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On the morning of December 16, 2014, six heavily
armed militants scaled the walls of the Army Public
School in Peshawar, Pakistan and entered a place
that should have been immune from war. By the
time Pakistani security forces ended the siege, 149
people had been killed, including 132 children. The
attack shocked the world, but for Pakistan it was not
an isolated tragedy. It was the culmination of more
than a decade of violence that had transformed ter-
rorism from a series of attacks into a sophisticated
industry.

For years, discussions about terrorism have focused
primarily on ideology. Governments debate radical-
ization, analysts examine extremist narratives, and
policymakers search for the political grievances that
fuel violence. These factors matter, but they often
obscure a more important reality. Modern terrorism
succeeds not merely because it convinces individ-
uals to kill. It succeeds because it creates systems
“capable” of producing violence on a continuous
basis.

The story of Pakistan’s counterterrorism struggle is
therefore not simply a story about militants and mil-
itary operations. It is the story of a state confronting
one of the most advanced irregular warfare ecosys-
tems of the modern era.

The twenty-first century opened with the September
11 attacks in the United States. Within weeks, the
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global security landscape changed dramatically. The
American intervention in Afghanistan displaced
thousands of militants, foreign fighters, and extrem-
ist organizations. Many sought refuge in the rugged
border regions separating Afghanistan and Pakistan.
What followed was not merely the relocation of
insurgent groups. It was the emergence of a vast
militant infrastructure that would shape regional
security for decades.

The Afghanistan-Pakistan border became one of
the most intensely contested spaces in the world. It
hosted insurgent networks, criminal organizations,
weapons traffickers, narcotics smugglers, financiers,
recruiters, and propagandists. These groups adapt-
ed quickly to pressure. When military operations
disrupted one area, they shifted to another. When
communication channels were compromised, they
created new ones. Like successful corporations,
they evolved, diversified, and expanded.

The result was a form of violence that increasingly
resembled industrial production.

Terrorist organizations developed recruitment
pipelines that targeted vulnerable populations. They
established training facilities where recruits learned
everything from small-arms tactics to bomb-mak-
ing. Financial networks generated revenue through
extortion, kidnapping, smuggling, and illicit trade.
Propaganda wings produced magazines, videos, and
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online content designed to attract supporters and
intimidate opponents.

Each component served a specific purpose. Recruit-
ment generated manpower. Financing sustained op-
erations. Propaganda maintained legitimacy among
supporters. Violence demonstrated capability.
Together, these elements created a self-reinforcing
system capable of surviving enormous pressure. The
Pakistani state became the primary target.

According to the Global Terrorism Index 2026
published by the Institute for Economics and Peace,
Pakistan recorded 1,139 terrorism-related deaths
and 1,045 attacks in 2025, the highest number of
terrorism fatalities the country had experienced
since 2013. For the first time since the index’s cre-
ation, Pakistan ranked as the country most impacted
by terrorism globally. Major cities experienced sui-
cide bombings. Military installations were attacked.
Markets, mosques, hospitals, schools, and public
spaces became targets. Few countries outside active
war zones experienced such a sustained campaign
of violence.

The statistics only tell part of the story. Terrorism’s
true impact is measured not solely in casualties but
in fear. Every attack was designed to communicate
a message. A bomb in a crowded marketplace sig-
naled that nowhere was safe. An attack on a military
facility suggested that the state was vulnerable. The
targeting of children sought to destroy public confi-
dence in the future itself.

This logic is not new. The nineteenth-century Rus-
sian revolutionary Ignaty Grinevitsky understood

it when he assassinated Tsar Alexander II in 1881

at the cost of his own life. The Japanese military
understood it when it launched thousands of Kami-
kaze attacks during the Second World War. Beirut
in 1983 when suicide bombers struck American and
French military barracks, contributing to the eventu-
al withdrawal of multinational forces from Lebanon.

The strategic principle remains unchanged: a rela-
tively weak actor seeks to generate political effects
disproportionate to its material strength.

What changed in Pakistan was the scale.

The Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) has emerged
as one of the world’s most lethal militant organi-
zations. The Global Terrorism Index found that the
group was responsible for approximately 637 deaths
in 2025, accounting for 56 percent of all terror-
ism-related fatalities in Pakistan, while attacks at-

tributed to the organization increased by 24 percent
over the previous year.

These organizations transformed suicide terrorism
from an occasional tactic into an operational sys-
tem. Bombers were recruited, trained, indoctrinated,
equipped, and deployed through structured process-
es. Entire networks existed to identify candidates,
prepare explosives, select targets, and manage
logistics.

The suicide bomber became the final product of a
much larger enterprise.

Researchers who have studied terrorism consistent-
ly note that suicide attacks produce significantly
higher casualty rates than conventional attacks. The
reason is simple. Human beings possess a level of
adaptability and decision-making that technology
still struggles to replicate. A bomber can alter plans
in real time, identify opportunities, and maximize
impact at the moment of attack.

Yet focusing solely on the individual bomber misses
the broader lesson.

The true threat is the institution capable of repeated-
ly producing such attackers.

Pakistan’s experience demonstrated that extremist
organizations do not emerge spontaneously. They
require safe havens, funding streams, recruitment
mechanisms, and ideological support structures. De-
stroying one component while ignoring the others
rarely produces lasting success.

This realization fundamentally shaped Pakistan’s
counterterrorism strategy.

For years, military operations focused primarily on
eliminating militant strongholds. These campaigns
achieved important tactical successes but often
failed to address the broader ecosystem sustain-
ing violence. Militants could retreat, regroup, and
return.

The shift came when Pakistani policymakers in-
creasingly viewed terrorism as a system rather than
a collection of individual threats.

Operations such as Rah-e-Rast, Rah-e-Nijat,
Zarb-e-Azb, and later Radd-ul-Fasaad sought not
only to eliminate fighters but also to dismantle

the infrastructure supporting them. Intelligence
agencies expanded coordination. Financial mon-
itoring increased. Border security measures were
strengthened. Counter-radicalization initiatives were
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introduced. Law-enforcement agencies received
enhanced resources and training.

The objective evolved from defeating militants on
the battlefield to disrupting the processes that gener-
ated militancy in the first place. The campaign was

costly.

Thousands of Pakistani soldiers lost their lives.
Police officers became targets of assassination cam-
paigns. Tribal communities endured displacement
and economic hardship. Civilians paid a terrible
price. Yet the persistence of these efforts gradually
produced measurable results. International security
assessments recorded significant declines in major
terrorist attacks following sustained counterterror-
ism operations. Urban centers that once experienced
regular bombings became considerably safer. Eco-
nomic activity recovered. Public confidence greatly
improved. The transformation was not perfect, nor
was it permanent. Security challenges remain. But
the reduction in violence demonstrated an important
truth often overlooked in contemporary discussions
of terrorism: extremist networks are resilient, but
they are not invincible.

Pakistan’s experience also offers important les-

sons about the future of irregular warfare. The next
generation of extremist organizations may look very
different from those of the early 2000s. Advances

in technology have lowered barriers to entry for
non-state actors. Commercial drones, encrypted
communications, artificial intelligence, and digital
fundraising platforms provide capabilities once
available only to states. The Institute for Economics

and Peace concluded that the return of the Afghan
Taliban in 2021 provided the TTP with greater op-
erational freedom and momentum. The report notes
that the post-2021 security environment significant-
ly expanded the group’s ability to organize, recruit,
and conduct operations across the region. The in-
dustrialization of violence is entering a new phase.

A drone costing a few hundred dollars can destroy
equipment worth millions. Online propaganda can
reach global audiences instantaneously. Virtual
recruitment networks can operate across continents
without physical infrastructure. Terrorist organiza-
tions increasingly exploit technologies that reduce
costs while expanding reach. Yet despite these in-
novations, the underlying logic remains remarkably
consistent. Successful extremist movements depend

on systems.

They require recruiters, trainers, financiers, propa-
gandists, logisticians, and operational planners. The
tools change. The structure endures. This is why

Pakistan’s counterterrorism experience remains
relevant far beyond South Asia. Across Africa, the
Middle East, and parts of Asia, governments con-
front organizations that blend insurgency, terrorism,
criminal enterprise, and information warfare. These
groups exploit weak governance, economic instabil-
ity, social fragmentation, and technological innova-
tion. Traditional military responses alone are rarely
sufficient. The Global Terrorism Index consistently
shows that over 90% of terrorism-related deaths
globally in recent years occur in conflict-affected
states, underscoring how non-state violence clusters
in fraglle governance environments.

The Pakistani case demonstrates the importance of
comprehensive approaches that integrate military
operations with intelligence coordination, financial
disruption, community engagement, and institution-
al reform. Following large-scale internal security
operations in the mid-2010s, Pakistan reported a
sharp decline in terrorist violence, with fatalities
falling from a peak of over 11,000 deaths annually
in 2009-2010 to under 1,000 per year by the early
2020s, according to datasets compiled by global
security monitors including the Global Terrorism
Database and national security assessments. Perhaps
the most significant lesson concerns resilience.

For more than two decades, Pakistan faced one of
the most sustained terrorist campaigns of the mod-
ern era. According to South Asia Terrorism Portal
(SATP), Pakistan has recorded tens of thousands

of civilian and security force fatalities since 2001,
with cumulative losses widely estimated at 70,000+
deaths across the broader conflict period when
combining civilian, militant, and security personnel
casualties. The objective of many extremist orga-
nizations was not simply to inflict casualties but to
exhaust the state psychologically and politically.
They sought to create an environment in which fear
became permanent and governance became impos-
sible.

They failed.

Pakistan’s survival was not inevitable. It was the
result of sustained effort by soldiers, police officers,
intelligence personnel, educators, civil servants,
journalists, tribal leaders, and ordinary citizens who
refused to surrender public space to violence. Over
the course of major counterterrorism campaigns
such as Operation Zarb-e-Azb and Radd-ul-Fasaad,
official Pakistani statements and independent de-
fense analyses estimate that over 3.000—4,000 mili-
tants were killed in major operations and thousands
of intelligence-based raids were conducted nation-
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wide, alongside the dismantling of large militant
safe havens in former tribal regions.

That achievement deserves greater recognition
within international security discourse.

Too often, Pakistan appears in global analyses
merely as a location where terrorism occurred. This
perspective overlooks the country’s role as one of

organized violence is not simply greater force. It
is a deeper understanding of the system that makes
violence possible.

The future of counterterrorism may depend less on
discovering new weapons than on applying that
lesson.

The global picture is also complex. While the Glob-

the world’s most significant laboratories for under-
standing and combating modern extremism.

The lessons learned there were purchased at ex-
traordinary cost.

Globally, terrorism remains a persistent phenom-
enon: the Global Terrorism Index 2026 recorded
5,582 deaths worldwide, reflecting both a decline in
some regions and persistent volatility in others. Pa-
kistan’s share of global terrorism burden has fluctu-
ated significantly over time, at one point accounting
for one of the highest national fatality counts glob-
ally during the peak violence years of 2007-2013.

Thousands of lives were lost. Entire communi-

ties were scarred. Generations grew up under the
shadow of violence. Yet those sacrifices produced
insights that remain relevant as the nature of conflict
continues to evolve. The central lesson is straight-
forward. Terrorism is rarely an isolated act. It is a

system.

A suicide bomber, a drone operator, an online
propagandist, and a financier may appear unrelated.
In reality, they are components of a larger struc-
ture designed to transform political grievances into
organized violence. Defeating individual attackers
is necessary, but it is insufficient. Lasting success
requires dismantling the institutions, networks, and
processes that sustain them. For much of the last
quarter century, Pakistan stood at the center of that
struggle. The country confronted the industrializa-
tion of terrorism before much of the world fully
understood what was emerging. As governments
now confront increasingly sophisticated forms of
irregular warfare, Pakistan’s experience offers a

valuable reminder; the most effective response to

al Terrorism Index 2026 reported a 28% decline in
worldwide terrorism deaths, regional asymmetries
remain stark, with South Asia and parts of Afri-

ca continuing to experience concentrated militant
activity. Pakistan, in particular, has seen periodic re-
surgences of militant violence in recent years, even
as global averages decline, highlighting the uneven
geography of contemporary terrorism.

Pakistan’s experience demonstrates that modern
terrorism is not a sequence of isolated incidents
but a continuously evolving system that integrates
recruitment, financing, propaganda, and operation-
al violence into a self-sustaining structure. From
the sustained wave of attacks in the 2000s to the
more recent resurgence of militant activity reflect-
ed in global security datasets including the Global
Terrorism Index 2026, the country has remained

at the center of one of the most complex irregular
warfare environments of the twenty-first century.
Yet this prolonged exposure also produced hard
strategic lessons: that defeating extremist violence
requires more than battlefield success and instead
demands the systematic disruption of the ecosys-
tems that generate it. Pakistan’s counterterrorism
campaigns, despite immense human and economic
costs estimated in the tens of billions of dollars in
direct and indirect losses by World Bank—aligned
economic assessments, illustrate both the resilience
of such networks and the capacity of coordinated
state action to degrade them over time. In a global
security landscape where technology is lowering the
barriers for non-state actors and diffusing the tools
of violence, Pakistan’s trajectory stands as a critical
reference point for understanding that the decisive
contest is not only against individual perpetrators,
but against the structures that make industrialized
extremism possible.
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