demand by the detractors of CPEC.429   

Moreover, there are allegations that China wants a naval presence in the Indian Ocean 

under the pretext of CPEC. China wants a naval presence in the Indian Ocean as a part 

of its global strategy to protect its sea transportation. In 2016, it was claimed by an 

American n ewspaper Washington Times that China is planning to build a naval base 

at Jiwani which is situated near Gwadar Port. The report claimed that Chinese Army 

officers along with Pakistani military officers visited Jiwani and inspected the site of 

the naval base which will also have a small airfield.430 This claimed naval base will 

allow China not only to protect its interests in Gwadar, but it will be able to assert itself 

in the sea routes near Strait of Hormuz. This seems to be a very tempting prospect for 

China given the strategic advantages that it will provide to the country in the Arabian 

Sea. However, there is no credible way to verify the claims made in the Washington 

Times. Both Pakistan and China have denied the claims of the establishment of a Naval 

base of China on Pakistani coast. Therefore, at this stage, this seems to be an immature 

idea that could have been discussed between Pakistan and China. However, there is no 
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evidence to prove that the idea of the naval base at Jiwani had been finalized and will 

be built soon.  

As for the commercial activity in Gwadar port, although it has been operational since 

2007, it had lifted merely 6.329 million tons since 2008 until July-March FY 2016. 

Ports and shipping including Pakistan National Shipping Corporation (PNSC), Karachi 

Port Trust (KPT), Port Qasim and Gwadar port facilitated in the movement of goods 

to/from and through the country to other destinations. Whereas PNSC lifted cargo of 

9.9 million tons , KPT 36.516 million tons , Port Qasim Authority handled 23.9 million  

tons during just  July-March FY 2016.431. Here we can see that commercial usefulness 

of Gwadar port is yet to be seen. Commercial shipping by China’s state-owned 

shipping and logistics services suppliers COSCO, has recently started its weekly 

service at Gwadar in 2018. Further companies were also invited to the first  

international Gwadar Expo 2018 was held, and the Pakistan government remains 

optimistic that in a few years Gwadar will pick up pace 432. In an interview with the 

Project Director/CPEC Coordinator , Mr.Hassan Daud Butt suggested that the steps 

China ahs taken to provide boost to Gwadar are unprecedented for Pakistan. He further 

stated that Gwadar port  has taken its time to start operations but  we must give it “a 

few years” to gain speed433.  

Such optimism for the project is unanimous in government officials but speaking with 

opposition leaders and Senate members the author heard the opposite side of the story.  

Senator Shibli Faraz  expressed how he acknowledges that the Chinese are our friends 

but insisted but it is Pakistan that needs to understand that the Chinese are Chinese first 

and they are our friends so we should be Pakistanis first and then we should be their 

friends434. Friendship should not bypass our interests, which he believes the ruling 

party PMLN has done for political point scoring. 

                                                 
431 Pakistan Economic survey 2015-2016 . Islamabad: Economic Advisor's Wing, Ministry of Finance, 
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commercial-shipment-from-gwadar-leaves-for-uae/ 
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Corruption in CPEC projects 

 

Pakistan faces the problem of corruption in most of its departments and government 

processes. There is no government or private sector organization which is completely 

immune to corruption. However, there are different levels of corruption within these 

organizations. Some organizations like the Police, Judiciary, and customs are very 

corrupt and others like Army are relatively less corrupt. As a result, Pakistan does not 

score well on the Transparency International Corruption Index as well. Therefore, it’s 

natural that a mega project such as CPEC will also face corruption allegations. 

Therefore, since its inception in April 2015, there have been repeated allegations of 

corruption in CPEC projects. In most cases, the PML-N leaders of Punjab were accused 

of doing corruption in the CPEC development projects. Although there is no proof 

about the corruption charges but the way things operate in Pakistan, proof can only be 

furnished if the government is serious. Therefore, despite all the claims of corruption 

in CPEC projects, there has not been any confirmation or denial by the government and 

the issue lingers on. 

Moreover, another issue relating to CPEC projects corruption is the involvement of 

Frontier Works Organization (FWO). This organization is the infrastructure 

development wing of Pakistan Army and it’s manned by Army personnel. FWO has 

been involved in the CPEC projects ever since the beginning. In 2016, it was revealed 

that FWO would build 1000 Km long portion of CPEC. This was termed as an honour 

for FWO by then Army Chief of Pakistan, General Raheel Sharif.435 Although there is 

no reported corruption in FWO’s CPEC projects but the involvement of FWO is 

problematic. This gives the impression that the army is benefitting from the CPEC 

projects through FWO. The army is not directly a partner in CPEC or any of its project 

and its only task is to provide security. However, the FWO changes that equation and 

makes army a commercial beneficiary of CPEC. 

 Smuggling too, across the China Pakistan border goes unreported but in an interview 

with the author,  Mr.Khurran Hussain, a renowned journalist from Dawn News 
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Network told the author that “a black market runs across the Pakistan China border”436, 

another Dawn  affiliate Iftikhar Hussain told the author that “most of the electronics 

being sold in the capital city of Islamabad have fake warranty cards,  many times the 

border between China and Pakistan has been shut down without being reported, but 

smuggling worth millions of dollars of goods takes place”. He added, “ Billions of 

dollars worth of goods are being smuggled into Pakistan and no one bothers about 

it”437. 

The rationale to use FWO and not the civilian National Highway Authority to build 

CPEC roads is security. There are areas in Baluchistan which are under threat from 

Baloch insurgents and only FWO has the means to work there despite security 

problems. NHA could not build the road in Makran division and that’s why FWO was 

a natural choice. The M8 highway connecting Gwadar with Rato Dero has been 

assigned to FWO and they have completed the portion from Gwadar to Panjgur. 

Although, the debate questioning the role of FWO in CPEC continues but nothing is 

changing given the hold of the army over the system especially in the areas which are 

considered sensitive zones. 

 

CPEC dragged in Inter-provincial disputes of Pakistan 

 

Pakistan has four provinces and Punjab, the largest, is often blamed by remaining three 

provinces for depriving them of their due rights. The battle for inter-provincial rights 

has been a regular part of political history of Pakistan. Most of Pakistan’s rulers have 

belonged from Punjab including Prime Minister Sharif who signed CPEC agreement 

with China. In case of CPEC, Baluchistan and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, two of the 

smallest provinces, blame that leadership of Punjab has deprived them of their share in 

CPEC projects. 

Senators from Baluchistan have termed development from CPEC projects in 

Baluchistan as delusions. Senators from both government and opposition parties have 

unequivocally claimed that Baluchistan is not getting anything from CPEC. It has been 
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allegedly said that Pakistan government and Chinese authorities’ details about CPEC 

projects from them438. Gwadar Port in Southwest Baluchistan is the starting point of 

CPEC. Still, the citizens of Gwadar lack essential amenities such as water and 

electricity. Even the Gwadar Port has not been adequately developed despite the tall 

claims made by governments of China and Pakistan. This further supports the narrative 

that CPEC is not benefitting the underdeveloped regions of Pakistan439. 

Saleem Safi is a vernacular journalist in Pakistan who is popular among the Urdu 

readers. He has also written on CPEC and known for his opinion on this matter. He 

believes that Pakistani government is diverting CPEC projects in the largest province 

of Punjab at the expense of smaller provinces of Baluchistan and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. 

During an interview with the author he revealed his “fears” for the smaller provinces 

and stated how during his open confrontations with the Minister of Development, 

Ahsan Iqbal, he challenged the false promises made by the ruling party about CPEC 

western route440. Former Ambassador of Pakistan to USA, Hussain Haqqani, also 

agrees with thisschool of thought. . He believes that the way CPEC is designed does 

not benefit Baluchistan. Speaking at a conference in Geneva, Ambassador Haqqani 

said that China should not take criticism on CPEC as a criticism on itself. He also said 

that it’s Pakistan’s and not China’s business to ensure that CPEC benefits the entire 

country441.  

Moreover, political parties of Baluchistan held an All Parties Conference in January 

2016. They argued in the APC that the central government of Pakistan is not allowing 

Baluchistan to benefit for CPEC. They said that CPEC can’t succeed in Pakistan if all 

provinces do not share the benefits. Federal government was warned that if the benefits 

of CPEC were limited to just one area of Pakistan then it will be catastrophic for the 
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country442. This resulted in a response from the Chinese Embassy in Pakistan. Chinese 

Embassy urged all the political parties to settle their differences about CPEC so that 

the project can be a success443. This shows that China is concerned about the how the 

inter-provincial disputes of Pakistan are hurting CPEC.  

 

Conclusion 

Pakistani leaders repeatedly claim that Pakistan is fortunate to have signed CPEC 

agreement with China at a very critical juncture of its history. What makes this time 

crucial are the economic and security challenges that Pakistan faces in its regional 

environment. India’s drive to isolate Pakistan regionally and internationally had 

Pakistan desperately seeking alternatives to avoid being cornered.  

At a time when Pakistan had lost its importance as a U.S. ally and the aid flow 

dwindled, Pakistan needed a new economic deal due to falling exports and 

embarrassingly low foreign currency reserves. Although, CPEC is not an aid or grant 

package but Pakistan was in dire need of investor faith.  

Although the revelations of the long term plan of CPEC seem to indicate more of 

China’s needs than Pakistan’s. Pakistan’s choices have predominantly been driven by 

its failure to exchange with developing countries akin to its own size. Given Pakistan’s 

inability to engage with smaller regional partners to boost its industry it yet again 

sought a patron and use it  ‘strategic location’ as an asset. From Pakistan’s position it 

believes that historically it has been used as a pawn in the great games in South Asia 

for security and strategic purposes, however; for the first time a major power has 

decided to nurture the geo-economics potential of Pakistan’s position444. 

This highlights the significant role of the location as a key structural modifier which 

the NcR identifies as a given feature of the system that affects a state’s foreign 

behaviours.  
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Furthermore, this chapter reveals how India’s engagement with Iran, China, US and 

Afghanistan in the economic ventures and increased trade relations has alarmed 

Pakistan which in the absence of a smooth flow of US aid and assistance viewed OBOR 

as a clear opportunity rather than to be sceptic of it. Given that Pakistan’s military and 

civilian leadership’s priority seems to be to avoid international isolation rather than to 

uplift the local economy, only then can one understand the secrecy surrounding the 

project details. 

The Pakistani state views the CPEC project as a ‘game changer’ and its civilian and 

military leaders openly blame India for sabotaging the project. The arrest of Indian 

intelligence officer and reports of Baloch insurgents and local terror splinters being 

financed from Afghanistan and India helps Pakistan in two ways. Firstly, it helps clarify 

the threats from Pakistan’s conventional enemies and secondly it helps reinforce 

China’s role as a source of support for Pakistan at a point when Pakistan’s counter 

terror efforts are not appreciated but criticized. 

Furthermore, at the same time, the internal disputes within Pakistan have taken a toll 

CPEC. As discussed at length in the aforementioned sections, the dispute between 

provinces on how CPEC projects are likely to develop given the states responses to 

criticism being called “anti-national’ propaganda. The fact of the matter is that 

Pakistan’s leaders based in Punjab have diverted the most beneficial projects of CPEC 

to their province and that has triggered the dispute. Still, the political leaders from 

smaller provinces do not criticize CPEC itself or the relations with China; they only 

criticize the internal distribution of CPEC project within Pakistan. Hence, the criticism 

is directed towards federal minsters and ruling part PMLN. Therefore, these internal 

disputes do not pose a direct threat to CPEC but they can surely slow down the pace of 

development of CPEC projects. This internal debate and politicising of a national 

project is a feature of Pakistan’s accelerated alignment strategy towards China. 

The mainstream discourse in Pakistan is one which does not speak a word against 

CPEC. Criticism on CPEC has been equated with treachery. Therefore, there is no 

rational and serious debate on the usefulness of Pakistan. The important information 

relating to CPEC is hidden by government and all criticism is discouraged on the 

pretext of national security. However, a debate on this matter must be carried out to 
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protect the interests of Pakistan in CPEC. Pakistan’s relationship with China has 

become more complicated yet more comprehensive after the official initiation of the 

CPEC in 2015. As stressed earlier, Pakistan’s relationship up until 2013/2015 had 

predominantly been security-centric. Principally, military supplies and occasional 

diplomatic support to Pakistan made Pakistan view China as a counter weight in a 

repressive regional environment. China had never been a part of election campaigns in 

Pakistan. However, after the substantial attention given to CPEC and a considerable 

amount of Chinese influx of people things have changed. Previously, the people had 

very little dealings with one another and general views of China and Chinese people 

were very positive due to lack of engagement on the level of the government. The 

author in private conversations with local businessmen in China and those based in 

Pakistan doing business from China, had very favourable views of China in 2015. 

However, in 2018 when the author followed up with the same people, it was revealed 

that their perceptions due to the abundance of misinformation and lack of information 

about CPEC had negatively affected their perceptions about the future. In one such 

meeting Mr.Jawad, a Pakistani medical student from Shanghai, told the author that “the 

Chinese traders I meet in Shenzhen and Guangzhou are increasingly becoming more 

hesitant to engage with me once I reveal that I am from Pakistan, even though I speak 

Mandarin -this was not the case when the last time you had met me”445 .This highlights 

that the almost sanctified position China had once enjoyed in Pakistan may be in 

transition to a more business-like. Such sentiment is echoed by the author of a recent 

book on China-Pakistan relations states in an interview that “greater familiarity doesn’t 

necessarily breed greater affection”446.  

Pakistan’s state narrative on China has survived despite variance in regional 

circumstances and Pakistan’s ‘rogue’ behaviour coupled with its dangerous internal 

security environment.  

China’s infrastructural and developmental efforts had not gained substantial foot in 

Pakistan before the official announcement of the CPEC which happened in 2015. In 
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the years leading up to the 2013 agreements which then led to the CPEC three major 

external developments help to explain Pakistan’s readiness to accept the initiative 

without a domestic dialogue. The first one identified in this chapter is Pakistan’s 

deteriorating relationship with the U.S and the resulting decrease in US aid and 

assistance to Pakistan. In the years leading up to the 2015 OBOR official 

announcement. Pakistan had experienced the lowest point in relations with its largest 

aid provider. Increasing pressure from the US to do more about the terrorism menace 

in Pakistan’s own territory was not only embarrassing but also reflected the Pakistan 

Army’s inability to safeguard its territory. The second driver is India’s economic ties 

with Iran , China, Afghanistan and also with the U.S. India’s growing infrastructural 

and developmental aid to Afghanistan with enhanced trade ties (Afghanistan India Air 

Trade Corridor), its investments in Iran’s Chabahar port , its more than $ 70 billion 

trade with China / cooperation in BRICS and its trade with the US having crossed $ 

100 billion in 2015.  

The third and the last external driver of Pakistan’s readiness to become a part of OBOR 

was China’s economic rise itself. China’s assertive foreign policy and Xi Jinpings 

ambitious OBOR resonated with the Pakistan’s army and just as Pakistan had boasted 

about playing a global security role during Afghan Jihad in 1980’s and the leading role 

in WoT in the aftermath of 9/11, it seeks to play a global role this time connecting 

continents by providing a transit route.   

Pakistan’s strategic culture acts as the filter through which Pakistan 

understands/perceives the external stimuli and the three major external stimuli 

identified above all have one common denominator i.e. each can be tied to Pakistan’s 

deeper insecurities vis-à-vis India, Afghanistan or US financial support. India’s 

economic rise is seen as a source of threat due to India’s increasing economic and 

political relations with Afghanistan. Pakistan believes that India hires certain local 

splinter cells of Tehrik-e-Taliban (TTP) Pakistan and other groups in Pakistan to 

sabotage its growth and peace process. Pakistan finds evidence to reinforce this 

narrative via Kulbhushan Jhadav arrest and Ehsanullah Ehsan the spokesperson for the 

TTP. Both of whom have confirmed that India hires non-state actors to stir trouble in 

Pakistan. 
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Secondly, the civilian leadership has gone as far to compare the significance of the 

CPEC to the significance of the nuclear tests of 1998.447 The project is advertised as a 

‘narrative’ builder or rather narrative changer since Pakistan has viewed as a dangerous 

and unstable investment.  Pakistan’s military and ruling political elite has thrown all 

its weight behind the project due to a number of external and internal factors as 

highlighted in this chapter. Any criticism of China is dubbed as anti-state and Indian 

propaganda. Pakistan’s army has repeatedly assured the ‘completion’ of the project. 

Whereas some scholars believe that Pakistan faces a “resource curse”, Pakistan’s top 

leadership argues how they can now utilize the ‘full potential’ of their geographic 

location448. 

Thus , given that the focus of the CPEC projects is energy generation in Pakistan and 

substantial work has been done in that sector, this chapter concludes that other aspects 

of the projects such as transport of products from Xinjiang to Gwadar and then beyond 

may or may not materialise however the project will bring relief to the stresses of the 

population as well as the local industry. 
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Chapter 11: Domestic Debates in Pakistan about its China 

Policy 

 

Traditionally China has enjoyed a very positive media coverage in Pakistan and the 

official narrative on China has been widely adopted by the public. However, a debate 

has developed in the last decade which is a feature of this strengthened alignment. This 

chapter outlines the various schools that exist in Pakistan. How they have traditionally 

perceived Pakistan’s China policy and how that trend has gradually changed across 

some circles is highlighted in this chapter. The first half of the chapter discusses the 

mainstream state rhetoric on China and the second half presents a more vibrant 

discussion that has generated very recently which questions Pakistan’s approach.  

China as a reliable ally 

The first category of the debate revolves around considering China as reliable ally. 

Catchy phrases such as “all-weather” and “time-tested friend”, “Iron Brothers” are used 

for China by the proponents of this debate. The people in this camp are from both 

civilian and military leadership, and they are convinced about the reliability of China 

as a foreign ally which will never abandon Pakistan. They get further assurances of this 

belief by the unequivocal support provided by China to Pakistan. For example, when 

China termed Pakistan as its Israel, it was considered as a vindication of the stance of 

this camp. 449 

When it comes to believing China as a reliable ally, there is a consensus between 

Military and Civilian leadership of Pakistan who are not on the same page on most of 

the other issues. The military considers China as a reliable ally because China has come 

to the aid of Pakistani military when the U.S has stopped the support. The U.S was an 

ally of Pakistan in 1971 but did not prevent the fall of Dhaka: neither did China. In 

1989 U.S once again ended military support of Pakistan after using Pakistani military 

in its covert operations against USSR in Afghanistan for ten years. China, on the other 
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hand, has always supported Pakistani military and never abandoned it like U.S 

government, atleast in word. In fact, Pakistan military was getting 63 % of military 

equipment from China and just 19 % U.S. 450 Therefore, Pakistani military believes 

that it can count on China whenever it needs help. 

Moreover, both Civilian and Military leadership of Pakistan believe that China played 

an instrumental role in helping Pakistan in its nuclear program. Pakistan could not have 

been able to develop its nuclear program without the continued support of China, 

Pakistani leaders believe. There is a line of thought in decision-making circles of 

Pakistan that today Pakistan is safe from foreign invasion just because of its nuclear 

capability451. They credit China for assisting them in achieving this capability, and thus 

it cements their belief that China is a supporter of Pakistan. 

Moreover, Pakistan’s decision making elite is of the view that China is omnipresent 

helping hand for Pakistan at the global diplomatic front. The Veto power possessed by 

China in U.N Security Council has helped Pakistan on numerous occasions. In 1972, 

China used its veto for the first time to block the entry of newly established Bangladesh 

, previously East Pakistan in United Nations. In recent times China has used the same 

veto power to bail out Pakistan whenever India has tried to approve sanctions on 

Kashmiri Militants like Zaki ur Rehman Lakvi and Hafiz Saeed452. This assistance 

provided by China has led the decision making elite of Pakistan to believe that China 

is a friend of Pakistan and should be treated as such. 

Recently, the CPEC project has further strengthened the belief among leaders in 

Pakistan that China is a true ‘ally’. It has been contended that CPEC was envisaged at 

the beginning of the second decade of the 21st century. This was the  time when 

Pakistan was no more a favoured ally of U.S. By then Pakistan has lost its value and 

credibility as an ally in front of decision making the establishment of U.S. military aid 

provided to Pakistan was reducing, and same was the case with economic aid.  

Pakistan’s struggling economy needed a stimulus which was provided by China in the 

form of soft loans, not assistance . CPEC as a project provides Pakistan with hopes of 
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a better economic future. It provides a vision of Pakistan where unemployment will be 

reduced, infrastructure will be upgraded and the country will be self-sufficient in 

energy. This entire project, as the government of Pakistan claims it, is coming in the 

form of financial support of China. Therefore, Pakistani leaders appreciate this gesture 

of China and use it to further promote the narrative that China is and always will be a 

staunch supporter of Pakistan. 

In the Pakistani evening political talk-show culture, “political analysts” and hosts too 

have jumped on the bandwagon to discuss the hot topic of the day. These evening  

political debates shape opinions and also help understand the popular political debates 

that are ongoing in the country.  

Popular  TV hosts on mainstream news channels have limited debates on Pakistan 

China relations and the reason being that the U.S gets a lot more attention and the public 

nature of the dealings between Pakistan and the U.S means there is a lot more 

information available for debate. In case of China, before the CPEC (2015) there  was 

very little debate or mention of  what Pakistan’s policy towards China is and what it 

should be.  In an interview with a Geo News TV anchor person , Saleem Safi, the author 

asked why was this the case. He suggested that “People did not have much to debate 

when it came to China, there was one opinion and when you have one opinion you cant 

hold a debate”. He continued “After 2015 this has changed, people have a lot of 

reservations,”453 The author reviewed all TV programs hosted on the subject on most 

popular channels hosted by popular hosts talking specifically on CPEC454. Saleem Safi 

Jirga, Mubashar Luqman, Khara Sach, Geo News, Najam Sethi, Dunya News, Kamran 

Khan, PTV Pakistan Television Debates and found that a small section of the people 

are actually placing criticism on both sides.One common observation among such 

shows is that the speakers tend to criticize the inability of the Pakistan government to 

negotiate a better deal for Pakistan instead of criticizing the Chinese for proposing such 

terms and conditions which are allegedly harsh. Agin given that information is limited 

, the arguments are usually based on estimations. 
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In an interview with Ali Malik the Consul Press in Hong Kong, he stated that such 

positive perceptions and symbolism is necessary for not only Pakistan but also for 

China. He expressed that a similar trend exists in China when it comes to positive 

reflection of Pakistani people in their media, we are both anchors for one another 

otherwise our region will never be able to develop, only our militaries will grow 455. In 

a similar manner the Consul General of Pakistan in Hong Kong added that “it is in the 

best interest of both countries, especially with the ongoing geopolitical shifts in Asia, 

that we stand by one another and resolve our minute matters behind closed doors”456. 

Thus it can be seen that Pakistan’s bureaucracy even shares similar perceptions and 

believes that Pakistan and China share a special bond which should not be damaged . 

The unanimity in perceptions and preferences also stretches to the academic 

community and in an interview with a professor at LUMS Lahore the author was given 

an explanation of the ‘special bond’ that Pakistan and China maintain and why it will 

continue to maintain. This explanation has again to do with Pakistan’s “strategic 

location” tells Professor. Bakhsh457. He states that Pakistan’s relations with China are 

‘geo-political’ realism and that is how they must be treated and this is why a 

predominantly pro-China camp will sustain in Pakistan because we have common 

goals. 

From the Chinese perspective, we hear similar explanations, in an interview with 

Professor Yau Kong , Director, Centre for South Asian Studies, Fudan University458 

he stressed how every region ,for long term prosperity, needs to build sustainable 

relationships and he expressed how sustainable relationships are grounded in mutual 

benefits. He further added that a positive  image of both populations in their homelands 

will make CPEC more acceptable and that is how a deeper social and cultural bond will 

be created. 
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Pakistani Leaders and their Praise for China 

Pakistani political and military leadership has praised China over the years in their 

statements. In the year 2006, President General Pervez Musharraf travelled to China 

on a five day state visit. During his visit He said that Pakistan is proud of its ties with 

China. Praising the time-tested strength of Pak-China relations, Musharraf said that 

relations between both countries are broad based and his visit will further strengthen 

the political and economic relations of both countries459 . In fact it was President 

Musharraf who engaged China in development of Gwadar Port in early 2000s.  

Yousaf Raza Gillani became Prime Minister of Pakistan after  the  general elections of 

2008. Belonging to Pakistan People’s Party (PPP), Prime Minister Gillani was also full 

of praise for China. In April 2008, He praised the China-Pakistan relations on the floor 

of National Assembly of Pakistan. He told the members of the assembly that friendship 

of both countries “was deeper than the Indian Ocean and higher than the Himalayas.”460 

The same year in August, Prime Minister Gillani announced to establish China 

friendship Group in Parliament of Pakistan. This group was formed to enhance 

cooperation and contact between parliamentary delegations between both countries461. 

PPP claims to be the architect of China-Pakistan relations when the Party’s founder 

Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto cemented ties of both countries in the 1970s when Bhutto was 

Prime Minister of Pakistan. 

Asif Ali Zardari served as President of Pakistan from 2008 to 2013. He visited China 

in July 2010 to sign a nuclear deal where China would establish two Nuclear reactors 

in Pakistan at a cost of 50 million Yuan. Since, U.S. had refused to help Pakistan with 

the establishment of Nuclear reactors for power generation, Pakistan turned to China. 

During his visit, President Zardari assured the international community that both 

countries will comply with international nuclear non-proliferation with regard to newly 

established nuclear reactors in Pakistan. He also claimed that the nuclear deal with 

China proves the strength of relationship between both countries462.  
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Moreover, 2011 marked the 60th anniversary of China-Pakistan diplomatic relations. 

Pakistan government and its leader did not let go this event to glorify relations between 

both countries. Pakistani government declared 2011 as the year of Friendship between 

both countries.  The government ordered heads of department and Chief Ministers to 

arrange programs and events to celebrate year of friendship all over the country. This 

gesture proved that Pakistanis value friendship with China a lot. 

In February 2013, Pakistan handed over the control of its strategic deep seaport of 

Gwadar to China. China Overseas Ports Holding Company Limited took over the 

control of Gwadar from the Port of Singapore Authority. Gwadar port was built at a 

cost of $250 million and 75% of that was financed by china. Still, in the year 2007 the 

contract of running Gwadar Port was handed over to Port of Singapore Authority. 

However,  finally a Chinese company got control of Gwadar port in 2013. Speaking at 

the contract signing ceremony, President Zardari said that taking over of Gwadar Port 

by China will give a new life to the relations between both countries463. 

In May 2013, Pakistan had its general elections. The right wing PML-N won the 

elections by a landslide majority and Nawaz Sharif was elected as the new Prime 

Minister of Islamic Republic of Pakistan. He visited China for the first time after taking 

oath of Prime Minister in July 2013. During his visit to China, he was not short of 

praises for relations of both countries. Speaking at a ceremony at the Great People’s 

Hall, He repeated the cliché statement about Sino-Pakistan relations. He said “China-

Pakistan friendship is higher than the Himalayas and deeper than the deepest sea in the 

world, and sweeter than honey.” 464 

The year 2015 saw a new turn in China-Pakistan relations. This was the year when both 

countries formally signed China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) agreement 

which is the Pakistani component of more magnificent Belt and road Initiative. In April 

2015, Chinese President Xi Jinping visited Islamabad. . He signed CPEC agreement 

with Pakistani Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif. CPEC was envisioned as $46 billion 

project which comprised of network, of infrastructure, energy, industrialization and 

port project in Pakistan. During the project signing ceremony, Prime Minister Sharif 
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appreciated  CPEC by saying that it will transform Pakistan into a regional commercial 

hub and provide China with a cheaper trade route. He further said that Pakistan-China 

relations are the cornerstone of the foreign policy of Pakistan. 465 

Why China is a favorite of Civilian and Military Leadership? 

There has never been any statement against China by any national level leader from 

Pakistan. There needs to be some reasonable explanation of why Pakistan leaders like 

China so much. The answer lies in the Chinese policy of not meddling in internal affairs 

of Pakistan. China has never criticized any human or religious right violations by 

Pakistan, it places no pressures on freedoms of the press. China does not criticize 

Pakistan for its nuclear proliferation Also, China does not favour the military or any 

civilian political party against another. The Chinese have welcome and worked with 

every and any Pakistani leader irrelevant of his/her affiliation. 

They have never  interfered as long as their own interests are not affected. Pakistan has 

appreciated such treatment. China also does not push Pakistan to resolve Kashmir issue 

one way or another but places an equal responsibility on India and Pakistan to resolve 

the matter with dialogue466. Consequently, this non-interfering approach has pleased 

the military as well as the civilian leadership which is given equal importance by the 

Chinese as the generals are. Such is not the case with Washington. 

Pakistani military, on the other hand, likes China for its own reasons. China supports 

Pakistan against India whenever there is a need. U.S. is supporting India as a regional 

power to counter China’s rise in Asia. In order to counter India, China supports 

Pakistan to every extent possible. China has helped Pakistan with its Nuclear Program, 

Missiles Program, Production of JF-17 Fight jets and so on. China also comes to help 

of Pakistan in U.N. Security Council with its veto power whenever India with the help 

of U.S. attempts to enforce sanctions on Pakistan for terror financing467. As a result, 

Pakistan military has created a dependence on China and that makes them trust and like 

their Northern neighbour.  
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Pakistani media glorifying China Ordinary people in Pakistan believe in the perception 

that China is a staunch ally and supporter of Pakistan. This perception has primarily 

been created by Pakistani media of favourable reporting of China. Not only Pakistani 

media reports on China in good light, but it also downplays the negative news coming 

out from largest country in the world in terms of population. The positive depiction of 

China in Pakistani media effectively enforces the ally status of China in the minds of 

the ordinary people.  

Since its inception CPEC has been supported by Pakistani national media. This project 

has been termed as a game changer and every criticism on the project has  been 

downplayed. Pakistani media has covered internal disputes on How CPEC projects 

should be managed within Pakistan but there has not been any significant criticism on 

CPEC itself. In fact a content analysis of Pakistan media proves that it has mainly been 

optimistic about the success of CPEC. Pakistan media, research shows, has also painted 

a picture that global standing of Pakistan has improved after the signing of CPEC 

agreement with China. Pakistan’s international image was severely damaged during 

the war on terror in first decade of 21st century which, according to Pakistani media, 

is improving due to cooperation with China.468  

BBC Monitoring research also shows that China is making a more significant footprint 

in Pakistan society though the media469. Chinese culture is making inroads in Pakistani 

households using media and the depiction of China in Pakistani media is 

overwhelmingly positive. Pakistani audience is painted with a picture where Chinese 

are good people and friends of Pakistan. Downside of the Chinese state such as the 

repression of its people and control on Tibet are kept away from the common people 

in Pakistan. As a result, Pakistani media is helping frame a positive image of China 

among the people of the country. Pakistan shares its borders with Xinjiang autonomous 

region which is inhibited by Uighur Muslims. Uighurs’ are Turk origin Muslims and 

considered an ethnic minority in Han dominated China. After the independence of 
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former Soviet Central Asian republics, China began to feel threat at its western borders. 

It feared that Uighurs can attempt for succeeding from China and assimilating to 

Central Asian republic with  which they have historical roots 470 . Hence, China 

considers Uighurs as a problem and deals with them with high handedness. Chinese 

government believes that to control Uighur’s they have to get rid of their Muslim 

identity. As a result, Chinese government has enforced rules in Xingjian which outlaw 

participation in Islamic religious activities. These things are reported in international 

media and both Pakistani media and government are silent on this issue471.  

A journalist from Pakistan’s leading Jang group visited Xingjian and wrote a blog in 

his return. He tried to paint a picture by quoting Uighurs and using his observations 

that Uighurs are not obsessed with  anyone472 . Another journalist form a leading 

newspaper also wrote about his experience of visiting China. He tried to downplay the 

ban on fasting in Xinjiang in holy month of Ramadan. He argued that ban was just for 

government officials and not for citizens. 473A similar situation where government had 

banned fasting for government employees in Pakistan would have created  media 

frenzy in Pakistan but not when China is involved. Moreover, when China uses force 

to deal with Uighurs, this act is  not condemned by Pakistani media. In fact, some 

Pakistani newspapers write editorials asking government of Pakistan from learning 

Chinese experience of dealing with its troubled areas.474 They argue that Pakistan can 

also resolve problems in Baluchistan and FATA regions by following the Chinese 

method adopted in Xinjiang. These are just few examples which show that how 

Pakistani media bend its rules and ethics to treat China in a better way. 

While Pakistani media goes to great lengths to portray a positive image of China, it has 

never been  very generous towards India and U.S. India has been considered a 

traditional rival  of Pakistan since the inception of the country in 1947. Ever since 

Pakistani media has played its role in shaping up this narrative. Pakistani media 
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criticizes India when possible and follows the state’s policy with regard to it almost all 

the times. Most of the time, it has been seen that Pakistani media bashes India rather 

than focusing on the problems of Pakistan itself bashes India.  It continually makes an 

effort to maintain the image of India as a rival of Pakistan475. As a result,  people in 

Pakistan don’t think highly of India. Likewise, when it comes to USA Pakistani media 

has not been generous as China. During the war on Terror from 9/11 onwards, Pakistan 

was a frontline ally of USA. Pakistan received military and economic aid in exchange 

of  supporting U.S. military bid in Afghanistan. Despite receiving so much aid from 

U.S., Pakistani media painted a negative image of its ally. Research on coverage of 

War in terror in Pakistan media shows that Pakistani media has mostly been dissatisfied 

with U.S. behaviour in war in terror476. This means that Pakistani media has criticized 

different steps taken by U.S amid the war in terror involving Pakistan. 

An excellent example of how Pakistani media negatively covered U.S during war on 

terror is Kerry-Luger Bill. In 2009, U.S. government approved Kerry-Luger Bill which 

assured to provide Pakistan with economic aid of $7.5 billion over the course of next 

five years. PPP government had negotiated this deal and they had asked U.S. to put a 

condition in the agreement that U.S. aid to Pakistan would only be provided if the 

military does not interfere in democracy of Pakistan. Pakistani military did not like 

these provisions and they opposed it. After that Pakistani media started a frenzy against 

this bill and criticized it extensively for interfering in internal matters of Pakistan477. 

Same media which objected to $7.5 billion U.S Aid strongly supports the $46 Billion 

CPEC and that speaks volume of the double standards of Pakistani media in covering 

China and U.S. 

Here question arises that why does Pakistani media support China so profoundly? The 

main reason is that Pakistani media is not entirely independent, and it has to toe the 

line of the state in the matters deemed necessary by the state. According to the latest 

media freedom rankings of Reporters without Borders, Pakistan is ranked 139 out of 

                                                 
475 Dhaval Mehta, Why is Pakistani media obsessed with India? 03. 18. 2018.  
476 Zahid Yousaf,  Perception of Pak-Afghan Relations in American and Pakistani Press,. Scientific 

Reports. 2012 
477 Huma Yusuf. Who Watches the Watchdog? The Pakistani Media's Impact on Politics and Society. 

04.11.2011. 

 



 

 

269 

 

180 countries478. This goes on to show the helplessness of Pakistani media in some 

issues including the relations with China. Therefore, Pakistani media has no choice but 

to present China in a good light and discredit India and U.S.  

Moreover, China is also using media diplomacy to get positive coverage in Pakistani 

media. Since 2015, scores of Pakistan journalists from all provinces of the county have 

visited China as  besides of sponsored visits. In these visits the journalists are showed 

the softer side of China and they are made to believe that all negative things about 

China are negative propaganda. In fact, a CPEC Media forum has been created which 

comprises of journalists of both countries who report on CPEC. Annual meetings of 

this forum are held every year in which Pakistani journalists are urged to report 

positively on CPEC and strengthen ties between both countries479.  

 

Criticism of CPEC but Not of China 

There is a second camp in Pakistan in the context of Pakistan-China relations. This 

camp is critical of CPEC and of the Chinese economic expansion in Pakistan. The camp 

highly criticizes the logic and specifics of CPEC projects and also criticizes 

government of Pakistan for flawed distribution of CPEC projects. There are loud voices 

coming out from Baluchistan and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa that they are being left behind 

in CPEC projects. However, people from this camp also do not directly criticize China. 

Their criticism is limited to the CPEC and does not go beyond that. People of this camp 

believe that Pakistan should not be over reliant on China but do not oppose relationship 

with China on principle. Those representing this school of thought are not in majority, 

but they are influential enough to make their voice heard. During the authors visit to 

Pakistan’s Dr.Ghulam Ali who is a professor in at Sichuan University. In conversations 

with him he expressed how most of academic community in Pakistan is critical of the  

government  for negotiating very poorly with the Chinese delegations480. At the Centre 

of Excellence for China-Pakistan, the author also met with Dr. Liaqat Ali who 
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expressed that his institute advises the government upon policy issues and highlights 

the trouble areas but then it is upto the government to even consider their 

suggestions481. Furthermore, the author also met with a teaching fellow at University 

of Birmingham who had conducted research on Pakistan China relations suggested that 

in his opinion Pakistan’s criticism of the government is due to the incapability of the 

government to reveal the details of the CPEC details which it believes will cause 

criticism and public disapproval482. Hence, to take the criticism in absence of data can 

be refuted where as criticism in presence of information is a whole different level of 

incompetency on their part. 

CPEC as an East India Company 

 

In 16th Century British East India Company entered through its Southeast shores for 

trading. In less than 150 years East India started controlling large chunks of India after 

military conquests. In year 1876, entire United India was made part of a British empire. 

Pakistan was carved out from United India in 1947 and therefore East India is a black 

chapter in the history of Pakistan as well. In the year 2016, members of upper house of 

Pakistan, Senate, termed CPEC as a new East India company. They warned that if the 

interests of Pakistan were not actively protected in CPEC then Pakistan would lose its 

sovereignty to China. Members of Senate at the same time said that Pakistan is proud 

of its friendship with China but the interests of country should be protected in CPEC483. 

This goes on to show that despite their criticism of CPEC, members of parliament of 

Pakistan don’t criticize China-Pakistan relations.  

There is a small group of analysts who caution people in Pakistan against the potential 

adverse effects of CPEC. Najam Sethi, a senior journalist and analysts, once said on 

live television that there is nothing in CPEC for Pakistan, and only China is the 
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beneficiary. Sethi is known for his   critical analysis in Pakistan also claimed that 

Pakistan is in a weak position when it comes to bargaining with China. Pakistan will 

get whatever China offers and this means that Pakistan can’t protect its interests in this 

arrangements484.Khurram Hussain is another journalist who has written extensively on 

CPEC. He cautions that CPEC is not a self-paying enterprise and not a gift from China. 

Although He rejects the East Indian analogy of CPEC, He still alarms that the negative 

implications of CPEC can be devastating for Pakistan485. This camp consists of 

people who believe that just like Pakistan’s alliance with the US began to 

crumble when both realized that their goals in the region were mismatched, along 

with their priorities and interests. A similar pattern would follow with China 

given that at the core Pakistan and China are very different states.  

Others view CPEC being a debt trap for Pakistan. Hafiz Pasha, former Federal Minister 

of Pakistan, claims that by year 2024 Pakistan needs to be $8.3 billion annually as debt 

servicing on CPEC loans. Experts warn that if Pakistan did not take note of the debt 

issue of CPEC very seriously Pakistan can get trapped in Chinese debt and lose its 

economic sovereignty486. However not every is willing to speak up against the negative 

impacts of CPEC. Businessmen in Pakistan told Financial Times that there is a 

downside of CPEC projects but people are not willing to speak up because they do not 

want to earn the wrath of both Pakistan and Chinese governments487. This proves that 

although some journalists and politicians are ready to speak up against CPEC most of 

the businessmen are not able to do us due to their business stakes. 

In an interview a local Baluchi counsellor expressed on behalf of the fishermen 

community that how the Gwadar port had taken control of the fisher harbour that the 

fishermen of the city were using. He assured that the local community supports the 

project but so far the local government also seemed clueless about how the dividends 
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of the project would reach the people. He further added that locals must be the prime 

beneficiaries of the project and given that they have been stripped of their primary 

source of income the new port should generate local jobs for the “sacrifices” they have 

made488. In a similar tone, a representative of the local fisher’s community complained 

that “we have been supporting the governments  

A member of the opposition party of Baluchistan (the Baloch National Party Mengal) 

stated during an interview that “my biggest reservation is that I live here and the 

government handed my people a small amount of Rupees while throwing  them out of 

their town to make room for the road and infrastructure”, he added that “the 

government is responsible for the people it uprooted but instead the people were picked 

up from one slump and thrown into another”. 489  When asked about why such 

grievances of the locals are not reaching to the decision-makers, he stated “you know 

very well about what news gets out of Baluchistan and what doesn’t, we find dead 

bodies and we don’t have any answers”, the interviewer then boasts of the high-security 

protocol that he and his team have enjoyed during the visit which begs the question if 

things have improved in Gwadar security-wise  then why should a  a Pakistani reporter 

be accompanied by security forces whilst roaming the streets and beaches. Other 

reporters have also indicated how Pakistani reporters have been denied access to certain 

areas in Gwadar city where Chinese workers and engineers insist that the area is “off 

limits” for them.490. In the authors interview with Dr. Ross Maqsood, a 94 year old 

former Ambassador who accompanied Z.A. Bhutto to China on his trips revealed to 

the author that when he travelled with Bhutto to meet Mao Ze Dong in 1976, they were 

received like Princes, and China wanted to learn from Pakistan as it was believed that 

Pakistan knew the East and the west and so we “knew the best”, however; when he 

now hears how the young training officers describe what a ‘giant’ China has become 
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he warns then to take whatever China requests with not a pinch but with a rock of 

salt491. 

Conclusion 

In short, there are two camps in domestic debates about Pakistan’s China policy The 

camp which unconditionally supports China comprises of powerful individual and 

groups such as ruling government political party (PML-N) ,Government bureaucracy, 

military (COAS) and fragments of the private media. The members of the other group 

which criticise the design of CPEC are mostly journalists, analysts and politicians from 

small provinces and opposition parties. It’s clear that the supporters of first camp are 

overwhelmingly dominant. As established in earlier chapter,  Pakistan’s military 

dominates its foreign policy thus, despite little criticism Chinese funded projects are 

propagated as “blessing for the state”. 

Since Pakistani media is part of the first camp therefore it has developed a positioned 

image of China among people of Pakistan. Majority of people of Pakistan consider 

China to be a trustworthy ally who has never abandoned Pakistan. According to a PEW 

survey conducted in 2014, 78% of Pakistanis have a favourable opinion of China and 

just 3 % have an  unfavourable opinion of their northern neighbours492. This goes on 

to provide the overwhelming dominance the first group has over the domestic debate 

surrounding China. Global average of  favourable opinion of China is 49% and this 

means that Pakistan is among those countries which think very highly of China. 

Pakistani media has to be credited for this impression of China which they have created 

by reporting positively about China and downplay its criticism. In contrast, 62% people 

in Pakistan have an unfavourable opinion of USA and just 22% of them hold a 

favourable opinion493. This can again be linked to anti-American coverage of Pakistani 

media on different occasions. Opinion Polls prove that clearly, China is winning the 

battle of winning hearts and minds in Pakistan. It’s another story that considerable 
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effort is put up by the proponents of the first camp to await China in this victory. In 

modern democracies public opinion holds some value while formulating policy. 

However, in a hybrid regime such as Pakistan opinion shaping and manipulation of 

information and perceptions has occurred due to the disproportionate power enjoyed 

by the military. The perceptions of the military and its infiltration  into other institutions 

and media houses have  allowed it to cultivate perceptions and ideology about events 

and other countries.. The military and employs the media houses to generate state 

propaganda of repeating and glorifying historical memory and celebration of long-

standing diplomatic relationship between Pakistan and China and very conveniently 

leaves out any irritants. China seems to be satisfied about its perception in Pakistan. It 

has a policy of not interfering in the internal matters of Pakistan. China will deal with 

anyone who is controlling government of Pakistan. China has no favourites in Pakistan 

and neither does it put pressure on Pakistan to allow more freedoms its citizens. China 

is only concerned with protecting its interests in Pakistan which are economical and 

strategic. Therefore, the members of first camp are comfortable dealing with China. 

Even the critics of CPEC do not want to alienate China. While criticizing CPEC they 

maintain that they are not against China. The members of the second group do not have 

much support among the ordinary conservative Pakistanis. Therefore, based on the 

analysis above in the near future the domestic debate in Pakistan will continue to 

remain in favour of China. 

Pakistan’s  favourability of China stood at a staggering 80% as revealed in a Pew poll 

survey in 2013.This does not come as a surprise given that until 2001 Pakistan’s state 

owned media was the only source of mass information available to the public and the 

Pakistani government viewed China as the only “friendly” and “reliable”  neighbour in 

the region.  Pakistani students, professionals and tourists have preferred to travel to 

Western countries as opposed to the neighbouring China due to the language -and to 

some extent- the culture barrier between the two countries. Thus, despite the 

geographical proximity, the people of two states have had little exposure to each  

other’s cultures. 

However, at domestic level people have different perceptions regarding China-Pakistan 

relations which change according to political scenarios and developments. It is worth 
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mentioning that as a nation people of Pakistan have always welcomed and supported 

Chinese developmental projects. Thus, there remains consensus between civilian and 

military institutions on Pakistan’s China policy.  But, on the other hand there are many 

who are critical of CPEC as they are considering it as “Chinese Colonialism.” Hence, 

the research  is an attempt to deconstruct the domestic debates which exist on Pakistan’s 

alignment towards China. Moreover, why there is consensus among decision making 

elites over Pakistan’s policies on China. Similarly, it will also be critically evaluated 

that why civilian and military institutions are on same page regarding Pakistan’s 

policies on China. 

The debate on Pakistan’s China policy is one of the features of Pakistan’s accelerated 

alignment policy. Increased engagement between the people and the bureaucracy of 

the two countries has brought more interest of various institutions and the general 

public towards this relationship. 
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Developments post 2016 

 

2016 was an eventful year for CPEC and had several instances which tested the resolve 

of Pakistan-China relations. Several mega projects, including a solar power plant494 

and other infrastructure projects495, were inaugurated by the government. The flagship 

Gwadar Port received a grand opening later in the year and was marked by the 

departure of its first cargo . At the same time, a national debate surfaced in Pakistan in 

which the transparency and negative spill over effects of the CPEC projects on certain 

provinces were hotly debated. As an example, to convey Khyber Pakhtunkhwa’s 

concerns about CPEC projects, the ruling party’s chairman Mr. Imran Khan held a 

meeting with the then Chinese Ambassador to Pakistan, Mr. Sun Weidong in October, 

2016496.At the same time, Pakistan was facing renewed international pressure vis-à-vis 

its alleged support for militant elements within and outside its borders. This resurgence 

of international scrutiny of Pakistan led to U.S. scrapping its $300 million Coalition 

Support Fund reimbursement and cancelling the $270 million subsidy to Pakistan for 

F-16 fighter jets. Afghanistan too, further deepened its alignment towards India, side-

lining Pakistan against a backdrop of growing mistrust of Pakistan’s intentions to bring 

Taliban to the table for talks497 . Pakistan’s widening isolation would surely have 

heightened Pakistan’s sense of urgency to counter these developments by reasserting 

its economic and military bonds with China.  

In this respect, both military and civilian leaderships took it upon themselves to ward 

off criticism related to CPEC and highlighted strong Pak-China relations. The then 

COAS General Raheel Sharif reiterated the importance of CPEC to Pakistan by 

personally visiting several project sites 498  and vowing to “pay any price” for the 

completion of the project499. Pak-China military relations had already been on a high 
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note as China overtook U.S. as the leading arms supplier to Pakistan500, but the ongoing 

geo-political tensions only further strengthened Pakistan’s military collaboration with 

China. Pakistan and China held an unprecedented joint border patrol along the frontier 

region of Pakistan-administered Kashmir501. China also agreed to provide Pakistan 

Navy with eight submarines by 2028502, financed by a long-term loan by China.  

While it can be safely assumed that China has maintained overt support for Pakistan, 

there is evidence to suggest that China had begun to express its desire for Pakistan to 

change its stance on militant groups. In a controversial report published in Dawn in 

2016, China questioned the rationale of its continued support for Jaish-i-Mohammad’s 

leader Masood Azhar at the UN503. China had earlier blocked a move by India to ban 

Masood Azhar at the UN after India had accused him of carrying out attacks on Indian 

soil, including the 2016 attack on Pathankot Air Force Station of the Indian Air Force.  

With CPEC being the flagship project of OBOR, it is conceivable that China be 

concerned about the security situation in Pakistan. While Pakistan had begun to invest 

heavily in providing security to Gwadar Port in the restive Baluchistan province, home 

to Baluch militant separatist movements, and other strategically important locations504, 

a misadventure was bound to happen. On May 24th, 2017 two Chinese nationals were 

kidnapped in Quetta505, Baluchistan and later executed by Islamic State. China was 

visibly displeased with the development and expressed grave concern. The displeasure 

was clearly manifested during the summit of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization 

in Kazakhstan the following month when President Xi Jinping sidelined the then Prime 

Minister Nawaz Sharif for a meeting with India’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi 
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instead506. It was followed by face-saving statements by Beijing, rubbishing the reports, 

but the message had been sent to Pakistan.  

Pakistan was already feeling the pressure from a strong worded statement 507  by 

President Trump against Pakistan’s support for terrorism when another diplomatic 

blow hurt Pakistan later in the year 2017 during the BRICS summit. For the first time, 

groups such as Jaish-i-Muhammad and Haqqani network were specifically named in a 

declaration508 denouncing terrorism. Relations were once again tested in 2018 when 

Pakistan was placed on the Financial Action Task Force’s (FATF) grey-list due to the 

country’s lack of adequate measures to curb terror financing on its soil. China, along 

with Saudi Arabia, pulled support for Pakistan at the FATF plenary meeting509. China 

now clearly has a problem with terrorism in Pakistan and is finding it increasingly 

difficult to defend it internationally.  

Nonetheless, it is abundantly clear that China continues, as a matter of policy, to extend 

politico-diplomatic support for Pakistan in international forums. China has time and 

again lauded Pakistan’s efforts in combating terrorism and acknowledges the human 

and financial losses it had to bear. So when President Trump slammed Pakistan in a 

tweet510, referring to Pakistan’s lies and deceits, China’s foreign ministry came to the 

rescue511. It can be then be argued that China’s policy towards terrorism in Pakistan is 

multi-faceted. Why does it currently support Pakistan, for example, on the Jaish-i-

Muhammad issue? This approach stems from a strategic necessity to keep Pakistan 

officially off of “state-sponsor of terrorism” list. Should Pakistan be acknowledged as 

a sponsor of terrorism, it will complicate China’s cooperation with Pakistan through 
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economic and political means at a crucial stage of China’s outward drive for global 

clout. While China recognizes the malice of terrorism in Pakistan, it is treading 

carefully so as not to gravely upset the Pakistani state. A weaker, internationally 

isolated Pakistani state wouldn’t be conducive for China’s investments and other 

objectives in the region.   

China is also aware that part of the solution towards long-lasting peace and security in 

Pakistan hinges on Pakistan’s relations with neighbouring Afghanistan. Driven by its 

desire to exert its influence in Asia and help Pakistan mend its ties with Afghanistan, 

China has gradually emerged as a peace-broker in the region. China, along with U.S., 

Afghanistan and Pakistan, was part of the Quadrilateral Coordination Group (QCG), 

which held a series of talks in 2016 which sought to bring Taliban to the table with the 

Afghan government512. The talks however collapsed following the killing of Afghan 

Taliban leader Mullah Mansour in a U.S. led drone strike. China, nonetheless, 

continued its support for the peace process and it was revealed513 that Chinese officials 

even met with the Afghan Taliban several times in 2017, playing a role in the 

stabilization of the region. 

Behind the scenes, economic and military relations between the two nations have been, 

more or less, on their natural trajectories. Souring of Pakistan’s relations with a 

belligerent Trump led U.S. which continued to lash out at Pakistan for its short 

comings, helped bring Pakistan even closer to China, However, after his U.S military 

chief visited Pakistan in 2018 the Pentagon has released a report stating that Pakistan 

is part of the solution and the “key” to peace in Afghanistan514. In June 2017, Chinese 

Navy warships visited Karachi515 for a training and port call visit while China brushed 

aside concerns of fallout from Nawaz Sharif’s disqualification by the Supreme 

Court516.  It was also recently revealed (though the actual date of sale is not mentioned) 
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that China had provided Pakistan an advance tracking system to be used in ballistic 

missiles capable of carrying multiple warheads517; a first in South Asia. On the CPEC 

front, barring a last minute hiccup which saw the temporary suspension of road projects 

worth up to PKR 1 trillion518, CPEC related development in the year 2017 hummed 

along with the first time publication of the “Long-Term Plan on China-Pakistan 

Corridor519”, drawn up by the China Development Bank and the National Development 

Reform Commission of the People’s Republic of China which shed light on long-term 

objectives of the project. The then minister for Planning and Development Mr. Ahsan 

Iqbal also floated the idea of substituting Yuan for US dollar in China-Pakistan trade; 

State Bank of Pakistan later gave the official approval by January 2018520.  

CPEC was also one of the rallying points during the election campaigns leading to the 

July 2018 general election in Pakistan. Every major party either took the entire credit 

for CPEC or touted the project as a harbinger of economic prosperity in Pakistan. China 

resultantly had little to worry about the outcome of the election since the 

implementation of CPEC and strong relations with China enjoy broad political 

consensuses in the country.  

Following Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaaf’s victory in the July 2018 general elections, the 

party chief Mr. Imran Khan noted, in his maiden speech, the importance of 

strengthening relations with China and referred to CPEC as source of attractive 

investment in Pakistan. Pakistan is currently under enormous financial duress. Its 

foreign reserves have dwindled and its relations with U.S., a traditional source of 

economic assistance and aid, are at the lowest levels. Soon after the election, China 

stepped in and lent Pakistan $2 billion to support the latter’s foreign reserves521. 
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Imran Khan is unlikely to dramatically alter Pakistan’s foreign policy, for two reasons. 

For one, the powerful Pakistani military establishment has tremendous influence in the 

space. Secondly, Imran Khan’s own stated foreign policy objectives haven’t, mostly, 

deviated from those of the military’s. Imran Khan, however, has had a pronounced anti-

American stance; although he has so far moderated his tone following the election. It 

is safe to assume that Imran Khan reign would seek further bolstering of relations with 

China. 
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Chapter 12: Conclusion 

Pakistan has been an ally to the U.S. and has also maintained an alignment with China 

regardless of the ups and downs of the relations with between these great powers. The 

prolonged Afghanistan war presents it with a Pakistan dilemma, that it, it can not 

alienate Pakistan completely due to fears of Pakistan’s nuclear weapons falling into the 

hands of terrorists, and also, it can no longer trust and support Pakistan as an ally given 

that Pakistan has not yielded ‘results’ and has sheltered certain Afghan Taliban and 

Haqqanis on its soil. To be able to exert more pressure on Pakistan the U.S. has once 

again adopted the ‘carrot and stick’ approach and instead of just cutting down military 

aid and assistance to Pakistan it has gradually cultivated strong strategic and economic 

relations with Pakistan’s arch enemy, India. For China, Pakistan has traditionally been 

the only non-communist country which has resisted Western pressure to isolate China 

in times of troubles. In more contemporary times, China’s economic and strategic 

ambitions place Pakistan in a very significant position given its’ ambitious One Belt 

One Road initiate in which the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor is upheld as the 

flagship project. Such circumstances draw attention to the larger truth that U.S-Pakistan 

relations are more inextricably effected by the state of U.S.-China relations than ever 

before; however, what’s more noteworthy is that the same applies to the Pakistan- 

China relationship. Hence reinforcing the central argument presented in this thesis that 

the structural and systemic power changes on the global political arena and Pakistan’s 

relative position, drive Pakistan’s foreign policy towards China and has caused 

Pakistan to strengthen its alignment policy. 

1) This research was conducted to address the central and overarching question 

that, Why has Pakistan’s alignment towards China strengthened between 2005 

onwards?  

In addition to the overarching question a set of sub-questions to be answered in this 

research were, why is neoclassical realism the most suitable approach to explain 

Pakistan’s behaviour? What are the major features of this alignment? And what are the 

limits of this alignment?  

The thesis begins by reviewing important works in the literature on Pakistan’s Foreign 

Policy. It reveals gaps with respect to methodology, theory and empirical shortcomings 
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of the previous works. To address the deficiencies of the existing literature, an elaborate 

framework of analysis is developed in the next chapter, i.e. chapter 2. This chapter 

provides justification for the use of neoclassical realism as the most suitable framework 

of analysis to explain Pakistan’s strengthening alignment with China. This theoretical 

framework also covers the divide between ideational and material foreign policy 

drivers, as it addresses both ideological (Pakistan elite’s strategic culture) policy-

making issues as well as material ones (external power relations, domestic political and 

economic interests, foreign economic policies). Furthermore, it allows for the analysis 

to go beyond traditional realism’s focus on great power politics and discusses the 

dominance of security and geopolitical insecurities of a developing country in which 

defence procurement and regional rivalries continue to dictate its foreign policy.  

The contribution of this theoretical framework, and ultimately of the thesis, does not 

only lie in its ability to integrate levels of analysis, drivers and policies; it also lies in 

its ability to facilitate the establishment of causal chains between systemic foreign 

policy drivers and correlate them with the intervening variable that is the strategic 

culture with specific foreign policy outcomes.  

Hence, by incorporating the independent and intervening variable analysis it is now 

possible to provide answers to the overarching question of the thesis and the sub-

questions, and at the same time seek further possibilities of research in the topic.  

The answer to the overarching question also reflects the central argument of the thesis, 

which is , that the rise of China as a global power that is gradually asserting itself in 

the region as well as in the world, is a development that has set in motion a realignment 

or a reorientation of U.S. Asia policy. The purpose of this reorientation is to manage 

China’s influence in a such a manner that it does not class U.S. interests in the region. 

These interests broadly are in the domain of security, economic and energy supply. 

Although, the U.S and China have developed an economic co-dependency is the last 

decade and China has generally supported American fight against terrorism in regions 

across Middle East and South Asia, the world has simultaneously witnessed a range of 

issues where conflict has escalated into crises or a near crises situation.  Ranging from 

rising trade tensions, to freedom of navigation in the South China Sea, and Taiwan 
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Strait to North Korea. However, the intense competition on the international level has 

played out in their policies towards South Asian countries is particularly important for 

this research. As it is the dynamics of the sub-systemic /regional environment that 

directly affect Pakistan’s behaviour.  

This thesis finds that Pakistan’s China policy can not be discussed in isolation from its 

alliance history with the U.S.  The reason being that Pakistan’s core interests and 

outlook is dominated by its insecurities which are a product of its geopolitical 

constraints. And it it those insecurities that Pakistan sought to pacify, by aligning with 

the U.S. as early as 1953- and not ideological similarities of democratic principles or 

containment of communists for that matter. 

Hence, despite being allies in the 1980’s and then again in 2001, Pakistan and U.S. 

interests in Afghanistan have not been similar. It has been this fundamental difference 

between U.S.’s and Pakistan’s interests in Afghanistan that have resulted in such 

duplicity on Pakistan’s part and distrust on U. S’s part. Thenceforth, the core of this 

‘alliance’ remained hollow and Pakistan’s relationship with the U.S. remained 

‘Conditional’ and remains restricted to Pakistan’s Afghan policy. With the absence of 

a core long term binding interest the relationship has disintegrated into an almost 

acrimony. Now- the fundamentals of Pakistan’s relationship with China have been 

entirely different. At the core of the relationship is mutual distrust of India. The usage 

of term ‘distrust’ is significant to note here because that is something that has remained 

constant despite ups and downs in Pakistan’s relationship with India and also despite 

ups and downs in China’s relationship with India.  However, it must also be stated that 

given the changes in U.S Afghan strategy as recently as in 2018, their presence in 

Afghanistan has become “condition-based” rather than “time-based”. This means that 

whether the Trump Admin likes it or not Pakistan will remain central in in foreign 

policy towards Afghanistan. This also has ramifications for Pakistan China relations 

and therefore despite U.S. claiming that they have ‘de-hyphenated” relations with 

Pakistan , the U.S will not be able to extradite itself from its alliance with Pakistan. 

This thesis underlines that it is the endurance of this mutual ‘distrust’ especially at the 
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core of the Pakistani decision-makers that provided the strength to the policy of 

alignment to sustain and strengthen despite changes in the external environment- which 

include the China-India rapprochement. 

This ‘distrust’, on Pakistan’s part is a product of the ideological predispositions and 

preferences of the Pakistani decision-makers which are covered under the term 

‘strategic culture’. Then the question arises, which institutions’ strategic culture and 

strategic thinking dominates when it comes to policy-making on China and why is it 

important to study it as an intervening variable when looking at Pakistan’s China policy. 

The detailed answer to this question is provided by chapter 3, which outlines the 

evolution of the military, the major political parties and also the civilian elite. To sum 

up the findings of chapter 3 and link them to the importance of treating the strategic 

culture as an intervening variable, the first thing one must do is to point out that 

Pakistan’s military has dominated foreign policy decision-making even during civilian 

rules. It has deemed policy towards Afghanistan, U.S, India and China to be too 

sensitive for the ‘corrupt’ and incompetent civilian leaders to handle. There are 

multiple sources of mistrust for India, which are obvious, given that Pakistan has fought, 

(initiated) three wars with India since their independence and is not content with the 

way partition was handled, giving birth to the Kashmir problem. Now, the core three 

features of Pakistan’s strategic culture have to do with its’ ‘distrust’, and ‘insecurities’ 

which are based in historical experiences and have continued to persist until 2018. 

Pakistan’s foreign policy makers can not detach themselves from the anxieties and 

insecurities that overshadow pragmatism. Where as for China, ideological 

considerations are passé, replaced by pragmatic choices and realistic goals. Chinese 

polity pays lip service to its ideology (Confucius) where as for Pakistan, its two-nation 

theory remains reinforced by the most influential institution. This is because Pakistan’s 

territorial integrity, its claims on Kashmir and its very independence from India depend 

on this ideology. 

 

So, let us summarise the discussion above and see what has been established so far. 

Pakistan’s distrust and insecurities vis-à-vis U.S. and India dominate its foreign policy 

behaviour. Pakistan’s domestic politics as a result of those insecurities and distrust has 
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been dominated by the military institution which deems the civilian leadership inept 

and corrupt. The military’s legitimacy in conducting foreign policy was not challenged 

by great powers and lastly, as a result the military’s narrative and preferences dominate 

the states’ foreign policy behaviour- one of the preferences being an alignment towards 

China. 

This concludes the purpose and findings of the first 3 chapters which helped set the 

fundamentals of the research. 

Now that the fundamentals of Pakistan’s perceptions, and the rationale for its’ 

preferences has been discussed let us turn to how the findings of chapter 4 advance the 

discussion. After reviewing five decades of Pakistan’s alliance behaviour a few 

conclusions can be drawn about the causes and the nature of Pakistan’s alliance 

behaviour. 

The first one is that Pakistan’s early leaders (military rulers Ayub Khan, Yayah Khan) 

chose to find external solutions for internal short-comings of the state. 

The second conclusion is that finding external patrons helped Pakistan in internal and 

external balancing act against perceived threats from hostile neighbours. 

Another conclusion that can be drawn from Pakistan’s alliance behaviour is that 

Pakistan has overemphasised on its ‘geostrategic location’, and essentially became a 

‘rent-seeking’ state with nuclear capability that has become too dangerous to fail.  

These conclusions bring us to the ultimate deduction that Pakistan’s decision-makers 

or the security community has remained sceptic of the U.S. even during the ‘golden’ 

years of U.S-Pakistan alliance, which is why despite repeated pressures and criticisms 

of Pakistan’s ‘close-relationship’ with China, Pakistan resisted to isolate China.  

This brings us to the next chapter and question which sits at the core of the hypothesis 

of the thesis. The hypothesis states that Pakistan has employed a strategy of alignment 

towards China since mid-1960’s and that this alignment has strengthened from 2005 

onwards which can be described using neoclassical realism as a framework of analysis. 
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Before answering the overarching question of the research that has to do with the 

‘strengthening of the alignment policy’ let us first establish how this thesis 

substantiated the presence of an ‘alignment’ policy from Pakistan from the 1960’s in 

the first place. The evidence is provided in chapter 5 of the thesis which traces the 

nature of Pakistan’s China policy from early 1950’s through five decades. The chapter 

examines how and why Pakistan’s policy fulfils the prerequisites of an alignment as 

defined by Micheal Ward’s definition in his book Research Gaps in Alliance Dynamics 

(1982). Pakistan’s policy towards China has evolved into an alignment, what began as 

a counter-balance arrangement that solely focused on providing India with the threat 

of a two-front war gradually evolved into a broader strategic co-operation. Bulk of the 

relationship rests on strategic co-operation. However, given that Pakistan was still a 

U.S. ally (in 1980’s), and Pakistan-China did not have any formal treaty until 2005 

(which is the ‘Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation and Good Neighbourly Relations’), 

durability of the relationship has rested upon mutual distrust of India, as detailed above, 

and also in Pakistan’s search of alternatives for U.S. after the bitter experiences of being 

placed under sanctions in the late 1970’s and early 1990’s, when the U.S. needed 

Pakistan’s support in Afghanistan. It is very recently that Pakistan’s economic 

decencies on China have developed with loans of the CPEC. 

Hence, Pakistan’s bitter experiences of being ‘abandoned’ by its long-term ally during 

wars with India, and U.S.’s increasingly ‘biased’ responses to Indian civil nuclear 

programs against Pakistan’s increased scepticism with regard to American 

commitments to Pakistan. Pakistan’s relationship with China, withstood the major 

structural shifts of the Cold War, the Post- Cold War decade and continued to be 

unwavering when Pakistan once became a U.S. partner in 2001. 

It is noteworthy that Pakistan’s alignment with China did not come at the cost of its 

partnership with the U.S at any given period. As at no point in history was Pakistan 

forced to abandon its relationship with the other. Even during periods of high tensions 

between the U.S. and China neither party tried to exert pressures on Pakistan to move 

away from the other. The reason for that is twofold, the first being that Pakistan has 

held leverage over Washington during periods when it needed Pakistan’s support in 
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Afghanistan for a) supply routes and b) intelligence sharing and network with in 

Afghanistan. And two, Pakistan is the only South Asian country that Beijing considers 

to be a reliable partner. Pakistan served as a conduit in 1970’s after which Nixon’s 

historical visit to China happened. So, if there be a time when a mediator is needed 

there has been no other South Asian state that has worked incredibly closely with 

Washington and with Beijing than Pakistan. For this reason, Pakistan’s unique position 

neither Beijing nor Washington had asked for their relationship with Pakistan be 

‘exclusive’. Having said that it must also be noted that American interests and Chinese 

interests with respect to South Asia had not clashed until very recently, and that too has 

to do with Chinese One Belt One Road ambitions and assertiveness and not due to any 

direct conflict over a specific issue.  

Now that it has been established that first half of the hypothesis of this research is 

substantiated by the analysis of chapter 5 in which Pakistan’s foreign policy behaviour 

meets the definition set forth by Michael Ward. Let us move forward to the second and 

third parts of the hypothesis on which the overarching research question of this thesis 

is based.  

The second part of the hypothesis states that “this alignment has strengthened from 

2005 onwards”.  Now let us discuss the findings of chapter 6 which provides an 

overview of the systemic and sub-systemic changes that occurred during 2005 onwards 

and it links those developments to key elements of Pakistan’s strategic culture and 

explains Pakistan’s foreign policy behaviour towards China. Therefore, providing an 

overview of the strengthening alignment without exhaustive details and descriptions of 

bilateral relations and focusing on analysis.  

Chapter 7 is the first empirical chapter which focuses on Pakistan’s economic and trade 

policy towards China. It follows the causal link developed in the theoretical framework 

and thus outlines key features of the independent variable in terms of the external 

economic environment (independent variable) that Pakistan confronted from 2005 

onwards, how the intervening variable (i.e. strategic culture) intervenes and influences 

its perceptions of the external developments and how those perceptions shape its 
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behaviour.  

Three major international developments that led Pakistan to enhance its trade and 

economic relations with China were 1) China’s economic rise, 2) Exponential growth 

in India’s economy and 3) A reorientation of U.S. policy which intensified Pakistan’s 

financial problems. Given that, for a country like Pakistan that pays much more 

attention to the defence capabilities and is extremely sensitive to power changes that 

occur in its’ neighbourhood. The pre-eminence of ‘insecurity’ and ‘distrust’ towards 

India and towards U.S. commitments to Pakistan in the face of a new competition 

between U.S. and China, Pakistan’s perceptions of these developments provided clear 

threats and opportunities for it to make an active effort to align closer with China (via 

CPFTA and acceptance of CPEC).  An interesting observation that came to surface by 

conducting the analysis in this manner was the incredible amount of conformity that 

civilian governments have shown while providing preferential treatment to China 

despite the repeated warning of the business community of the damages that the Free 

Trade Agreement with China had done to the largest industry in Pakistan (textile). As 

astounding as it may seem but keeping in mind that the strategic culture which calls for 

countering Indian dominance, primacy of national security and maintain a proactive 

defence posture also played a role in how Pakistan perceived India’s rise. An 

economically stronger India could spend a lot more on defence with ease than Pakistan 

could ever match, a stronger India held much more prestige and value in regional and 

international organisations to exert more pressures on Pakistan and a stronger Indian 

economy is able to exert influence in Afghanistan and Iran with whom Pakistan shares 

borders. 

Furthermore, as Pakistan’s relations with the U.S turned from bad to worse between 

2005 until 2016. From a close ally in Afghanistan war Pakistan was increasingly seen 

as an exploiter. To a point where, on the first day of 2018 President Trump outright 

accused Pakistan of giving nothing in return to U.S but ‘deceit’ and ‘lies’ after 

receiving more than $ 33 billion  in aid in the past 15 years. Any room for optimism 

for a near resumption in aid or assistance had ended. It must be noted that China’s soft 

loans and bilateral debts have not and can not replace U.S. aid, assistance and Coalition 
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Support Fund. As those arrangements are very different from each other.  

Understanding these limitations Pakistan’s options were limited and perceiving an 

incredibly restrictive regional environment and being almost isolated, accused of being 

a state sponsor of terrorism Pakistan grabbed the opportunity to hold on to Beijing. 

Another observation is the optimism surrounding China’s economic rise. As noted via 

interviews of key officials and former Foreign Ministers, the popular perception in 

Islamabad of Chinese ‘favours’ to Pakistan are perceived as evidence of its’ 

‘friendliness’. With the announcement of the CPEC, the energy in Islamabad was at a 

whole different level. Like stated earlier, the only leniency that civilian governments 

enjoy is when strengthening relationship with China, as the general perceptions are that 

China is ‘an old friend’ of the Pakistani people. However a deep analysis of the China 

Pakistan Free Trade Agreement done under Musharraf despite enhancing trade brought 

little benefits for the local industry of Pakistan. Despite facing huge trade deficient with 

China Pakistan’s civilian leaders were unable to negotiate for tariff relaxations in 

Pakistan’s major products. An interesting finding of this chapter was that as Pakistan 

became more reliant on bilateral Chinese loans, and as external aid and assistance from 

the U.S. reduced Pakistan’s leaders, military and civilian, continued to hail the ‘strong’ 

economic relations. 

Now that purpose and drivers of Pakistan’s economic/trade policy towards China has 

been discussed. Let’s turn to Pakistan’s defence related and strategic policy towards 

China. The period 2005 onwards was dominated by China’s growing military and 

economic assertiveness on a global scale which was increasingly viewed as a threat to 

U.S. interests in Asia as well as in other regions. The U. S’s reorientation in Asia called 

for a change in its previously mediocre  relationship with India, that had changed after 

the 2005/2008 civil nuclear and the Obama Administrations’ support for India to be 

given a permanent UNSC membership as well as its’ support to become member of the 

Nuclear Suppliers Group. How Pakistan responded to these developments was to 

eagerly look towards China for support in the absence of other such close partners.  In 

the aftermath of 2011 Osama bin Laden raid in Abbottabad, U.S diplomatic and 

military relations had received a huge blow, increasing Pakistani’s insecurities and 
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rising ‘distrust’ given the surge in India-U.S.   

China’s growing share in Pakistan’s defence imports also provided Islamabad with a 

clarity in its options with respect to reliability and consistency at a time and things were 

increasingly uncertain with the US due to Pakistan’s own complex policy towards 

Afghanistan. Against such volatile and complex security environment Pakistan’s 

location can be categorized as one of the most important structural modifiers when it 

comes to its alignment towards China with respect to its defence cooperation.  

Similar to Pakistan’s perceptions of China as an alternative to US for its economic 

needs Pakistan perceived China’s technological and military acceleration in power as 

an opportunity and not a threat.  

As China’s defence industry developed in size and in technological advancement 

Pakistan viewed the transfer of technology as a sign of China’s recognition of itself as 

the strengthening of the bond between the two. As highlighted in Chapter 6, China’s 

cooperation with Pakistan on a number of defence related development aside from just 

selling armament and other defence materials the joint trainings and drills were also 

seen as a sign of a more strengthened partnership 

Hence, with the reinforcement of the perceptions and evidence that China is capable 

and willing to become Pakistan’s principal source of of conventional and non-

conventional arms supplier it helped Pakistan balance internally and externally against 

India. For instance, when Pakistan claimed to have learned of India’s so-called ‘Cold 

Start Doctrine’ or the ‘Pro-Active Doctrine’, which is a limited-war strategy designed 

after India Parliamentary attacks of 2001, it responded by developing short-range 

tactical weapons with the help of Chinese assistance. Thus, reinforcing the argument 

that China’s willingness and capability to provide Pakistan some level of deterrence 

capability against its Indian securities in face of India’s exponential growth in 

conventional and non-conventional capabilities has influenced Pakistan’s foreign 

policy in favour of Beijing. 

Majority of Pakistan’s defence capabilities conventional and non- conventional are 

developed with regard to war with India and Chinese support has been monumental for 

Paksitan. However, in 2005/2006 the rise of indigenous terrorist groups which declared 

war against the Pakistan state altered Pakistan’s active threats and defence resource 
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requirements. China’s position in Pakistan’s strategic culture is intertwined with other 

features of it.  

Pakistan faced a highly unfavourable environment after 2001. The great power U.S had 

declared a War against Terrorism in its neighbouring country and Pakistan was coerced 

to fight against the very elements it had helped in the past. A combination of 

international and regional regional factors placed Pakistan in highly favourable 

conditions in one aspect and highly unfavourable conditions in other aspects. For 

instance, although on the one hand Pakistan was a non-NATO ally to the US in the 

Afghanistan war and this status brought economic and military support for the country 

where as on the other hand the unrest and chaos in Afghanistan surged violence in 

Pakistan’s territory making it one of the five most affected by terrorism states in the 

world between 2006-2016522.  

Pakistan’s defence cooperation with China also saw an increase as China became its 

largest supplier of conventional weapons and joint military exercises between the two 

also became more frequent. 

From being a security-centric partnership Pakistan and China entered into a new phase 

with the CPEC , which is to be the single largest point of OBOR. The Pakistan army 

threw its full support into the project along side the government and  the fact that army 

became a beneficiary in the CPEC in two ways explains its’ enthusiasm. Firstly, a 

tighter relationship with China makes China a stakeholder in Kashmir (as CPEC passes 

through Pakistan Administered Kashmir) and secondly, the army owns the Frontier 

Corps Works which is the construction wing of the Army (one that also jointly built 

the Karakorum Highway). Indian and American resistance to the ‘debt-trap diplomacy’ 

on China’s part is treated as an ‘anti-national’ attack to sabotage development. The 

dominance of the military’s narrative still finds little resistance from the civilian 

different media groups and interest groups in Pakistan, which is the national strategic 

culture as was argued through out the thesis that durability of the strategic culture of 

Pakistan is an important source of its enduring alignment policy. Although, it is also 

expected that with more Chinese people travelling to Pakistan for work and business 
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as never before, this new development has generated a debate in the Pakistani society 

however how vibrant those policy debates are or become has to do with how well 

Pakistan’s government is able to negotiate Pakistan’s interests in CPEC projects. 

Pakistan’s significance for China is no longer limited to regional goals, the OBOR 

initiative changes Pakistan’s importance for Chinese model of development across the 

globe as it pushes for more integration and development through the OBOR initiative. 

This thesis also finds that although for Pakistan its’ defence and strategic 

considerations dominate its foreign policy towards China, however; Pakistan’s energy 

needs and financial troubles have also become very significant factors in its policy 

towards China especially since 2015 when the CPEC officially began to roll out. The 

rise in capabilities of China in conjunction with its willingness to replace the US as the 

leading source of conventional weapons to Pakistan is also a key driving force of 

Pakistan’s tilt. Coupled with the perception of China’s rise to global power Pakistan’s 

behaviour reveals reading of Pakistan’s elite’s belief that China is a more reliable 

partner that resolves issues with Pakistan in private rather than cause a public storm, 

when and if complaints arise. China’s future economic growth is rooted in the stability 

of its peripheral region. A rise in China’s global activism requires it to secure access to 

energy and other resources for its’ growth. China’s elite believes that the US has 

applied a policy of ‘soft-containment’ towards China by fostering stronger strategic 

relations with India , Japan , South Korea and other Eat Asian states. All of which have 

unresolved territorial disputes with China. In these circumstances Pakistan becomes an 

important regional partner that China shares a long history with, a history free of 

conflicts and free of confrontations. 

China’s increasing demand for crude oil and US’s military bases all around China’s 

sea trade routes has led to the search alternative routes for trade. China’s activism is 

driven by commercial as well as political interests. To maintain social stability rapid 

and sustainable economic growth is crucial for the Chinese Communist Party CCP. 

China advances its national goals by helping its firms to pursue overseas commercial 

opportunities. Hence, by doing so, it has not only been able to tackle the overcapacity 

problem but is has helped solidify ties with smaller countries which helps China 

leverage their support in International Organizations such as UN. 
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In the regional geopolitical and strategic context Pakistan’s is as much part of the 

solution as it is considered part of the problem, and China’s treatment of Pakistan 

reflects its awareness of this dilemma.  

Why is neoclassical realism the most suitable approach to explain Pakistan’s 

behaviour? 

 

Pakistan’s China policy direction has remained unchanged since the 1960’s. This thesis 

has explained this phenomenon by stressing the role of Pakistan’s strategic culture that 

is treated as an intervening variable. Pakistan’s military institution dominates its 

foreign policy making.  The preference for China, has to do with Pakistan’s distrust of 

India and distrust of its traditional ally i.e. the U.S  that it shares with China to some 

level. It is that reason that this alignment policy has been maintained by Pakistan 

despite changes in the external environment. The external structural changes did not 

directly cause Pakistan to strengthen its alignment with China but it was through the 

perceptions of the environment that those external changes were responded. 

 Pakistan’s policy towards China itself has not changed since the 1960’s. This thesis 

has argued that the policy of alignment has been enhanced and accelerated to strengthen 

its strategic and economic relations with China so as to limit its reliance in U.S and to 

help Pakistan internally and externally balance against India.  Such explanation called 

for a framework which incorporated not only external/systemic variables but also 

ideational variable at the domestic level. Neoclassical realism offers just that. 

Hence, it argues that unless and until Pakistan’s strategic culture and thinking remains 

the same its’ behaviour towards China will also remain the same. However, the more 

restrictive Pakistan’s external environment gets and the weaker Pakistan’s relative 

position gets the more desperate Pakistan has become and so it tilts closer into Beijing’s 

influence. China the only regional actor which not only shares Pakistan’s distrust of 

U.S. and India (to some extent) and also has the capability to support Islamabad. 

Now, there are no outstanding territorial issues between the two neighbours. And 

during Cold War, Post-Cold War and Post 9-11 setting, Pakistan’s policy direction 

towards China has not altered. This means that structural and external power changes 
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in the international political environment have not altered Pakistan’s perceptions and 

its’ policy towards China.  

 Secondly, Pakistan’s China has remained the same during military dictatorships and 

during civilian rules, this means that domestic governments also do not alter Pakistan’s 

policy towards China. So then this brings us to find the answer in the middle. Pakistan’s 

responses to its external environment   

What are the major features of this alignment? 

The major features of Pakistan’s strengthening alignment policy towards China have 

been in three areas. One feature is the debate that it has started in Pakistan about 

whether Pakistan’s tilt towards China would be too risky. Such a debate had been 

absent for decades as the state narrative was built on the very positive attention China 

had received in Pakistan. As Pakistan becomes more reliant on Chinese support in 

strategic aspects and its’ relations with the U.S. worsen, some in Pakistan have pointed 

out that Pakistan is following a similar trend that it had followed with the U.S, which 

is a patron-client relationship.  

Another feature of this alignment is that ever since Pakistan has aggressively pursued 

a closer relationship with China, its position in Beijing’s foreign policy priority has 

increased. The reason being OBOR of course, and also that as American influence 

withdrew and created a vacuum Beijing could fill the space on its own terms and 

footing.  

Also, Pakistan’s traditional contact with the Chinese was previously limited to the state 

officials. As more Chinese workers, engineers and embassy staff arrive in its capital 

and other areas where CPEC projects have started, a deeper understanding between the 

people has developed. Chinese run hotels, restaurants and local small businesses are 

helping both countries learn more about the cultures. Direct flights from Pakistani cities 

to Chinese cities has increased travels for students, tourists and traders alike. Although 

language barrier remains to exist however; more Pakistani students than ever before 

are learning Mandarin in Pakistan and in China. More Pakistani students are doing 

doctorates, studying medicine, engineering and are offered scholarships.  

Another feature of this alignment is that Pakistan increasingly looks towards China for 

diplomatic support each time Pakistan comes under fire by U.S or by international 
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bodies for harbouring terrorists. Furthermore, bolstered military relations have 

enhanced intelligence sharing and Pakistan’s close cooperation with China is rooting 

out ETIM’s militants from its soil has been one of the major features for this enhanced 

cooperation. 

What are the limits of this alignment?   

As Chapter 6, Chapter 7, Chapter 8 and Chapter 9 and 10 find that Pakistan’s behaviour 

exhibits various degrees of alignments in political, economic, military, and cultural 

spheres and observes that these present a multifaceted sculpture of national and 

supranational postures523. Although the period under study finds evidence of Pakistan’s 

preference to align closer to China, there are a few things which China has not and will 

not do for Pakistan and vice versa. As Chapter 7 finds that China’s unwillingness to 

address the concerns of the Pakistani business community led to the failure of dialogue 

for second phase of the Free Trade Agreement and that the government of Pakistan 

negotiated from a weaker position. Hence China will not provide Pakistani products 

preferential access to its market as Pakistan has done. Also, Pakistan despite being an 

important part of BRI, is too volatile to be viewed as a commercially viable investment 

for China, and until and unless it begins to generate profits for Pakistan there are higher 

chances of Pakistan becoming a rather major liability for China as the U.S. and India 

collectively blame criticism on Pakistan of being selective in its fight against terrorist 

outfits. 

Also there are limits to how much pressure Beijing can exert on Islamabad when it 

comes to relations with India. A conducive environment in South Asia is an important 

prerequisite for China’s own grand ambitions and with Pakistan’s internal militancy 

and insurgency risks a smooth execution of its flagship OBOR CPEC project. 

Furthermore, although China provides concessional loans to Pakistan it has not taken 

primary responsibility for Pakistan’s crippling financial problems and since China does 

not wield greater influence in lending institutions such as the IMF, which bails out 

Pakistan in financial difficulties. 
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China’s ability to provide Pakistan with an alternative source of conventional and non-

conventional (though sometimes sub-standard) and affordable armament have 

provided assurance to its military and helped to maintain a proactive defence posture 

towards India, as well as in fighting domestic terrorism. However, the sophistication 

and technological superiority of American defence resources that was available to 

Pakistan on subsidized rates can not be matched by China. China has global ambitions 

and Pakistan’s concerns are confined to its region, so if Pakistan becomes more of a 

liability than an asset, Beijing might exert pressure to show Pakistan that it too can 

tighten its noose. This is something Pakistan can not afford especially given its 

financial insecurities. 

Limitations and suggestions for further research  

This study, just like any other, has its limitations and weaknesses. And although one of 

the central aims of the thesis was to reconcile and integrate different approaches to 

Pakistan’s foreign policy, a theoretical framework could never account for every aspect 

of a country’s foreign policy. Moreover, apart from theoretical limitations, there have 

also been methodological and empirical limitations.  

As stated in the introduction and methodology of the thesis, the social and political 

turmoil Pakistan was experiencing during the time of the research rendered the conduct 

of interviews difficult both because Pakistani politicians/scholars were harder to reach 

and more reluctant to speak on sensitive issues (e.g. the role of the army and its 

ideology or particular political events) such as the ones under examination in this thesis. 

Although this limitation was mitigated by a number of other primary sources (recorded 

Urdu interviews of foreign ministers available on the internet), the empirical aspect of 

the thesis would have been stronger if interviewees were more easily accessible and 

the foreign office was also open to share from its library. 

Theoretically, the chosen neoclassical theoretical framework was adequately sound to 

address the problematique identified at the beginning of the thesis as well as to answer 

the questions that have been posed. Throughout the course of the analysis, however, 

certain actors and factors were identified that could not have been accounted for by the 

theoretical framework but may have had a role to play in Pakistan’s foreign policy.  
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Factors such as Pakistan’s domestic political and economic weaknesses and weak 

energy policies, bad/corrupt governance and poor management of the state that 

neoclassical realism does not include.  

Furthermore, although the theoretical framework of neoclassical realism provided a 

very satisfying fit on variables exploring and tracing Pakistan’s sources of its defence 

and strategic policy towards China. However operationalization of the strategic culture 

alone as an intervening variable to Pakistan’s economic and trade policy towards China 

provided an incomplete and unsatisfactory toolkit specifically in Chapter 7 which looks 

at Pakistan’s economic/trade policy towards China.For this reason the author 

introduced the dominance of the military institution as an intervening variable and not 

just the strategic culture as an intervening variable in Pakistan’s trade and economic 

policy towards China. It is important to differentiate because even though the civilian 

leaders were willing to normalize trade with other states there were pressures on these 

individual leaders by the military which compelled them to not act on their ideas.  So, 

therefore the civil-military divide also played an intervening role, and the author took 

into account its’ intervening effect in Pakistan’s foreign policy making with reference 

to economic and trade policy in chapter 7. Same limitation arose in the analysis of 

chapter 10 and the author included the domestic economic situation of the country as 

an intervening variable along with the strategic culture, which collectively shaped 

Pakistan’s perceptions and as a result Pakistan welcomed the terms of the CPEC with 

absolutely no resistance. 

These limitations of the theoretical framework do not have any limiting effect on the 

findings of the thesis. As the core research question and sub-questions have been 

addressed with the help of the existing framework of analysis provided by neoclassical 

realist model. Two different approaches to the problem examined in this research are 

outlined below which can help illuminate other sources of Pakistan’s China policy that 

have not been explored in this thesis. 

First, it has been made clear that between 2005 onwards Pakistan was ruled by three 

different regimes. First Gen, Musharraf, then Asif Ali Zardari and then by Nawaz 
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Sharif. This thesis has advanced the argument that China has become the most 

important global partner in this decade for Pakistan, yet the bulk of the relationship is 

managed by the Pakistan army rather than the civilians. The causes of which lie in the 

historical context and Pakistan’s core national security issues. Hence, an institutional 

model, perhaps Graham T.Allison Conceptual model approach is needed given the 

availability of data from the deeply classified Pakistan Army headquarters. 

Secondly, the analysis demonstrated in places that other domestic factors have had a 

noteworthy role to play in certain instances. Whereas the strategic culture remains the 

most important source of influence in domestic scene, at least for the most part, it seems 

that an examination of the condition of the internal economy, infrastructural, energy 

demands have also played a significant role in the recent years of Pakistan’s China 

policy especially its responses to OBOR. To approach the puzzle with more focus on 

Pakistan’s domestic factors might also provide interesting results. Future studies of 

Pakistan that want to take into account the country’s domestic politics should include 

its internal socio-economic conditions in their analysis as well. 

The future of Pakistan’s China Policy 

Based on the findings of this thesis Pakistan’s policy towards China has withstood 

external pressures as well as internal political changes. Building on the findings of the 

thesis it can seen that Pakistan’s requirements from China can not be provided by any 

other partner.  What Pakistan essentially requires from a patron is a) defence 

cooperation for internal and external balancing act with India and b) diplomatic support 

and financial support. However in non-material terms, what Pakistan has found with 

China  has traditionally been a common distrust of not just India but also the U.S. . 

Given that despite an absence of war between India and China , there are possible 

flashpoint which could  turn into border skirmishes such as one we saw in 2017 

(Dokhlam incident). These include CPEC route passing through Pakistan administered 

Kashmir that India claims, Chinese sensitivities regarding the Dalai Lama , India’s 

growing defence cooperation with the U.S. and India’s presence in the Indo-Pacific 

region. Pakistan views such potential flashpoints as irritants in a sustainable 

cooperation between India and China and thus views itself as the only South Asian 
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country that China must support in order to limit Indian and American influence in the 

Asia-Pacific. India’s relationship with China exhibits points of interdependence and 

competition, which benefits Pakistan for now and Pakistan will continue to hold 

relevance for China given that China does not enjoy a similar relationship with 

Afghanistan or Iran , or any other country that is a key South Asian player. 

Pakistan is becoming dependent on China not only in terms of economic but  Pakistan 

has a strategic dependence on China. Pakistan under Imran Khan can not backtrack on 

the agreements because the army wont allow it. 

Pakistan would either have to decrease tensions with neighbours, including India ,Iran 

,Afghanistan and even the U.S. in order to be able to decrease its reliance on China 

which at the moment has a lot more leverage than Pakistan, for obvious reasons.   

On the flip-side, given that Pakistan too is strategically important for China, if its’ 

billion dollars worth of investments and loans fail to yield results or become too 

controversial, China would have to risk global criticism of its grand OBOR project or 

would have to become more tough on Pakistan and risk damaging its decades long 

conflict-free relationship with Pakistan. 

Both countries have high risks involved as the stakes have become even higher with 

the U.S.-China trade War underway. In case of tensions rising between the U.S. and 

China Pakistan is set to remain in favour of China which could bring more international 

pressure from the U.S through tough IMF restrictions on its bailouts for Pakistan or 

through more support to India which could favour Indian stance on Kashmir and also 

in Afghanistan. Either way  Pakistan and China  relationship will certainly shape the 

geopolitical environment of the region. Based on the trajectory that is exhibited in this 

research the author does not predict that Pakistan would alter its course of action 

irrespective of how reliant it gets on China. However, engaging with countries such as 

Russia, dialogue with India and confidence building measures with the U.S. would 

provide Pakistan some breathing space that it otherwise may not have. 
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List of Interviewees:  

1. Mr.Jawad Kazmi , Pakistani Trader based in Shanghai, 12th December 2015 

and 10th April 2018 

2. Dr.Filipo Boni , Teaching Fellow at Politics and International Studies, 

University of Birmingham 

3. Ali Malik Nawaz, Consul Press 2018, Pakistan Consulate Hong Kong  

4. Syed Zeshaan Contractor on Chinese run developmental projects in Pakistan 

5. Altaf Hussain Shah, H.I (M), T.Bt., PAF (Retd) Air Vice Marshal 

6. Syed Iftikhar Hussain Kazmi, Former Ambassador, Pakistan Foreign Ministry 

7. Sanaullah Shah , Dawn Islamabad Economic Reporter 

8. Saleem Saafi, Journalist, T.V Anchor person at Geo TV 

9. Senator Shibli Faraz, 2013-2016 

10. Rasul Bakhsh Rais , Professor at LUMS 

11. Ayesha Siddiqa, Author of Military Inc 2016 

18 Ahsan Iqbal, Minister of Planning Development and Reform 2013-2017 

12. Dr.Ghulam Ali, Associate Professor , School of Marxism, Sichuan University 

of Science and Engineering, Beijing 

13. Khurram Hussain , Economy Reporter and Journalist at Dawn News 

14. Ross Maqsood Hussain, Former Ambassador, Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto’s Advisor, 

Pakistan Foreign Ministry Advisor 

15. Dr. Liaqat Ali Shah Head of Policy Division, Centre of Excellence for China-

Pakistan Economic Corridor (CoE-CPEC), Pakistan Institute of Development 

Economics (PIDE), Ministry of Planning, Development  

16. Syed Jahangir Abbas, Rd. Wing Commander Pakistan Air Force 

17. Mr.Hassan Daud Butt, Project Director/CPEC Coordinator 2018 

19 Professor Yau Kong , Director, Center for South Asian Studies, Fudan 

University , 

19.Abdul Qadir Memon, Consul General Hong Kong 2015-2018 

20. Shahzaib Hassan, Chinese Language Student of Pakistani Origin, Shenzhen, 

China 
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21. Dr.Mussadiq Malik, Senator and Federal Minister, Spokesperson for the 

Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif ,Advisor to the Prime Minister, 2013-2016 

22. Interview with Mr.Wong Yi, 5th April 2018, manager at Ni Hau Cash and 

Carry Grocery store Islamabad 
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Appendix 1 

 

 

President Musharraf’s visit to China 2001 

Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao visited Pakistan 2005 

Chinese President Hu Jintao 2006 

Musharraf’s Visit to China in 2006 

Musharraf visit to China in 2008 

President Zardari visit to China 2008 

President Zardari 2009,  

Prime Minister Yousuf Raza Gilani 2009 

Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao visits Pakistan in 2010 

President Zardari visit to Guangzhou, China in 2010 

President Zardari visit to, China again in 2010  

President Zardari visit to China Urumqi 2011 (China Eurasia Expo 2011) 

Pakistani President Asif Ali Zardari visit in 2012 (SCO) 

Premier Li Keqiang visit to Pakistan 2013 

Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif visit to China, 2013 

Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif visit to China, 2014 

Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif visit to China, 2015 (SCO) 

President Xi Jinping visit to Pakistan, 2015 

PM Nawaz Visit to China and Hong Kong 2017 

 

Source: Embassy of People’s republic of China in Islamic Republic of Pakistan, 

http://pk.chineseembassy.org/eng/zbgx/t779926.htm  
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Appendix 2: CPEC Highway 

  

Source: Government Pakistan , http://cpec.gov.pk/maps 
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Appendix 3: Railway Route of CPEC 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Government Pakistan , http://cpec.gov.pk/maps 
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