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Abstract 

Since 9/11, the United States (US) government has undertaken counterterrorism campaigns to 

target various armed groups. What determines the effectiveness of such campaigns? 

Conventional views on effectiveness in asymmetric contests underline the importance of targeted 

group type, implementation of hearts-and-minds practices, and the synergy of political overtures 

and coercive deployments. In contrast, I argue that variation in effectiveness results from 

differences in the capabilities of counterterror campaigns, captured by the concept of coercive 

system. The coercive system varies in the degree of legibility of the population housing armed 

groups (legibility, in short) and the speed of exploitation of legibility gains (speed, in short). I 

show the explanatory power of the coercive system on the US counterterrorism campaign in 

Pakistan’s North Waziristan Agency using qualitative methods. Data collected through fieldwork 

in Pakistan show that the campaign period with high legibility and speed (2008 to 2014) 

corresponded with dramatic reduction in the targeted organizations’ operational capabilities, 

folding of and displacement from bases, managerial challenges like desertions, and political 

breakdown like splintering and feuds. The theoretical position and empirical findings challenge 

the conventional wisdom on prospects of use of force in asymmetric contests. 
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Introduction 

What determines effectiveness of counterterror campaigns? In the post 9/11 era, 

consequences of the use of force against asymmetric foes in general and of counterterror 

campaigns in particular have assumed theoretical and policy importance. As I define them, 

counterterror campaigns involve a great power using “off-shore”1 force deployment options, 

potentially a combination of air-power in the form of drones or fixed wing aircraft, surveillance 

technologies, local allies, and/or special operators, to target armed groups based in weak states.2 

The United States (US) government has undertaken counterterror campaigns against Al-Qaeda 

and its affiliates, the Pakistan Taliban, and/or the Islamic State in Yemen, Somalia, Pakistan, 

Iraq, Afghanistan, and Syria. Thus, prospects of counterterrorism are central to major theoretical 

issues of international security, including great power grand strategy vis-à-vis weak states, 

military effectiveness, and civil war. 

In this article, I argue that the coercive potential of counterterror deployments, captured 

by the variable of coercive system, has explanatory power for effectiveness. The coercive system 

varies in two dimensions: the degree of legibility of the population in which armed groups are 

based (legibility, in short) and the speed of exploitation of legibility gains (speed, in short). 

Legibility is an intensive operation of detailed cataloguing, categorizing, and monitoring of the 

population.3 Speed of exploitation captures the pace at which state forces turn cues, traces, and 

leads from legibility into either more gains or kinetic strikes. I show the importance of the 

coercive system by studying a salient US counterterrorism deployment of recent times: the 

                                                           
1 Off-shore is distinct from a full-fledged ground invasion like the US invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq. 
2 Counterinsurgency represents the other set of cases of use of force against asymmetric foes. Counterterror is 

distinct from counterinsurgency in that the state deploying force does not control/run the central government and has 

limited forces on the ground to hold territory. For now, the state/great power which has done this is the US.  
3 The concept of legibility has been most powerfully explicated by Scott 1998; recent empirical work on legibility in 

Lee and Zhang 2017. 
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campaign involving drone strikes against Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban in Pakistan’s North 

Waziristan region from 2004 to 2014. I support my investigation with novel evidence collected 

through fieldwork involving interviews with important interlocutors, including members of Al-

Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban. 

Counterterror efforts can systematically vary in the coercive system that they achieve; 

some campaigns attain abundant levels of legibility and/or speed, while others don’t, sometimes 

for exogenous political reasons. My framework argues that campaigns acquiring high degree of 

legibility and speed of exploitation pressure their targets through two causal pathways. The first 

pathway – that I call the kinetic effects - involves frequent and abundant kinetic damage: killing 

of leaders, rank-and-file, damage to hideouts, and other tangible resources available to armed 

groups. The second pathway - that I call the non-kinetic effects - involves organizational 

disruption due to anticipation and/or fear of being targeted, leading to crises of communication, 

movement, and in-group trust. The combined pressures of kinetic and non-kinetic damage are 

evidenced in a number of different dimensions, including the armed groups’ operational 

capability, recruitment activities, basing, and political relationships. 

This argument contrasts with three main views on prospects of use of force in asymmetric 

contests. The first view situates cohesion or collapse of armed groups in their type, arguing that 

trajectories of armed groups are determined by the nature of their recruitment bases, social ties, 

institutionalization, or prior exposure to selective violence.4 A second view considers countering 

armed groups to be a contest over legitimacy in the eyes of the civilian population.5 This view 

                                                           
4 On recruitment bases: Weinstein 2006; on social ties: Staniland 2014; on institutionalization: Jordan 2009, 2014, 

Long 2014; on exposure to selective violence: Finkel 2015; on structural limits on counterinsurgency success in the 

modern period, see: Macdonald 2014. 
5 According to Lyall et al 2013, “A near consensus now exists among practitioners around the notion that 

counterinsurgency wars are decided by the relative success each combatant enjoys in winning popular support from 

the civilian population.” Recent social science works which either support or build on this consensus include: 
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sees winning “hearts-and-minds” of the civilian population to be critical for altering armed group 

trajectories. 6 The third view sees a combination of coercive efforts and political realignment of 

important local elites and state forces as necessary for neutralizing targeted armed groups.7 

My empirical work - tracing Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban’s trajectories in 

Pakistan’s North Waziristan region - shows the limits of the extant scholarship and promise of 

my explanation. The evidence shows that the US counterterror campaign’s low legibility and 

speed period (2004 to 2007) corresponded with ineffectiveness (ascendant trajectories of Al-

Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban), whereas the high legibility and speed period (2008 to 2014) 

corresponded with effectiveness (dramatic drop in the trajectories of the two groups). These 

empirical patterns sharply contrast with predictions of alternative theories like hearts-and-minds, 

synergy, and group type views. 

This article makes three major contributions. First, the article right sizes the role of armed 

group politics and endowments, and civilians to prospects of counterterrorism, and by extension 

counterinsurgency. Conventional wisdom on conflict processes situates causal power in factors 

unrelated to the state, ranging from civilians, group structures, and/or political elites. In contrast, 

I show that fine-grained features of state power – significantly those that enhance legibility and 

                                                           
Berman, Shapiro, Felter 2011; Kocher, Pepinsky, and Kalyvas 2011; Berman and Matanock 2015; Beath, Christia, 

and Enikolopov 2016. Also see: Kalyvas and Kocher 2007. 
6 On effectiveness of targeted killings or decapitation: Jordan 2009, 2014; Johnston 2012; Price 2012; Long 2014. 

Those viewing drones as strategically effective include: Wilner 2010; Byman 2013. On empirical investigations 

studying the micro-dynamics of violence surrounding individual drone strikes, see: Jaeger and Siddique 2011; 

Johnston and Sarbahi 2016; Abrahms and Potter 2015. These works do not specify what determines the incidence of 

successful decapitation strikes – are they a matter of choice for the counterterror forces or a function of some 

endogenous process? If the latter, what kind of process? A key value add of the approach in this paper is that it 

specifies that process. 
7 Biddle, Shapiro, and Friedman 2012 argue the synergy of force levels and political overture, whereas Hazelton 

2017 argues the importance of political accommodation of select elites and coercion of civilians as essential to 

success; also relevant on limits of pure punishment based approaches: Dugan and Chenoweth 2012. 
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speed of exploitation - can override the agency that armed groups may enjoy because of their 

organizational attributes or ties to the population.  

Second, this article offers a counterpoint to perspectives skeptical of purely coercive 

and/or technology based options for disrupting armed groups.8 Scholars and policymakers have 

routinely disputed the utility of counterterrorism missions in achieving meaningful degradation 

of their targets.9 A subset of the skepticism is rooted in assumptions about the importance of 

civilians to asymmetric contests and a belief that they should be given incentives to provide 

information to counterterrorism forces/counterinsurgents.10 As I show, the campaign in Pakistan 

damaged the coalition of Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban without employing the tenets of the 

counterinsurgency doctrine, like securing civilian population or service provision. 

Finally, this article contributes to the salient policy debate on use of drones, which has 

wide ranging interest for both the policy community and the general public.11 My theoretical and 

empirical evidence speaks to the strategic utility of drones, which were a centerpiece of the US 

counterterrorism effort in Pakistan. The evidence is instructive on the political and technical 

conditions under which their use can produce strategically beneficial results. I find that the post 

2008 drone use in Pakistan achieved the kind of efficacy claimed by the Obama administration. I 

caveat this finding with a discussion of the political assessment of the counterterror campaign in 

the conclusion section.   

Assessing Effectiveness: 

                                                           
8 Some prominent works that take this position include: Galula 1964; Lyall and Wilson 2009; McChrystal 2013; 

Berman and Matanock 2015  
9 Kilcullen and Exum 2009; Cronin 2013; McChrystal 2013; Jordan 2014; Hazelton 2017a 
10 Important exceptions to the line of argumentation, arguing that coercing civilians is essential for effectiveness: 

Leites and Wolf Jr 1971; a new work in this regard is Hazelton 2017b. Also see: Downes 2007. 
11 Boyle 2013; Mazetti and Shane 2013; Watch 2013; Lamb et al 2012; Wood 2015 
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I conceptualize counterterror effectiveness12 as the variation in the organizational 

trajectories of the targeted armed groups.13 Such trajectories are best evidenced in armed group 

operational capability, organizational basing, collective action activities, and political 

relationships. Operational capability covers the infrastructure and resources armed groups use in 

service of their politics, which may include cash, in preparation plans, training centers, weapons, 

ammunition dumps, explosive manufacturing facilities, and/or specialized manpower. 

Organizational basing covers where armed groups choose to live, operate from, and establish 

their bases of operations. Collective action captures armed group recruitment efforts and 

retention of cadres. Political relationships captures the kind of politics an armed group engages 

in with factions within the group and those outside.  

While the variation in these outcomes is likely to be on a scale, I disaggregate them in 

three distinct categories (summarized in Table 1). A campaign is ineffective if the targeted group 

continues to increase in operational capability, observed in operational manpower, weaponry, 

cash, plans, and/or facilities; if the group continues to hold existing bases and establish and 

expand new spheres of influence for manpower and operational activities; if it maintains a robust 

collective action drive, evidenced in retention of existing cadres and growth in overall cadres; if 

the target’s political relationships with other armed groups are one of consolidation, evidenced in 

alliances, pacts, and mergers.  

A campaign is a stalemate if the targeted group neither increases nor loses operational 

capability, observed in manpower, weaponry, cash, plans, and/or facilities to undertake 

                                                           
12 Effectiveness as an outcome variable is commonly invoked in the study of conventional military operations. See: 

Biddle 2004 
13Note that this dependent variable is in contrast to standard time series on violent events or overtime territorial 

control data mostly used in the literature, which invariably misses important military and political capabilities of 

armed groups. See: Kalyvas and Kocher 2009; Staniland 2017 
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operations; if the group relocates its bases for manpower and operations in systematic ways; if it 

preserves its collective action drive without significant losses, evidenced in the retention of a 

majority of existing cadres; if the target’s political relationships with other armed groups are 

neither of consolidation nor splintering. 

A campaign is effective if the targeted group loses abundant operational capability, 

observed in losses of operational manpower, weaponry, cash, plans, and/or facilities; if the group 

folds bases, as opposed to relocating them; if collective action drive breaks down, evidenced in 

desertion of existing cadres and inability to recruit new cadres; if the target’s political 

relationships with other armed groups are those of breakup, evidenced in fratricide, splintering, 

and rivalrous relationships. 

Table 1: Outcomes 

Effectiveness  Observable 

Implication 1: 

Operational 

Capability 

Observable 

Implication 2: 

Basing 

Observable 

Implication 3: 

Collective 

Action 

Observable 

Implication 4: 

Political 

Relationships 

Effective Degradation of 

operational 

capability; breakup 

of specialized 

operational 

manpower, 

equipment, plans 

Folding of 

operational 

infrastructure 

Dislocation of 

infrastructure, 

specialized tasks 

outlets 

Desertion, 

manpower 

shortages due to 

inability to 

recruit 

In-group 

fratricide; 

Predominantly 

rivalrous 

relationships 

with other 

armed groups 

Stalemate Operational 

slowdown; 

preservation of 

capability with 

minor losses in 

specialized 

manpower, 

facilities, cash etc; 

tactical shelving of 

plans, delays in 

execution 

Organized 

dislocation/ 

ballooning effect 

– armed group 

systematically 

moves from one 

geography to 

another 

Manpower 

increase is 

reversed; 

existing levels 

are preserved   

Stasis in 

alliance 

building – 

neither 

significant in-

group 

fratricide nor 

bouts of 

competition 

with those 

outside 

Ineffective Expansion of 

operational  

Consolidation 

and expansion of 

Recruitment 

influx, increase 

New alliances, 

cooptation 
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capability; growth 

in operational 

manpower, 

equipment, 

facilities, plans 

infrastructure like 

training centers 

and specialized 

tasks outlets 

in specialized 

manpower 

arrangements, 

mergers, 

outsourcing 

arrangements 

Theory 

I argue that variation in the effectiveness of use of force against asymmetric targets – be 

it in counterterrorism or counterinsurgency - is determined by the capability of the force 

involved. I call this capability the coercive system. The coercive system of a counterterror 

campaign is constituted by the degree of legibility of the population in which the armed group is 

based (legibility, in short) and the speed of exploitation of the legibility gains (speed, in short).  

Why do the dimensions of legibility and speed constitute capability in the context of 

counterterrorism? Counterterror campaigns are waged against armed groups that challenge the 

counterterrorism forces by leveraging their informational advantage. Relative to state forces, 

armed groups are small and less resourceful, lacking in the means and resources essential for 

conventional military warfare. They undertake their politics by hiding in small groups among the 

civilian population, leveraging stealth and flexible deployment.14  

In the face of such a technology of warfare, the counterterror force is constrained in two 

major ways. First, the counterterror force faces the challenge of identifying and locating the 

armed group concealed in the civilian population. Members of the armed group are challenging 

to distinguish from ordinary civilians, a task exacerbated by the reluctance of civilians to identify 

those associated with the armed group.15 I call this the information acquisition problem. Second, 

the counterterror force is challenged by the fluid and dynamic nature of armed group structures, 

                                                           
14 Callwell 1903, Mao 1961, Kalyvas 2006 
15 Kalyvas 2006 
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requiring rapid reaction on available information leads.16 Information on the identity, mode of 

operations, and locations of the members of the armed group changes frequently. I call this the 

information execution problem. 

The two dimensions of the coercive system, i.e. legibility and speed of exploitation, 

capture the state’s coercive response to the challenges of acquiring and executing on information. 

Specifically, legibility makes parts of the armed group determinate.17 Legibility captures the 

state’s knowledge of the population and the relationships within it, providing states the means of 

monitoring the insurgency. With an elaborate legibility infrastructure, counterterror forces are 

able to generate information - cues, details, and patterns on the individuals, bases, locations, and 

networks supporting the armed group.18 On its own, however, legibility remains insufficient. The 

pace at which counterterror forces exploit – process, disseminate, or act on - information gains is 

equally important. Rapid exploitation ensures that the information on the armed group is 

converted into either more information or meaningful kinetic action before it becomes void. 

All else equal, counterterror forces can improve their legibility of regions housing armed 

groups through population organization programs, building of intelligence collection 

bureaucracies geared towards those regions, and surveillance technologies.19 Population 

organization programs involve elaborate head counting and categorization of members of the 

population to establish their familial connections, relevant locations and territories, and clan, 

                                                           
16 This is an undertheorized part of the information problem central to irregular warfare. Descriptively, this point has 

been powerfully noted in McChrystal 2011, 2013.  
17 The conception of legibility comes from Scott 1998; recent work on measuring legibility is by Lee and Zhao 

2017. 
18 This view of the information generation process contrasts with that argued by much of the scholarship on 

counterinsurgency, seeing information generation to be a function of civilian preferences: see Berman and Matanock 

2015. 
19 Population reorganization as a means of amplifying surveillance has been largely neglected. Zhukov 2015 argues 

resettlement schemes as a means of controlling civilians – which deters them from supporting the insurgents. On 

surveillance by ISR platforms, see: Flynn et al 2008 
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kinship, and community ties. Intelligence bureaucracies can undertake intensive tactics like 

running information tipping programs, flipping insurgents, and/or systematically interrogating 

them. Technological tools like interception and aerial observation can immensely amplify 

monitoring of the population. Interception involves surveillance of the communication 

infrastructure used by the population. Advanced platforms powered by reconnaissance 

technology, including and not limited to drones, can track the civilian population for establishing 

signatures of those involved with the armed group.   

Similarly, counterterror forces can increase their speed of exploitation by putting in place 

analysis oriented organizational practices, flattening command-control hierarchies, and through 

rapid mobilization technologies.20 Analysis oriented organizational practices involve technical-

bureaucratic capability for swiftly analyzing, processing, and disseminating the gains of 

legibility. Flat command-control hierarchies require flattening of the distance between those with 

the analytic capability, decision-makers, and the forces that must act upon the lead to carry out a 

decisive strike of capture or decapitation. Mobilization technologies that lend to speed include 

platforms like manpower intensive grids, mine-protected vehicles, helicopters, and/or armed 

drones.  

Why might counterterror forces not achieve high degree of legibility and speed of 

exploitation? Counterterror forces face a dire political challenge when implementing legibility 

projects and upgrading to high speed of exploitation. As they seek to execute such projects in 

another state without directly intervening and taking control of the government, the counterterror 

forces have to rely on a local partner to enable the legibility and exploitation infrastructure. The 

role of local partners becomes decisive as they must be both willing and minimally capable in 

                                                           
20 For description of organizational practices, tactics, and technologies essential for speed, see: McChrystal 2011, 

2013 
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executing tasks as diverse as collecting population records, providing access to centralized 

communication infrastructure if any, clearing air space, housing forward bases, setting up 

listening posts, timely intelligence sharing, and managing human intelligence networks. The 

counterterror forces’ ability to achieve these tasks comes down to brokering complex political 

pacts. This introduces an important constraint on the coercive system a counterterror force may 

be able to achieve. 

Mechanisms: Counterterror campaigns can systematically vary in the degree of legibility 

and/or the speed of exploitation they attain. When counterterror forces put in place projects that 

achieve a high degree of legibility and speed of exploitation, they can generate abundant 

targeting activity to disrupt the internal ties of the targeted armed group. The obvious way in 

which disruption takes place is through the kinetic mechanism.21 The kinetic mechanism 

captures the damage faced by the targeted group due to removal of leaders and trained cadres, 

damage to training infrastructure, and hideouts, among other tangible losses.  

The second way in which disruption takes place is through the non-kinetic mechanism. 

The non-kinetic mechanism, which can also be understood as the anticipation/fear of being 

targeted, undermines the internal functions of the targeted armed group.22 Sustained non-kinetic 

effects compel both leaders and rank-and-file to devote more resources and effort to surviving as 

opposed to pursuing their politics. 23 Such changes beset organizational affairs by imposing 

constraints on the movement of leaders and rank-and-file; cadres become concerned about being 

spotted by the counterterror force. The quest for more security degrades organizational affairs by 

                                                           
21 See: Pape 1996; Lyall 2009; Jordan 2009; Downes 2011; Condra and Shapiro 2012; Johnston 2012; Price 2012; 

Lyall 2014; Jordan 2014; Abrahms and Potter 2015; Dell and Querubin 2016 
22 Abrahms and Potter 2015 predict that fear can sever principal-agent ties within armed groups, isolate principals, 

and cause operational indiscipline; my theoretical view unpacks the processes of fear to explicate why degradation 

and not indiscipline is the more likely result. 
23 Shapiro 2013 



12 
 

limiting within group communication. Cadres exercise caution in using communication devices 

and/or messengers for fear of being compromised through surveillance of their communication 

infrastructure. The anticipation of targeting also raises the specter of within group trust issues. 

Cadres become cautious for the fear of being spied upon by those within their organization.  

To summarize, in campaigns with high legibility and high speed, both kinetic and non-

kinetic effects are considerable. Leaders and rank-and-file of the group are frequently identified 

and eliminated from the battlefield. As the frequent kinetic damage sets in, the remaining cadres 

of the armed group are handicapped by the non-kinetic effects. The members of the targeted 

group internalize expectations about future sanctions by the counterterror forces, which induces 

fear and paranoia. The synergy of kinetic and non-kinetic pressures restricts the armed group’s 

recovery and adaptation. The converse is true for campaigns with low legibility and exploitation 

capabilities. Leaders and rank-and-file of the group are infrequently identified, and seldom taken 

off the battlefield. Organizations internalize the inability of counterterror forces to locate them. 

Even in the face of losses, which are minimal to begin with, they can be dynamic. 

Research Design 

I test my claims on both outcomes and mechanisms through an in-depth examination of 

the 2004 to 2014 US counterterrorism against Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban in Pakistan’s 

tribal belt using a “Before-After” research design. 24 There are obvious limits to a single-conflict 

research design, especially for generalization, but for understanding counterterrorism in weak 

states it offers important advantages.25 The consequences of counterterror campaigns are very 

difficult to observe. The most observable metrics like violent events are often confounded by 

                                                           
24 George and Bennett 2005, 166 argue that “an investigator may be able to achieve control by dividing a single 

longitudinal case into two sub-cases.”     
25 The challenge of inference in conflict processes noted in: Kalyvas 2006, Lyall 2014, Weinstein 2006, Parkinson 

2013, Staniland 2014 
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unobserved dynamics, challenging inference.26 My research design overcomes these limitations 

by drawing on qualitative data collected through field work to test the internal validity of the 

theoretical position and the relevant alternatives. The empirical strategy leverages within case 

temporal comparison and process tracing of a single geographic region: Pakistan’s North 

Waziristan Agency. This approach provides valuable traction on sequencing of events and causal 

mechanisms while holding constant factors like the structure of the state, nature of the war, per 

capita GDP, and geography. 

The strategy offers inferential leverage in three specific ways. First, it offers invaluable 

within-case variation on the variable of interest for the new theory, the coercive system.27 I 

identify variation in the coercive system in two temporal categories: 2004 to 2007 (low legibility, 

low speed) and 2008 to 2014 (high legibility, high speed). In 2004, the US government launched 

a counterterrorism program, involving drones, with the consent of the Pakistani government, in 

the Waziristan regions of Pakistan.28 The campaign was governed by a pact agreed upon between 

the CIA and ISI. The pact involved demarcation of “flight boxes” over the Waziristan region for 

the flight of drones, establishment of CIA’s forward bases in remote towns inside and/or near the 

tribal areas like Mir Ali, Miramshah, Wana, and Bannu, and an understanding on the quantum of 

drone flights and timing of strikes. In 2008, the US government reconfigured the counterterror 

                                                           
26 On limits of proxies like violent events used in large-N analysis, see: Kalyvas and Kocher 2009; Staniland 2017; 

Kalyvas and Kocher 2009 suggest “a cautious use of violent events as indicators of conflict intensity,” adding, “… a 

decline in armed clashes or insurgent violence is consistent both with insurgent success (since violence is much less 

likely in places under full insurgent control) and insurgent failure.” 
27 George and Bennet 2005, 166 note that “One of the difficult requirements of a before-after research design is that 

only one variable can change at the moment that divides the longitudinal case neatly into two.” This case design 

meets the requirement. I argue that only the variable of interest for my theory, coercive system, changes in value in 

2008 and none of the other relevant alternatives change. 
28 Interview Pakistani official, 2016 



14 
 

campaign.29 A former Pakistani intelligence official from the Counterterror Wing of the ISI30 

who coordinated the drone program with the US government stated that in the first week of 

January 2008, Michael Hayden, Director CIA, and Michael McConnell, Director National 

Intelligence, met the President of Pakistan General Pervez Musharraf and brokered a wide-

reaching intelligence sharing and targeting arrangement with loser rules of engagement.31 

Another interviewee with knowledge of the 2008 pact explained why the US intelligence chiefs 

were able to prevail: “General Musharraf was under tremendous pressure at the time. He was 

worried about his own survival in office and wanted American support”; thus, “… the high 

powered American delegation’s visit right after Benazir Bhutto’s death gave them the pretext to 

press General Musharraf on [regular] drone strikes being the way forward.”32  

Second, the empirical approach allows for examination of three alternative explanations – 

group type features, hearts and minds, and synergy based arguments - in a way that predicts 

different outcomes. On group type, the campaign was carried out against two different groups: 

Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban. These groups varied in various features considered important 

by extant scholarship e.g. recruit quality, social ties, institutionalization, and prior exposure to 

selective violence. If group type features matter, the trajectories of the two groups should be 

different. The hearts-and-minds view would suggest that since the counterterror campaign did 

little to shape the legitimacy conundrum sustaining the armed groups, we should see an 

ineffective outcome. A synergy logic would suggest that any use of force in the absence of 

                                                           
29 Interview Pakistani official, 2016 
30 ISI’s Counterterror wing is one of many departments in the organization. One respondent noted that it was raised 

post 9/11 to work with the US government. 
31 Interview Pakistani official, 2016 
32 Interview Pakistani official, 2016. This general timeline and series of events was also mentioned by the then 

Peshawar [11] Corps Commander Lt General Masood Aslam. 
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political overtures like attempts at realignment of key elites should struggle.33 In the Pakistan 

case, there were efforts at political realignment in 2005 and 2006, which collapsed soon after. If 

the argument is valid, we should see patterns of ineffectiveness in all periods other than 2005 and 

2006. 

Third, this approach reduces effects of independent Pakistani state activity, an important 

political confounder, especially from 2008 to 2014. In this period, Pakistan did not undertake a 

full-fledged territory clearance offensive in the North Waziristan Agency. Some analysts claim 

that one reason Pakistan avoided a manpower intensive clearance operation was to shield the 

Haqqani Network, an important armed group based out of the North Waziristan Agency. 

Pakistan has long treated the Haqqani Network as an armed ally, using it to exert influence in 

Afghanistan. 34 Paradoxically, Pakistan maintained a deep interest in targeting Al-Qaeda and the 

Pakistan Taliban in the same region, which it pursued by supporting the US counterterror effort. 

Data 

The empirical approach warrants granular accounts of what the targeted groups looked 

like at the start of the counterterror campaign in the North Waziristan Agency, how they changed 

over time, and the role of the counterterror campaign in bringing about those changes. I draw on 

semi-structured interviews through field work in Pakistan, in areas including Bannu, Bajaur 

Agency, Dera Ismail Khan, Peshawar, Islamabad, North Waziristan Agency, and Karachi.35 The 

interviews were conducted using the purposive sampling strategy, which is a non-probability 

                                                           
33 Prominent explication of this logic is Biddle, Shapiro, and Friedman 2012; another argument which sees civilian 

control as central to coercive efforts in addition to political overtures is Hazelton 2017 
34 Staniland, Mir, and Lalwani 2017; Pakistan's political reasons for protecting the Haqqani Network were a function 

of its ideological project and functional need for projecting influence in Afghanistan. 
35 On the epistemic value, challenges, and opportunities of field work in difficult to access, remote conflict zones, 

see: Malejacq and Mukhopadhyay 2016; In all of these places, I conducted interviews in Urdu, sometimes with the 

aid of an IRB approved enumerator. 



16 
 

sampling strategy most viable when the population of interest is not visible but the researcher has 

some knowledge to guide the selection process.36 

My interview respondents fall in six broad categories. First, members of the two groups 

targeted in the counterterror campaigns: Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban. Second, individuals 

who remained in the captivity of Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban from 2008 to 2014. Third, 

civilians who self-described as having lived in areas proximate to sites of drone strikes. Fourth, 

journalists who remained in close contact with both Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban in this 

period. Fifth, senior and mid-ranking Pakistani security officials who tracked these groups and/or 

were involved in the counterterror campaign. Sixth, select CIA officials who were involved in 

coordinating the counterterrorism operation in Pakistan. I supplement these interviews with 

information from select primary source documents, like the Bin Laden letters released by the US 

government, and other reliable secondary accounts, only after cross checking them. These data 

allow me to reconstruct the various stages of the counterterror program.37 

Table 2: Summary of Interviews 

Respondent Category Total 

Interviews 

Location of Interview 

Al-Qaeda 5 Karachi 

Pakistan Taliban 7 DI Khan, Bannu, Bajaur, 

Islamabad 

ISI 7 Islamabad, Karachi, 

Rawalpindi, Peshawar 

Pakistani Military 6 Islamabad, Rawalpindi, 

Peshawar, DI Khan 

CIA 3 Withheld 

Kidnapped by TTP/AQ Civilians 3 Peshawar, Islamabad 

                                                           
36 Tansey 2007. Rules and procedures on interviews, recording and handling of interview data, identity of 

respondents governed by an IRB protocol. 
37 See Supplement 
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Civilians from North Waziristan Agency 

from towns/villages targeted in drone strikes 

22 Bannu, DI Khan, Karachi, 

Miramsha and Mir Ali in 

North Waziristan Agency 

Journalists in contact with TTP/AQ 8 Bannu, DI Khan, Karachi, 

Peshawar, Islamabad   

Total 60  

Few caveats on data limitations and quality are necessary. The data is on an extremely 

sensitive topic that many in Pakistan and the US were often not comfortable talking about. While 

my approach diverged from an ethnographic research design, it faced some of the same 

challenges and ethical dilemmas that ethnographers undertaking “extreme fieldwork” face.38 A 

number of respondents with the knowledge of the US counterterror campaign and its effects 

declined interviews, both in the US and in Pakistan. Insofar I was able to conduct the interviews, 

it was also clear to me that many respondents often withheld details, and sometimes withdrew 

information during the course of an interview (which I don’t use). A key challenge for some 

respondents was of situating timelines of past events given the study’s broad temporal scope. 

Therefore, the data used plausibly suffers from omissions. I have provided original quotes from 

an array of respondents to mitigate bias, and mostly included factual details on trajectories of Al-

Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban as well as the US-Pakistan cooperation that I was able to confirm 

from more than one source. Given these caveats, I remain open to further evidence. I also 

recognize that more evidence - through access to internal government documents and 

intelligence reporting from the period of the campaign – may complicate or, at the least, bring 

more nuance to my assessments and inferences. 

Background 

                                                           
38 As Driscoll and Schuster 2017 argue, it is important to have “…situational awareness in research design”; this “is 

crucial to supporting the kind of research [which is] empirically grounded, sensitive to community-based concerns, 

built out of local idioms, theoretically rigorous – while also grappling with the non-zero probability that affiliation 

with the ethnographer could expose the local research team to charges of espionage.” 
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Bordering Afghanistan, Pakistan’s tribal areas, known as the Federally Administered 

Tribal Areas (FATA), have been semi-autonomous regions since the country's formation in 

1947. After the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979, the region became an incubator for the 

anti-Soviet Afghan resistance. After Mullah Omar’s Taliban movement swept across much of the 

eastern parts of Afghanistan in 1995, the tribal areas became a base of support for the Taliban. 

The events of 9/11 put the tribal areas on the center stage of international politics. In late 2001, 

Al-Qaeda and other transnational jihadis - targets of the US military campaigns Enduring 

Freedom and Anaconda - moved from Afghanistan’s Shahikot mountains to Pakistan’s tribal 

belt. In the tribal areas, Al-Qaeda rallied a nascent local resistance opposed to Pakistan’s support 

for the US invasion of Afghanistan. By 2003, the local resistance had begun to balloon into a 

movement, referring to itself as the Pakistan Taliban.  

Following 9/11, the US government actively sought military options to target Al-Qaeda 

enjoying safe haven in the Pakistani tribal belt. In 2004, prompted by sustained intelligence 

reports of Al-Qaeda regrouping in the tribal belt, the US government put into effect a full-

fledged counterterrorism program in the region.39 Among other rules of engagement and 

cooperation, the CIA and ISI negotiated “flight boxes” for drone flights, as indicated on the map 

in Figure 1.40 According to two Pakistani officials from the period, Pakistan was worried that the 

US wanted to spy on sites of its nuclear program, offices of key ISI detachments, and other 

unidentified facilities – most likely camps of militants backed by Pakistani security services.41 

The final demarcation of the flight boxes took such concerns into account. In 2008, the US 

                                                           
39 This was pointed out by field sources, but also mentioned in Woodward 2011; Mazetti 2013; Clark and Levy 2017 
40 The official claimed that the demarcation was done on “million-maps” available in Pakistan's Military Operations 

Directorate and the ISI headquarter. When asked why the upper flight box extended into District Chitral, the official 

responded that Bin Laden was thought to be there at the time. 
41 An official from the period noted that the concern on US spying on nuclear facilities was especially acute at the 

time because of US demands for more oversight over Pakistani nuclear program due to the AQ Khan affair. 
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government sought an expansion of the program, and the pact was renegotiated. Pakistan agreed 

to the expansion but sought the termination of the second flight box over Bajaur Agency (see 

Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1.  Insert shows map of Pakistan. Shaded areas demarcated as flight boxes in 2004. From 

2008 onward, after renegotiations the lower shaded area remained as the only flight box. The 

shading has been adopted from a hand-marked map obtained from a Pakistani intelligence 

official privy to the demarcation. 
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Figure 2. This is a photo of an operational map used by Pakistani security officials in late 

2007/early 2008. This map was provided by a respondent on condition of anonymity. NWA is 

shorthand for North Waziristan Agency. SWA is shorthand for South Waziristan Agency. Main 

locations to note in this map include Mir Ali, Miransha [also spelled Miramshah, as I do in this 

paper], Bannu [outside of North Wazirstan Agency], Data Khel, and Razmak. Other notation on 

this map includes Pakistani military deployments. 

Independent Variable: Coercive System in North Waziristan Agency 
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I first map out the variation in the primary variable of interest for my theory: the coercive 

system. I establish the broad patterns of the coercive system across two time periods, 2004 to 

2007 and 2008 to 2014.42 

Legibility and Speed of the Campaign from 2004 to 2007 

The general patterns of the counterterror campaign was of limited legibility and speed. 

Two points are important to note on legibility. First, the counterterror campaign was severely 

constrained in “drone orbits” – [orbits is a metric for sorties of surveillance platforms used by the 

US government] to monitor much of Waziristan. 43 Hard numbers are difficult to come by, but 

interviews with Pakistani intelligence and CIA officials suggest that the “non-availability” of 

drones plagued the campaign.44 Second, the campaign had limited human intelligence capability. 

According to two former ISI operatives who had access to the CIA’s forward bases, the CIA and 

ISI’s initial joint human intelligence program to identify drone targets was small and not cash 

intensive.45 

On speed of exploitation, the campaign experienced significant limitations. First, the 

campaign was severely constrained in undertaking strikes against established targets. All strikes 

had to be cleared by the Head of the ISI and the then Pakistani President General Pervez 

Musharraf.46 In addition, the US government had a complex process to determine legality and 

utility of the targeting, which created abundant time lags. Second, according to a senior Pakistani 

official with access to the CIA’s forward bases in North Waziristan Agency, most drone 

platforms used by the CIA were unarmed.47 Often, the CIA would pass on the leads from the 

                                                           
42 For a year wise break down to operationalize legibility and speed, see appendix. 
43 Interview with Pakistan ISI Operative, 2017; CIA Official, 2016 
44 Interviews in Islamabad, Pakistan and Chicago/DC 2016/2017 
45 Interviews in Islamabad 2016, 2017 
46 Interview with ISI official; a journalist who independently spoke to General Ehsan-ul-Haq, then in-charge of ISI, 

on the rules of engagement agreed between the US and Pakistani governments finalized in 2004 confirmed this. 
47 Interview with Pakistan ISI Operative, 2016; CIA Official, 2016; also, Gates 2013 
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surveillance platforms to its Pakistani interlocutors, who would mobilize the regular infantry of 

the 6th, 69th, and 117th brigades to carry out raids. 

Legibility and Speed of the Campaign from 2008 onward  

From 2008 and onward, the counterterror program in Pakistan attained high levels of 

legibility and speed. While the overall legibility and speed patterns remained similar until 2014, 

on which I provide details below, there was also notable fluctuation in some periods. Multiple 

respondents noted that the tenuous relations between the US and Pakistani governments from 

early 2011 to mid-2012 curtailed both the level of cooperation and the political latitude available 

to the US government.48 

On legibility, three points are important. First, starting in 2007, the US government 

significantly augmented technical capability to improve its legibility of the targeted region by 

bringing online a new stream of reaper and predator drones.49 By 2008, these new drones were in 

operation over Waziristan. ISI officials and Pakistani Military Operation directorate officers 

consistently mentioned a surge in “ISR [Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance] 

activities” in the period. Pakistani military officers with operational oversight on the North 

Waziristan Agency mentioned that drones continuously surveilled the North Waziristan Agency 

from 2008 onward. Two prominent officials who agreed to be quoted on this are: Lt General 

Masood Aslam, the 2007 to 2011 Peshawar Corps Commander (with operational purview of the 

North Waziristan Agency) and Lt General [name withheld until October 2018], who twice served 

in the North Waziristan Agency in the period of the counterterror campaign.50 

                                                           
48 Three major incidents in the period contributed to worsening relations: shootings by, and subsequent arrest of, the 

alleged spy/US government contractor Raymond Davis, the raid which led to the killing of Osama Bin Laden, and 

the US attack on Pakistani military’s Salala check-post along the Pakistan-Afghanistan border. 
49 Gates 2013; Woodward 2011 
50 The respondent has asked to be named after October 2018. 
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Second, efforts by the CIA to upgrade its human intelligence infrastructure for the region 

received significant support from the ISI. By 2008, there were two networks of human-

intelligence on the ground. One was set up by the ISI’s Counterterror Wing, which coordinated 

its operation with the CIA’s Islamabad station.51 The second was set up directly by the CIA's 

Islamabad station. This network relied on retired officials of various Pakistani intelligence 

agencies, and was operated without the consent and/or knowledge of the ISI. 

Third, the US government and the Pakistanis cooperated more closely on demographic 

details and population records of the region. While the CIA’s forward bases had long wanted 

more cooperation from their Pakistani interlocutors to better map out areas and regions of Al-

Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban presence, it was not until 2008 that Pakistan began to provide 

such information. I was not able to obtain many granular details on the nature of the cooperation; 

however, one respondent stated that the ISI’s Bannu based detachment supervised the sharing of 

records available with the offices of the Political Agent and Assistant Political Agents of the 

North Waziristan Agency.52 The same respondent also noted that the Pakistani intelligence 

agents continued to provide CIA’s forward bases with information on their mapping needs until 

2009, adding that the exchange of information allowed the US government to build informative 

maps of sub-tribes, on-the-ground familial ties, and areas with presence of Al-Qaeda and the 

Pakistan Taliban. 

Regarding speed, the influx of predator and reaper drones concentrated in a relatively 

small region ensured that the CIA had ample rapid-strike capability during this time period. This 

capability translated into high speed of exploitation for two reasons. First, the CIA enjoyed 

                                                           
51 A TTP leader interviewed for the study was part of the TTP’s counter-spying cell. He claimed the TTP discovered 

evidence of ISI’s spying network. 
52 Interview former ISI Operative Bannu, 2016 
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considerable leeway from the US government in undertaking strikes against un-known targets.53 

The US targeting policy was not limited to “high-value” Al-Qaeda leaders.54 The policy also 

targeted low-level fighters on the basis of so-called “signatures” - “patterns of suspicious 

behavior detected from drone surveillance cameras” - which were deemed sufficient evidence for 

“ordering strikes even when the identities of those to be killed weren’t known.”55 Under the 

renegotiated pact of early 2008, the Pakistani military was onboard with the US government 

executing drone strikes at times and locations of their choice.56  

 

Figure 3. This chart shows frequency of drone strikes recorded by the Bureau of Investigative 

Journalism. Interview respondents suggested that these strikes undercount strikes especially for 

years 2005 to 2008.  

Outcome 

                                                           
53 Woods, Sudden Justice, Page 114  
54 Miller and Woodward 2013 
55 Landay 2013; Wood 2015 notes that this targeting criteria came into effect in January 2008 
56 Interview former officer MO Directorate, 2016 

3 3

19
23

113

48
41

21 19

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

2005 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

Drone Strikes by Year in North Waziristan Agency



25 
 

In this section, I trace the trajectory of Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban through 

process tracing on four dimensions: operational capability, organizational basing, collective 

action, and politics. For each period, I first comparatively focus on the dimensions of outcomes 

across the two targeted groups i.e. Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban, following which I process 

trace observable implications of the posited mechanisms, including the trajectories of armed 

groups’ internal structures, degree of pressures, and nature of organizational crises, if any. This 

approach constitutes “analytical process tracing,” which is distinct from a detailed narrative 

description of event sequences.57 

Table 3: Summary of Outcome 

Campaign 

Period 

Campaign 

Type 

H&M Synergy Al-Qaeda 

Trajectory 

Pakistan 

Taliban 

Trajectory 

Campaign 

Effectiveness 

2004 to 

2007 

Low 

Legibility, 

Low Speed 

No Yes-

twice 

robust 

operations, 

growth in 

recruitment, 

expanding of 

basing, politics 

of consolidation 

robust operations, 

growth in 

recruitment, 

expanding of 

basing, politics of 

consolidation 

Ineffective 

2008 to 

2011 

High 

Legibility, 

High Speed 

No No fractured 

operations, 

shortages in 

manpower, 

folded bases, 

splintering 

politics 

operational 

slowdown, stasis 

in manpower, 

base 

consolidation, 

splintering 

politics 

Effective 

2012 to 

2014 

High 

Legibility, 

High Speed 

No No fractured 

operations, 

shortages in 

manpower, 

folded bases, 

splintering 

politics 

fractured 

operations, 

desertion and 

shortages in 

manpower, 

folded bases, 

splintering 

politics 

Effective 

                                                           
57 George and Bennet 2005, 21; King, Keohane, and Verba 1994, 85-87, 225-228 
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The Rise of Al-Qaeda and Pakistan Taliban from 2004 to 2007 

By 2004, Al-Qaeda had rebuilt itself in South and North Waziristan Agencies of the 

Pakistani tribal areas (See Figures 1 and 2). They received support from young local leaders in 

the region, like Nek Muhammed Wazir, Abdullah Mehsud, and Baitullah Mehsud. Al-Qaeda had 

two major factions: the central faction reporting to Osama Bin Laden, led by Hadi Al-Iraqi and 

seconded by Abu Laith al Libi, and a Pakistan based operational faction led by Khalid 

Khubaib.58 Until late 2004, Al-Qaeda’s main base of operations was the South Waziristan 

Agency. By 2005, Al-Qaeda, under Libi’s supervision, moved the core of the group to the North 

Waziristan Agency.59 From 2006 to 2007, Al-Qaeda established elaborate bases in areas of Data 

Khel, Dosali, Miramshah, and Mir Ali in the North Waziristan Agency. “It wanted to recreate the 

kind of bustling facilities it had at Kargha and Hafis [in Jalalaabad] camps in Afghanistan,” 

according to a former Pakistani intelligence official. By 2006, Al-Qaeda’s leadership referred to 

North Waziristan Agency as the Islamic State of North Waziristan.60 

Al-Qaeda had ample cash flow in this period, which it used to set up a vast operational 

infrastructure. A Karachi based shura [consultative body], first set up by Khalid Sheikh 

Mohammed, funneled a steady stream of funds to Waziristan.61 Hadi al-Iraqi used these funds to 

“establish training centers, suicide bomb training, IED production, weapons and explosive 

handling material printing, and lodging facilities.”62 Hadi al-Iraqi also set up specialized units for 

operations in Pakistan and Afghanistan like Junduallah and Jaish-ul-Qiba: Jundullah was to 

                                                           
58 Interview former ISI operative, 2016; Al-Qaeda leader, 2017 
59 Interview former ISI operative Peshawar sector office, 2016 
60 Interview TTP operative, 2017; he had been trained in the Afghan Taliban’s Kargha camp; following 9/11, he was 

based out of Shakai valley, South Waziristan Agency in this period. 
61 Interview with ISI official from Peshawar sector, 2016 
62 Interview former ISI operative, 2016 
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target US and other Western interests in Pakistan with the goal of neutralizing “Pakistan’s 

support for the United States” while Jaish-ul-Qiba was to conduct operations in Afghanistan. 63  

From 2004 to 2007, Al-Qaeda’s recruitment was aggressive, increasing incrementally 

year after year with the aim to recruit “emotionally stable, well educated, and experienced 

cadres.”64 Although it convened fighters from across the broader Middle East, Al-Qaeda did not 

limit itself to foreign fighters. It was interested in expanding its cadres of Pakistani fighters, 

making a special effort to recruit trained cadres of “jihadi organizations which had fought in 

[Indian] Kashmir.”65 Journalist Saleem Shahzad notes that “slowly and gradually this strategy 

began to work and brought thousands of new recruits into the Al-Qaeda fold.”66 Al-Qaeda 

attracted former activists of Harkat-ul-Mujahideen, Harkat-ul-Jihadi Islami, Lashkar-e-Jhangvi, 

and Jamaat-e-Islami, all of which had been involved in the “Jihad-e-Kashmir.”67 

Starting 2006, Al-Qaeda consolidated its Pakistan centered operations under Commander 

Ilyas Kashmiri, naming it the 313 brigade. Kashmiri started training “fidayee [suicide bombers 

who would carry out assaults before exploding their suicide vests] attackers, suicide bombers, 

and IED saboteurs.”68 In parallel, it focused on training cadres for operations in Afghanistan as 

“opportunities to launch operations from North Waziristan Agency were considered to be 

better.”69 On top of its ever growing military capability, Al-Qaeda also expanded its public 

outreach through publications like the Ummat and Al Sahab.70 

                                                           
63 Interview TTP Activist, 2016; also mentioned by Shahzad 2011, 7 
64 Interview Counterterror Department Officer, 2016 
65 Interview former ISI operative, 2016  
66 Shahzad 2011 
67 Interview with TTP Activist, 2016; the activist claimed to have interacted with Al-Qaeda on behalf of Hakimullah 

Mehsud. Also note: One such sizable faction which joined Al-Qaeda in this period was led by the Arshad brothers: 

Dr Akmal Waheed and Dr Arshad Waheed, who had once been affiliated with the student wing of Jamat-e-Islami, 

the Islami Jamiat Taleba. 
68 Interview Islamabad, 2016 
69 Shahzad 2011 
70 Interview Karachi, 2016 
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From 2004 to 2007, Al-Qaeda central consolidated political ties with groups in the 

region, and solidified control over quasi-independent factions loosely falling under its control. In 

South Waziristan Agency, it formed an alliance with Nek Muhammed’s Yargulkhel Wazir tribe, 

and coopted the fighting units of Abdullah and Baitullah Mehsud. In the North Waziristan 

Agency, it formed alliances with influential armed groups in the Dawar tribe, like those loyal to 

Maulvi Sadqi Nur and Abdul Khaliq Haqqani.71 Al-Qaeda also backed the Uzbek fighting force 

of the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan.72 Between 2006 and 2007, Al-Qaeda merged important 

independent factions in the region like the Libyan Islamic Fighters Group, Egyptian Takfiri 

group, and a sizable, anonymous “faction of Turks”.73 It also reached cooperative pacts with 

influential local groups like Hafiz Gul Bahadur group and the Haqqani Network.74 

The Pakistan Taliban’s trajectory was similar but less linear than Al-Qaeda’s.75 As my 

regional focus is on over time variation in the North Waziristan Agency, I mainly track the 

factions that were active in the North Waziristan Agency. Nek Muhammed – based in South 

Waziristan but with some influence in North Waziristan - emerged as a key leader of the Taliban 

movement, gaining note as a supporter of Al-Qaeda. He established “a small force without much 

operational capability; he had some weapons and only a few hundred men.”76 He was closely 

followed by Abdullah Mehsud, who too had some influence in the North Waziristan Agency, 

having put together a small force to take on the Pakistani state in and around his village of Nano 

                                                           
71 Interview Journalist Nasir Dawar, Peshawar, 2016 
72 Interview Al-Qaeda Operative Abu Yahya group, 2016 
73 Interview former ISI Operative DI Khan, 2016  
74 Interview former ISI Operative, 2016 
75 Pakistan Taliban is a much more complicated group to track from 2004 to 2007, because of its looser organization 

and multiple groups. 
76 Interview former ISI Operative Peshawar Sector, 2016 
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in South Waziristan Agency.77 Baitullah similarly organized a small militia and engaged in 

sabotage in the North Waziristan Agency.  

By 2005, Baitullah eclipsed both Abdullah and Nek’s factions, with Nek getting killed in 

a drone strike in June 2004. Baitullah moved his organizational headquarters from Makeen in 

South Wazirstan Agency to the North Waziristan Agency, building bases in multiple locations: 

Dosali, Dand-e-Darpa Khel, Data Khel, Miramshah, and Mir Ali.78 By 2006, Baitullah set up 

“dozens of marakaz [centers] for training suicide bombers and IED factories.”79 He also set up 

courts and tax collection teams to fund operations. By late 2007, according to one Pakistani 

military official from the North Waziristan Agency, Baitullah’s operational capability was akin 

to “a division sized conventional military force.” In October, Baitullah ordered attacks on highly 

fortified positions of the Pakistani military in Miramshah and Mir Ali; in December, Baitullah 

ordered his senior commander Maulvi Shamim to raid the Ladha Fort manned by Pakistani 

military’s battalion sized force, laying a multi-week siege.  

The various factions of the Pakistan Taliban recruited local, tribal youth as both mid-level 

commanders and fulltime fighters. In 2004, Baitullah set up offices to recruit in select tehsils 

[sub districts] of the South Waziristan Agency; by 2006, he expanded his recruitment drive to the 

North Waziristan Agency. Baitullah organized his factions into halqas, which were the 

equivalent of “brigades organized down to the level of tehsils [sub districts].”80 By late 2006, 

Baitullah created more than seven halqas, according to two respondents.81 The Pakistani 

military’s 2007 assault on Islamabad’s Red Mosque turned out to be a boon for him. Baitullah 

                                                           
77 Interview Elder Behlolzai Mehsud Tribe, 2016 
78 Interview Elder Mehsud Tribe, 2016 
79 Interview Elder Mehsud Tribe, 2016 
80 Interview TTP Activist, 2016; Interview Tribal Leader from Kotkai, South Waziristan Agency, 2016 (Kotkai was 

the village of Hakimullah Mehsud) – Halqa is used in Pashto/Urdu to signify a sizable unit of an organization  
81 Interview TTP Activist, 2016; Interview Tribal Leader from Kotkai, South Waziristan Agency, 2016 (Kotkai was 

the village of Hakimullah Mehsud); another respondent said that Baitullah had twelve halqas by 2008 
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rapidly expanded all his halqas, making “appeals to avenge the blood of the martyrs of Red 

Mosque.”82  

From 2004 to 2007, the Pakistan Taliban’s political trajectory in the North Waziristan 

Agency was one of consolidation, though much more messy than Al-Qaeda’s. The factions of 

Abdullah Mehsud and Nek Muhammed loosely cooperated in this period. After Nek’s death in 

June 2004, his surviving faction maintained an alliance with both Abdullah and Baitullah. 

Throughout 2005, Abdullah and Baitullah remained estranged, accusing each other of being on 

the ISI’s payroll. By late 2005, Baitullah grew more powerful and succeeded in marginalizing 

Abdullah’s faction. He induced defections of major fighting units in Abdullah’s faction and 

merged them with his group.83 Baitullah also maintained a strong alliance with Al-Qaeda, which 

not only funded him but also provided him trainers and mid-level commanders to supervise his 

organization. In late 2007, he emerged as the Ameer [Supreme Leader] of the Pakistan Taliban, 

renaming it as the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan. Al-Qaeda’s backing played a major role in the 

consolidation: “Baitullah’s growing force helped him gain Al-Qaeda’s endorsement and cash for 

buying out other factions from across the tribal belt.”84 Besides merging a range of factions from 

the six agencies of FATA and select districts of the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province, Baitullah 

coopted various armed groups in the North Waziristan Agency by giving them a seat on the 

Shura [consultative body] of TTP: Haji Omar, Dolat Hafiz, Qari Ajmal, Mufti Hassan, Qari 

Bashir, Maulvi Sadiq Noor, and Hafiz Gulbahadur.85  

                                                           
82 Interview TTP Activist, 2016; Interview Tribal Leader from Kotkai, South Waziristan Agency, 2016 (Kotkai was 

the village of TTP chief Hakimullah Mehsud) 
83 Interview Journalist Nasir Dawar Peshawar, 2016 
84 Interview Journalist Nasir Dawar Peshawar, 2016 
85 Interview TTP Operative, 2017  
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As they expanded their groups, Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban remained on the 

receiving end of drone strikes and Pakistani military’s targeting. Nek Muhammed was killed in a 

drone strike coordinated by Pakistani intelligence in June 2004 in South Waziristan Agency. By 

late 2004, drones intermittently surveilled the North Waziristan Agency.86 In late 2005, three 

drone strikes were reported, according to data made available by the Bureau of Investigative 

Journalism. In one important strike, senior Al-Qaeda leader Hamza Rabia was decapitated in the 

village of Asoori, near the town of Mir Ali. Throughout 2004 and 2005, the Pakistani military 

regularly raided urban centers and villages near Mir Ali, Miramshah, Razmak, and Shawal valley 

on information leads from the US government.87 In 2006, a dozen strikes took place, which, 

according to local sources, went unreported because of “the state of fear after [local journalist] 

Hayatullah’s death [in 2005, who was allegedly killed by Pakistani intelligence for reporting a 

drone strike].”88 In 2007, three drone strikes took place in North Waziristan Agency, as per the 

data maintained by the Bureau of Investigative Journalism (see Figure 3).  

How might we account for the growth of the two groups despite the counterterror 

campaign? The pressures of the counterterror campaign were far too limited to constrict the 

trajectories of the groups. This makes sense in the proposed framework. As the campaign 

remained low on legibility of the region, and available leads were often not exploited in time, the 

counterterror force had limited visibility of their targets, who in turn operated under manageable 

pressures. Overhead surveillance by drones provided some oversight, which generated leads 

when “the ISI’s Bannu detachment, and its offices in Miramshah and Mir Ali cooperated with 

the CIA.”89 The CIA was not completely dependent on the ISI for generating leads: “The CIA’s 

                                                           
86 Interview Lt General Safdar Hussain, 2016; Interview former MO Directorate Official, 2016 
87 Interview Lt Gen Safdar Hussain, 2016; ISI Peshawar Operative, 2017 
88 Interview local journalist DI Khan, 2016 
89 Interview former ISI Operative, 2016 
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Islamabad station generated leads from Afghanistan or Iraq on potential high value targets in the 

tribal belt,” which in turn led to drone strikes.90 Such leads, however, were few and far between. 

Pursuit of available leads was encumbered by stringent rules of engagement. An ISI official 

interviewed for the period said: “the process of maturing the target was long, which led to targets 

disappearing, and the final bureaucratic approval was complicated on the American and 

Pakistani sides; it went as far as the DG [Head of] ISI and then President [of Pakistan], all of 

which contributed to many near misses.”91 Given the inability to call in drones for taking out 

targets, “the CIA’s Miramshah forward base sometimes provided leads to the [Pakistani 

military’s] 117th brigade [on the ground in Miramshah].”92 Often, the brigade “acted on the leads 

but was invariably late.”93 

The minimal coercive pressures gave both Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban ample 

opportunity to recover from their losses relatively quickly, circumvent future losses without 

undermining operational capability, bases, and important political relationships. Between 2004 

and 2007, Al-Qaeda became more deeply institutionalized, with abundant specialized cadres and 

clearly delegated roles and responsibilities to its second-tier leadership. By late 2007, Baitullah 

Mehsud led Taliban too became a formidable organization – one with highly functional layers of 

mid-level leadership and specialized personnel. 

The Reversal of Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban from 2008 to 2011 

From 2008 onward, the increased surveillance of the region generated many more leads 

than the period preceding it. Pakistani officials were surprised by the richness of the video feeds 

accessible to the US ground operatives stationed in Bannu, Miramshah, Mir Ali, and 

                                                           
90 Interview former ISI Operative Peshawar, 2016 
91 Interview former ISI CT Operative, 2017 
92 Interview official from 117th Brigade from the period, 2016 
93 Interview official from 117th Brigade from the period, 2016  
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Islamabad.94 Officials involved with the drone program had long been in awe of the drone 

technology; however, by mid to late 2008, they were surprised by the results of the increased 

scale: “We were surprised by how much of Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban we could see.”95 

According to a Pakistani official involved with the program, “Drones started identifying Al-

Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban factions under training, notable mid-level commanders, and 

important marakiz used to host local jihadis and foreign fighters from Afghanistan and Iraq.”96 

As one Pakistani intelligence operative stated, “In 2008, they were hit with a ferocity like no 

other campaign had hit them since Anaconda.”97 

The intensified surveillance, which frequently led to strikes, made the top leadership and 

important mid-level commanders of Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban “feel extremely 

vulnerable.”98 A Taliban leader candidly described the challenge of operating under the deluge of 

drone activity: “When drones started [in 2008], we became very careful about our movements. 

They surely made many of us anxious. It was as if a fan is turned on at the peak of winter. You 

cover yourself in blanket but still feel very cold due to the fan being on. And you have to bear 

the noise of the fan. Many of us saw the fear of drones as akin to the uncomfortable situation of 

turning on the fan in winter.”99 

Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban’s losses mounted rapidly. In January 2008, senior Al-

Qaeda leader Abu Laith Al Libi was decapitated after a timely exploitation of a lead generated 

by the CIA. According to a Taliban activist interviewed for the study, “Among the drone strikes 
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which I can quote here was the one in which Abu Laith Al Libi was killed. He was one of the 

most important persons of Al-Qaeda. He was killed in Mir Ali. His death was a big loss for 

Ameer Sahib [Baitullah Mehsud].”100 In the ensuing months, “drones flew more frequently, 

sometimes striking at locations without killing anyone.”101 Al-Qaeda became more watchful, 

closing some of its key bases to improve the group’s operational security. Al-Qaeda moved out 

personnel from “villages in the Nauraq tribe area and those along the Mir Ali – Miramsah road,” 

according to one respondent.102 Another respondent mentioned that “marakiz in Spulga, Degan, 

Yusuf Khel, [and] Tappi” villages were closed.103 The Pakistan Taliban, too, moved many of 

their North Waziristan based cadres from villages in the sub districts of Miramshah and Mir Ali 

towards more built-up urban areas, while also spreading some of its cells towards the sub 

districts of Razmak and Data Khel, in addition to moving some cadres to Karachi (See Figure 

2).104 

By early 2010, Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban’s operational capability was reversed. 

Until 2007, Al-Qaeda had been freely training, planning, and plotting operations for both within 

and outside Pakistan: “During Sheikh Libi’s time, Al-Qaeda had global ambitions, and planned 

and trained for operations as such.”105 By 2009, its global and local operational activity was 

struggling. It scrapped a “dozen plans” in this period.106 In a letter to Bin Laden, North 

Waziristan based Al-Qaeda leader Sheikh Atiya Abd Rehman alias Sheikh Mehmood advocated 

pulling a “… large portion of the group out of Waziristan. For example, we can send some 
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brothers and their families into Pakistan, to areas like Sind and the surrounding areas and 

villages, as well as Baluchistan, and so on. We can send many of our brothers from our military 

brigades if they come later to their brothers in Nuristan, and we might send groups to other tribes 

like Khyber ... and so on and so forth.”107 One respondent noted that Al-Qaeda pulled back most 

of its master trainers and mid-level commanders helping Taliban forces in the North Waziristan 

Agency.108 

Pakistan Taliban showed signs of disruption in contrast to the previous period but less so 

than Al-Qaeda until late 2009. Baitullah Mehsud did not roll back his operational infrastructure 

the same way that Al-Qaeda did; instead, he diverted it to the South Waziristan Agency to 

maintain distance with Al-Qaeda. Baitullah sought to preserve the operational capability of his 

“Mehsud Halqa”, ordering the factions under command of “Wali-ur-Rehman, Mufti Noor Wali, 

Khan Saeed, and Maulvi Shamim [key commanders of the Mehsud Halqa] to remain in the 

Mehsud area [of South Waziristan Agency],” and focus “more on training than active sabotage” 

against the Pakistani state.109 On the other hand, he asked “Qari Hussain Mehsud [suicide 

bombing master trainer] to prepare a stream of suicide bombers to bleed the Pakistani state.”110 

This operation was run from the South Waziristan Agency, at “a safe distance from Al-Qaeda 

[Central]”, which was seen as the more immediate target of drone strikes. The Pakistan Taliban 

continued to plot suicide bomb attacks in Pakistani urban centers; one Taliban respondent 

claimed that they “planned 94 attacks”, adding, “I know it because I myself played a role in 

delivering messages and shifting 11 to 12 suicide bombers and suicide jackets in a pickup to 

Bannu and Domail. These suicide bombers finally reached their targeted locations like Parade 
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lane, Karachi, Peshawar, Bannu and Dera Ismail Khan. They carried out successful suicide 

attacks. None of them were caught.”111  

By late 2010, the Pakistan Taliban’s operational capability was dented. The onset of the 

rewired Pakistani counterinsurgency campaign in the neighboring South Waziristan Agency in 

2009 and 2010 – called the Opertion Rah-e-Nijat – made it difficult for the Taliban to divert 

operational capability away from North Waziristan Agency. After Taliban leader Qari Hussain 

Mehsud’s involvement in the December 2009 sabotage of the CIA forward base in Khost, 

Afghanistan was discovered, the surveillance and targeting of the Pakistan Taliban infrastructure 

in the North Waziristan Agency intensified. To avoid being targeted, the Pakistan Taliban 

systematically folded a number of facilities powering operations – suicide training centers, IED 

manufacturing facilities, “centers of masooleen”112, and weapons training centers. According to a 

respondent from the Pakistan Taliban, Hakimullah Mehsud – the successor of Baitullah Mehsud 

(who was killed in a drone strike in August 2009) as the Ameer of the Pakistan Taliban – asked 

his trusted aide “Latifullah [Mehsud] to minimize the signatures on his marakiz in the North 

Waziristan Agency and create mobile training units.”113  

By 2009, Al-Qaeda was losing manpower due to desertions. A Pakistani official 

monitoring the groups noted: “I read intercepts of Pakistan Taliban, Haqqani [Network], and Al-

Qaeda every day for almost three years [2008 to 2011]. There was absolute chaos in these groups 

by 2010 due to drone strikes. In the intercepts, I heard Al-Qaeda’s leadership, known for its cool 

and strong discipline, completely lose it. So much of the chatter was about “my men have left 
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me!”.”114 A member of Al-Qaeda from the period said: “Drone strikes became a major concern 

for all jihadi organizations, including Al Qaeda. On the one hand, drone strikes initially attracted 

ideological manpower to jihadi organizations, including Al-Qaeda. But majority of the members 

were not as committed ideologically. I noticed that many left, initially discreetly but later openly. 

I was troubled by this and spoke with fellow jihadis. We concluded most want to be Ghazis 

[Holy fighters who return from the battlefield alive]. Only a few want to be Shaheed 

[Martyrs].”115 Sheikh Atiya, a senior leader of Al-Qaeda central, wrote to Bin Laden from the 

North Waziristan Agency in 2009/2010 about similar issues: “Militarily, we bought some 

quantities of ammunition and devised some simple plans. We are facing difficulties due to the 

grave shortages in personnel in some cadres.” A Karachi based journalist tracking jihadi activity 

in the city noted that by 2010 jihadi cadres from Waziristan were returning: “There were many 

from the Karachi jihadi scene who returned from Waziristan specifically because of drone 

strikes. In late 2010, a group of dozen boys returned after their friend was killed in a drone strike. 

One of them told me that he was ‘frightened’, while others kept mum about the reasons for their 

return.”116 

Like Al-Qaeda, the Pakistan Taliban was also challenged in retention of manpower and 

sustaining fresh recruitment. Until 2008, ISI officials based out of the towns of Wana, DI Khan, 

Miramshah, and Bannu were “sending SOS notes on the growing halqas… Boys were flocking 

to the TTP offices in different tehsils [sub districts] of North Waziristan Agency.”117 By early 

2009 that ceased to be the case; and by 2010, Pakistani intelligence noticed a gradual thinning of 
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the Taliban ranks. When I put this question to various Taliban respondents, at least two of them 

declared desertions to be “a propaganda of ISI.” Later in the interview, they confirmed some 

desertions, describing those leaving the groups as “non-ideological.” An Al-Qaeda leader 

interviewed for the study declined to discuss Al-Qaeda’s managerial challenges, but colorfully 

described the desertion challenge within the Pakistan Taliban: “Local cadres of Pakistan Taliban 

were not as ideological – so many of them left at first, but they stopped leaving after a while. 

You can leave Al-Qaeda, and they are happy if you leave because Al-Qaeda only wants 

committed cadres. Taliban is a mafia type organization which you cannot leave easily. On the 

one hand, the Taliban were weak, but on the other hand its members were scared that if they 

leave and move out to main cities they might get killed.”118  

By 2010, Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban’s political strategy of consolidation and 

cooptation was dented. Both experienced within group fratricide, and a breakdown in relations 

with other groups in the region. For example, Al-Qaeda central grew wary of the Haqqani 

Network.119 Many Al-Qaeda leaders in the region considered them to be close to the ISI and 

involved in the spying which was leading to drone strikes. Al-Qaeda central also fell out with the 

Libyan Islamic Fighters Group.120 The Pakistan Taliban experienced similar political challenges. 

Under Baitullah, the Mehsud faction fell out with the Hafiz Gul Bahadur group in early 2008. 

After Baitullah Mehsud’s killing in a drone strike, a major feud broke out within the Mehsud 

Taliban factions over succession. Hakimullah Mehsud and Wali-ur-Rehman Mehsud, Baitullah’s 

two senior commanders, publicly feuded over who should succeed Baitullah.121 Hakimullah 
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Mehsud also saw a breakdown in relations with important local commanders like Maulvi Sadiq 

Noor, Abdul Khaliq Haqqani, and Hafiz Saeed. 

What explains the dislocation of bases, degradation of operational capability, manpower 

challenges, and breakdown of the political strategy of consolidation experienced by both groups? 

If my argument is correct, these outcomes should be mediated by a systematic surge in 

constraints on the core organizational ties of both Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban resulting 

from the counterterror campaign. I find that they were a function of two factors linked to the 

counterterror campaign.  First, these outcomes resulted from deficits created by loss of important 

top and mid-ranking leaders and specialized personnel in drone strikes, or what I call the kinetic 

effects. According to the list maintained by the New America Foundation, Al-Qaeda lost 25 

major leaders and the Pakistan Taliban lost 10 major leaders in the period. According to Taliban 

leaders interviewed for the study, the reported numbers are low. Some of the members of both 

Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban were rueful about their losses, linking them to organizational 

degradation. For example, one respondent said: “… a leader of Al Qaeda who was responsible 

for jihad activities at Pakistan level - after his killing in a drone strike, many plans come to a 

halt.”122 Another respondent emphasized that the death of Qari Tahir Jan of the IMU and his men 

set back the operational capability of both Al-Qaeda and Pakistan Taliban; “[it was] a great loss 

as they [Tahir and his commanders] were commanding many Uzbek, Turkmen and other foreign 

militants who would fight alongside both Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban.”123 Multiple 

respondents mentioned how the growing exposure of the Pakistan Taliban to drones led to 

operational disruption: “We had to close so many important centers after drone strikes. So many 

plans fell through. I will give you example of one center which we had to close. There were 18 
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drone strikes in a single day on that center in which many Arab sheikhs were killed. I don’t 

remember exactly whether it was in 2009 or 2010 but I know it was almost one month after the 

attack on GHQ [Pakistani military headquarter, which was attacked in October 2009], because 

the ones who attacked at GHQ were trained in that center. The other attack on Sri Lanka cricket 

team, in which four Mehsud boys trained by Qari Ajmal at the same center, was also planned 

there.”124  

Three respondents linked the disruption of operational infrastructure across the North 

Waziristan Agency to targeting of Qari Hussain Mehsud’s faction: “Qari Hussain [Mehsud], who 

was considered the “nuclear power” of TTP, was killed in a drone strike, which indeed was a 

great loss. So many great plans remained incomplete due to his killing and of other leaders who 

were responsible for performing important tasks. It is just like if I am supposed to act upon a 

planned task, but if I quit then that plan cannot be completed successfully.”125 One respondent 

said: “You know, I and my other friends like Abu Dajana [the Jordanian doctor who bombed the 

CIA’s forward base in Khost], Faisal Shehzad [the American citizen who attempted to bomb 

New York City’s Time Square] and many others were loyal to Qari [Hussain Mehsud] Sahib. We 

could do anything to obey his orders. Under his leadership many tasks were completed 

successfully until drones came in our way. I remember one drone attack in Mir Ali, in which 7 

Germans were killed. They were to soon undertake suicide attacks in Germany and France. In 

that attack we thought we lost Qari Sahib but only the Germans were killed. A few days later 

Qari Sahib was martyred in the Wazir Kushali area [of North Waziristan]. So due to such drone 
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strikes, the plan of sending the German suicide bombers to France and Germany was never 

realized.”126 

Second, the organizational degradation resulted from the new leadership being 

increasingly on the move and out of touch, and the mistrust plagued in-group environment; these 

are, what I call, the non-kinetic effects of the campaign. For example, multiple respondents from 

both Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban mentioned that the groups became dormant because of 

the fear of being spied upon from within their ranks: “Commanders would regularly change their 

locations and vehicles. Also, they kept their locations secret as there were reports that people 

within the groups were basically providing information to the CIA for drone strikes.”127 The 

pervasive fear of spies was especially detrimental for recruitment, according to at least three 

respondents. One respondent spoke about Hakimullah Mehsud turning away new cadres due to 

trust issues: “[In late 2009] After arrival of fresh cohorts from Karachi, Punjab and Mohmand 

Agency, the number of drone strikes increased. So those in Miramshah and Mir Ali used to see 

them suspiciously. Ameer Sahib [Hakimullah Mehsud] decided that they should go back where 

they had come from.”128 

Respondents from Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban also mentioned challenges to 

movement, and the limits that placed on both routine politics and the upkeep of operational 

capability. Some factions of Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban like Jundullah and the 313 

brigade, which believed in “anti-Pakistan activities”, were more watchful than others as they 

judged themselves to be more likely to be targeted. One Pakistani intelligence official noted that 

“because of drone strikes on moving vehicles, groups started using motorbikes.”129 In his letters 
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to Bin Laden, Sheikh Atiya expressed concern about exposure during movement, asking Bin 

Laden to take seriously the idea of “reduc[ing] the work; meaning stopping many of the 

operations so we can move around less, and be less exposed to strikes.” 

The constraints on communication also severed within group ties, hurting the groups on a 

range of political dimensions. Both the groups became wary of communication devices. The 

Pakistan Taliban was initially much less cautious; many of its cadres continued to use 

mukhabras, a Pashto word for short-wave radio sets. By 2011, even the Taliban became fearful 

of communication devices, knowing that [Pakistani] “intelligence and its sidekicks were listening 

in on all radio communication, even PTCL [landline phones],” because of which the chatter on 

mukhabras of senior and mid-level commanders dropped. Groups instead relied on carefully 

chosen human messengers for within group communication, which led to long periods of 

communication gaps and weak command-and-control. One respondent linked the lack of 

communication from top leaders to idleness: “Many were deeply frustrated that senior leaders 

would not stay in contact. In my second trip, I remember not seeing any senior leader nor getting 

communication for two months. We were told to concentrate on reading jihadi material.”130 

The challenges of movement, communication, and trust operated in tandem, constraining 

the groups’ ability to undertake damage control and/or recovery. In a letter to Bin Laden, the 

North Waziristan based Al-Qaeda leader Sheikh Atiya noted: “We will focus on defensive 

security (counterespionage) by focusing on striking the spy plane bases using special operations, 

and on patience, persistence, hiding as well as decreasing our presence at least this year because 

it is an important year.”131 Such descriptions of sustained degradation were also provided by Al-
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Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban members interviewed for the study: “The challenges faced by 

Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban were the same. Training became very difficult because a 

number of strikes took place where training was carried out. While there was fear of being killed 

by drone strikes, we were also constantly uneasy on not being able to operate at full potential. 

Moving became especially hard. Because of issues of trust, people would maintain distance from 

those [mid-ranking commanders and/or rank-and-file] they did not trust.”132 

The Fracturing of Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban Continues - 2012 to 2014 

By 2012, Al-Qaeda central was systematically moving its senior leadership and mid-

ranking commanders out of the Waziristan region: “Many of the Turks, Uzbek, and other foreign 

mujahedeen shifted to some new safe houses.” Others “went to Afghanistan. Some even went 

back to Iraq, Iran, Uzbekistan, Egypt, Chechnya and Turkmenistan.”133 Within Waziristan, the 

leaders and specialized rank-and-file spent most of the time away from their bases, often in 

temporary hideouts in urban areas of Mirmashah and Mir Ali: “With increasing drone strikes 

hitting the targets, many had moved to settled neighborhoods.”134 Much of Al-Qaeda’s senior 

leadership and rank-and-file left behind was keen on moving out of the North Waizirstan 

Agency, actively exploring arrangements for hiding in mainland Pakistan. 

The Pakistan Taliban, like Al-Qaeda, continued to disperse its bases and factions, often 

within but also away from North Waziristan Agency. A former senior official of North 

Waziristan Agency’s civilian administration noted that Hakimullah Mehsud requested “Mullah 

Nazir [South Waziristan based commander] and after his killing Bahwal Khan to house some of 

his fighters.”135 Two civilians who remained in the captivity of the Pakistan Taliban in this 
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period noted that they were frequently relocated during their captivity.136 One respondent stated 

that this was because the “Ameer or some commander had asked for the markaz to be closed.”137 

By 2012, “More Pakistan Taliban fighters moved to Karachi.”138 Hakimullah Mehsud also sent 

some of his fighters to Khost and Paktika in Afghanistan.139 

Like the period before, Al-Qaeda’s operational capability continued to diminish. By 

2012, Al-Qaeda struggled to train and produce specialized manpower. It folded most of its 

“training centers, explosive production centers, and marakiz” in and around the town of Mir Ali, 

which were powering both global and local operations in the previous periods.140 The Pakistan 

Taliban also saw a dire depletion in operational capability. It still operated training centers and 

marakiz in and around Miramshah, which were significantly more than what Al-Qaeda had; 

however, much of the operational capability was “a shadow of the past.”141 Hakimullah Mehsud 

tried to build underground bases in Miramshah and Mir Ali to revive training and explosive 

production; while construction on some of these bases was completed, most such projects 

remained incomplete.142 

Defections in Al-Qaeda continued in this period. Respondents noted that the flow of 

foreign fighters as well as fighters from Pakistan’s jihadi organizations dried up. One respondent 

from the Pakistan Taliban, who claimed to have interacted with Al-Qaeda in the period in North 

Waziristan Agency, noted: “Al Qaeda had serious manpower issues. Compared to local jihadi 

organizations, Al Qaeda was most in need of manpower.”143 The Pakistan Taliban also 
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experienced major manpower deficiencies and retention challenges.144 Two important 

commanders of the Pakistan Taliban, Khalid Sajna and Shehryar Mehsud, “worried about 

increasing desertions” of fulltime fighters.145 Sajna wanted his faction’s leading religious cleric 

Maulvi Noor Wali to “give a fatwa (decree) against desertions.”146 Through 2013 and until the 

start of Pakistani military operation called Zarb-e-Azb in June 2014, a number of cells of Khalid 

Sajna and Shehryar Mehsud surrendered to Pakistani intelligence agencies.147 

From 2012 to 2014, Al-Qaeda’s political relationships significantly worsened. Al-Qaeda 

central’s cold war with the Haqqani Network came out in the open, with many leaders actively 

criticizing Siraj Haqqani, the leader of  the Haqqani Network, for the harm Al-Qaeda continued 

to experience in drone strikes.148 Within Al-Qaeda, the relationships between the senior 

leadership and the various sub-groups deteriorated. Al-Qaeda’s Pakistani cadres incessantly 

bickered with the Arab leadership on operational strategy, lack of direction, and extreme 

operational security measures. By 2013, a number of Al-Qaeda commanders turned against the 

senior leadership, increasingly looking towards ISIS after Abu Baker Al-Baghdadi’s 

announcement of the merger of Al-Nusra and Islamic State of Iraq.149 Aiman-al-Zawahiri sought 

to pacify the frustrated Pakistani cadres of Al-Qaeda by pledging to create a branch of Al-Qaeda 

for the Indian Subcontinent, with more expansive operational goals geared towards the region.150 
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This did not prevent Al-Qaeda’s fragmentation. By late 2013, important Pakistani jihadis left the 

group.151 

The Pakistan Taliban’s political ties also continued to degrade during this period. 

According to Dera Ismail Khan based journalist Sailab Mehsud, “Hakimullah felt he was under 

siege; he did not trust the Mehsud halqa; he also grew wary of the Punjabi factions and those 

close to [his subordinate commanders] Wali-ur-Rehman and later Khalid Sajna.”152 Such distrust 

engendered splintering into three distinct groups: one led by Shahryar Mehsud, another by 

Khalid Sajna, and a third one of the Punjabi Taliban. After Hakimullah’s killing in November 

2013, some of his “surviving fighting cadres joined Shahryar Mehsud, renaming the organization 

Karwan-e-Hakimullah [the Caravan of Hakimullah],” while others aligned with Maulvi 

Fazlullah and Khalid Sajna. The splintering intensified in 2014.153 

What explains the continued deflating trajectories of both the groups? The counterterror 

operation successfully distinguished many leaders and rank-and-file of Al-Qaeda and the 

Pakistan Taliban from the civilian population. In contrast to its operational procedures in 

previous years, the US government consistently exploited leads on the Pakistan Taliban. Thus, 

both Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban suffered from a similar set of constraints on their core 

organizational ties. On operations, basing, and recruitment, the combination of losses and non-

kinetic constraints like trust, communication, and movement challenges did not allow either Al-

Qaeda or the Pakistan Taliban to recover from their losses of leadership and manpower from 

drone strikes. 
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An ex-bodyguard of Hakimullah Mehsud, and current member of the Maulvi Fazlullah 

led TTP shura, noted: “The senior leaders found it difficult to contact their subordinate 

commanders due to frequent flying of drones over the area. I can give you the example of Ameer 

Sahib [Hakimullah Mehsud]. His main contact person was Latif [Mehsud]. Ameer Sahib spent 

much of the last few months of his life in the forests. When he came to Miramshah, he would 

often quit meetings, stopped any kind of contact until drones flew overhead. Like him, many 

other leaders avoided any kind of coordination and travelling with drones flying.”154 When asked 

to clarify why overhead surveillance by drones caused such shifts in behavior, the respondent 

added: “There were special security measures and instructions for Ameer Sahib. Once a man 

came from London, and briefed Ameer Sahib about security measures and informed him that 

data on his eyes, hair, dress, cap etc. had been recorded and that he could be traced anywhere 

with this information. He even advised him not to look upwards to the sky as he could even be 

traced by the saved images/data of his eyes.”155 

The outcome of political dysfunction in both Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban had a 

more extensive causal chain, but involved disorganization due to the counterterror campaign as 

an intervening variable. Some of the steps of the causal process are outside the simple model that 

I posit. For example, from the perspective of the senior and second-tier leadership of Al-Qaeda, 

the disorganization empowered junior commanders, who became harder to manage over time. 

Assertive junior commanders made operational calls, managerial changes, and/or basing 

decisions, which engendered friction.156 Such agency problems metastasized into serious in-

group trust issues, with some of the senior leaders viewing the newly empowered cadres “sold 
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out” to the CIA and/or ISI.157 Respondents noted that such problems existed within various 

factions of Al-Qaeda like Jundullah, the Egyptian Takfiri Group of Issa Al Masri, the Turkish 

Jamaat of Abu Ahmed, and the IMU’s Roshan Aka faction.158  

The Pakistan Taliban’s political fragmentation was also mediated by disorganization due 

to the counterterror campaign. Taliban commanders could not use force or inducements like cash 

to prevent assertive factions from splintering. Senior Taliban leaders, including Hakimullah 

Mehsud, felt constrained in their political decision making due to manpower and cash deficits. 

While such effects were mentioned by multiple respondents, one civilian respondent, who was 

kidnapped by the Taliban, recounted conversations with the then senior Taliban commander 

Khalid Sajna on his political challenges due to drones: “Sajna would often come eat with me. He 

once said there are many days now when I have no cash, and I have nothing to pay my 

people.”159 

The weakened command-and-control due to the counterterror campaign also fueled in-

group discord. The sidelining and subsequent breakaway of the Punjabi Taliban faction from the 

Pakistan Taliban resulted from severe in-group trust issues. One respondent noted: “Hakimullah 

Mehsud and Al Qaeda did not trust Asmat Maviya’s Punjabi Taliban, especially its Ibne Hafsa 

group.”160 Hakimullah Mehsud was aware of the ISI’s overtures to Asmat Maviya, but his 

shrinking organization prevented him from attempting to neutralize and/or discipline Maviya. As 

one respondent noted: “Ameer Sahib (Hakimullah Mahsud) was told by a number of other 

leaders that Asmatullah Muawiya is in fact an ISI agent and that you should not assign him the 
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important position of the commander of TTP in South Punjab. Ameer Sahib (Hakimullah 

Mehsud) could not give much attention to this information, but with the passage of time this 

proved to be true.”161   

In sum, a number of mechanisms driving the outcomes seem to have played out as the 

framework predicts. But there were other mechanisms that also influenced the gradual 

disruption, which are outside the proposed model. For example, Pakistani intelligence’s alliance 

with the Haqqani Network contributed to friction between Al-Qaeda and the Haqqani Network. 

Pakistani intelligence pressured the Haqqani Network to implore upon Al-Qaeda to not use 

Pakistani territory for plotting against the West. The Haqqanis’ attempts to mediate were not 

received well: “Khalifa (a title for its leader Siraj Haqqani) was playing in the hands of Pakistani 

intelligence and was one of the reasons for harm to us.”162  

The ideological stance of Al-Qaeda central’s senior leadership also contributed to 

worsening of the political ties between the central leadership and its various factions and 

affiliates in the region. Al-Qaeda (relatively) de-radicalized post 9/11 on a number of issues, 

causes of which remain unclear.163 Bin Laden and Zawahiri laid down strict rules of behavior on 

targeting, and often chided cadres for wanting to undertake violence against Shias.164 This 

engendered great resentment amongst the more hardline cadres of the group. By 2012, the 

ideological divide on the issue worsened relations between the central faction and the more 

independent minded factions in the North Waziristan Agency.165  

                                                           
161 Interview TTP leader, 2017 
162 Interview Al-Qaeda Operative, 2017 
163 Clark and Levy 2017 
164 Multiple Al-Qaeda respondents gave this reason as the cause of defection of some ranks towards ISIS; an 

important interview was with Journalist Faizullah Khan in Karachi, 2016; he remained in detention in Afghanistan’s 

Nangarhar Jail with senior Al-Qaeda leadership for many months when ISIS was ascendant; he has written about the 

tensions within Al-Qaeda in his Urdu memoir Durand Line Ka Kaidi (The Prisoner of Durand Line). 
165 ISIS’s magazine Dabiq published an essay by Abu Jarar Shamsi, who left Al-Qaeda, titled: “Al-Qaeda in 

Waziristan – The testimony From Within” 
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Alternative Explanations 

 In this section, I discuss four applicable alternative explanations to evaluate the 

effectiveness of the counterterror campaign: group type, hearts and minds, synergy, and a drone 

blowback account which has been commonly invoked by many analysts. 

Group Type 

If group type accounts matter, formidable groups should exhibit unique strategies of 

survival, better discipline, and/or more dynamic recovery in the face of the counterterror 

operations, thereby thwarting effectiveness. There are four potential group type features which 

scholars proffer as beneficial to armed groups in the face of repression: social bases, recruit 

quality, institutionalization, and experience of prior conflict.166 Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan 

Taliban were remarkably different across these four dimensions, providing valuable variation in 

a highly bounded comparative context. If one or more of the group type features matter more, or 

shape trajectories of repression, we should see group-specific variation under the counterterror 

campaign. 

For example, Al-Qaeda recruited better, using ideological appeals to attract motivated 

jihadis from Pakistan and the tribal belt besides relying on a stream of foreign fighters. It had a 

highly institutionalized organization.167 Its various factions had abundant experience of facing 

repression at the hands of powerful states in Egypt, Libya, Iraq, Jordan, Indian Kashmir, among 

other places. On the other hand, the Pakistan Taliban was a weaker organization, at least relative 

to Al-Qaeda. The one attribute to its advantage was its social base: the tribal and kinship network 

in the North Waziristan Agency. Beyond that, the Pakistan Taliban recruited poorly, using cash 

                                                           
166 On recruitment bases: Weinstein 2006; on social ties: Staniland 2014; on institutionalization: Jordan 2009, 2014, 

Long 2014; on exposure to selective violence: Finkel 2015 
167 Jordan 2014 
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and tribal linkages as opposed to strong ideological appeals to recruit. Its institutionalization 

paled in comparison to Al-Qaeda. None of its various factions had any significant experience of 

facing repression at the hand of powerful states.  

Yet, Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban converged in their struggles in the face of the 

targeting by the counterterror program, as outlined earlier. I found limited evidence of Al-

Qaeda’s intrinsic formidability in helping it survive the onslaught of drones, or substituting the 

damage by innovation. Under the post 2008 counterterrorism program, Al-Qaeda suffered 

serious organizational breakdown at a sustained rate. It lost seasoned leaders and specialized 

rank-and-file at a regular rate, and remained unable to recover from the damage. It certainly 

devoted effort to improving operational security by establishing new standard procedures, 

keeping mid-level and senior leadership in hiding; however, these measures did not make it any 

easier to survive. Pakistan Taliban, too, fractured in a very similar manner to Al-Qaeda. Indeed, 

it replaced some leaders lost to strikes with new ones; however, the group couldn’t revive its pre-

2008 operational infrastructure, hold out bases, reenergize collective action, and/or maintain 

friendly political relationships with important factions in the region. It was unable to use its 

dense social networks to block the flow of information to the counterterror force. 

To be clear, the Pakistan Taliban exhibited less dysfunction than Al-Qaeda in certain 

periods. For example, Baitullah Mehsud and - for some months Hakimullah Mehsud - 

maintained a reasonable operational trajectory and bases in 2008-2009. Can Pakistan Taliban’s 

ability to shield itself in this period be explained by a group type explanation? Not necessarily. 

The relative robustness of the Pakistan Taliban was less a function of its type and more a 

function of the variation in the targeting preferences of the counterterror operation. Beyond the 
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top leadership, many Pakistan Taliban cadres correctly felt that the “Americans were not 

interested in targeting [them]” during that period.168 

Hearts-and-Minds 

The counterterror campaign from 2004 to 2014 did not put in place any tactics – ranging 

from population security to civilian aid - to alter the balance of legitimacy in the region. 169 The 

counterterror campaign was centered on the use of force alone. Neither the Pakistani security 

managers nor the American intelligence betrayed any attempt to marshal civilians to their side. 

Unlike the Surge in Iraq and Afghanistan where drones were deployed along with a number of 

programs to incentivize civilian collaboration, no such effort took place in the Pakistan theatre. If 

winning hearts-and-minds mattered, we should not see the drop in the trajectories of the groups 

that we see from the 2008 to 2014 period. 

Synergy based Argument 

 A synergy based argument cannot account for the patterns of armed group trajectories 

from 2004 to 2014. In the period from 2008 to 2014 when the organizational meltdown of Al-

Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban was ongoing, there was no serious political pact at work in the 

background to enable it. In the period when a synergy based approach was tried by the Pakistani 

government, the groups became stronger. The first such attempt was made in Feb 2005: Pakistan 

struck a peace deal with Baitullah Mehsud. Baitullah pledged that he would neither protect nor 

operate with Al-Qaeda. He also pledged to provide information on “foreign militants” in the 

region. However, this approach failed. 170 The second attempt was made in September 2006. An 

agreement was signed in Miramshah, North Waziristan Agency, and undersigned by an 

                                                           
168 Interview Taliban Activist, 2016 
169 For example, US military counterinsurgency doctrine codified in FM 3-24 
170 Interview ISI Operative Peshawar, 2017 
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influential tribal leader Nek Zaman. In the aftermath of this effort, despite ample forces on the 

ground and the ability to call in drone strikes, the synergy based effort failed to interdict the 

armed coalition of Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban. 

Pakistan Specific – Drone Blowback 

An analytical consensus on the trajectory of the drone program in Pakistan - which 

dovetails with the hearts-and-minds view - argues that because drone strikes killed civilians, they 

ended up creating more recruits for the targeted groups.171 During my field work, I found 

evidence of civilian deaths by drone strikes. I interviewed a number of civilians from the region, 

who gave me specific information on select civilians and the strikes they were killed in. I also 

informally spoke to some of the victims. These respondents recounted angst and anger towards 

the US government and the Pakistani military. A few noted the importance of funerals of the 

victims as a focal point for Taliban mobilization after drone strikes. One respondent noted that 

until late 2008 the funerals tended to be “highly charged affairs” in which leaders gave 

impassioned speeches and roused the civilians in support of Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban. 

To be clear, these views do not represent the sentiments of the whole population but of those that 

I was able to locate during field work.  

Yet, in contrast to the claims of the analytical consensus, both the targeted groups didn’t 

see any sustained surge in recruitment activity in the periods corresponding with purportedly 

high civilian casualties. A plurality of journalists and Pakistani security officials closely tracking 

the groups argued that the targeted groups experienced sustained losses due to desertions. 

Surprisingly, none of the respondents from the targeted groups claimed that their groups’ 

                                                           
171 Advocacy groups portray drones as a form of indiscriminate violence having caused extensive collateral damage 

Cavallaro, Sonnenberg, Knuckey, et al. 2012; Mazetti and Shane 2013; Watch 2013; Lamb, Woods, and Yusufzai 

2012; International 2013. Also: McChrystal 2013. 
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recruitment improved because of drone strikes. As noted earlier, one Al-Qaeda operative said 

that “…drone strikes initially attracted ideological manpower to jihadi organizations, including 

Al-Qaeda” but that the “initial” surge in recruitment was not sustained. Another Al-Qaeda 

operative tellingly noted: “When I see the news that drone strikes have helped the militants to 

recruit more people, I consider it false analysis. In my view, again based on my discussion with 

fellow jihadis in Waziristan, both Al-Qaeda and Pakistan Taliban had serious [skilled] 

manpower shortage.”172 

What explains why civilian victimization did not lead to a sustained blowback? This is an 

area for future research. I can point to two empirical patterns which may be informative for 

future research. First, the notion that civilian victimization causes counter-mobilization – a desire 

for revenge driving civilians to join armed movements - is overstated for the specific geographies 

where drone strikes were common. Through fieldwork in Pakistan, including in various locations 

of the North Waziristan based towns of Miramshah and Mir Ali, I did not find any convincing 

evidence of families, friends, and relatives of victimized civilians turning towards the armed 

groups either to avenge the strikes or seek security from drone strikes.173 Indeed, many civilians 

were traumatized, and felt deep anger; however, mobilizing in response to drones was a bridge 

too far for them. 

Second, to the extent that civilians sought to join either Al-Qaeda or the Pakistan Taliban, 

and this is much more plausible for civilians from areas outside of the North Waziristan Agency, 

it did not seem to have translated into systematic increase in recruitment because of the challenge 

targeted groups faced in dealing with spies. Trust issues made all groups view newcomers in 

their regions as potential spies, placing serious limits on their ability to integrate the new recruits. 

                                                           
172 Interview Al-Qaeda leader, Karachi, 2017  
173 Wood 2003; Kalyvas and Kocher 2007 
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As one Taliban respondent noted: “The new ones had to face awkward situations. They were 

always doubted.”174 

Summary of Evidence and Alternative Accounts 

The US counterterror program sought to dismantle Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban in 

the North Waziristan Agency. Al-Qaeda was a transnational armed group with sizable and 

formidable factions. Al-Qaeda was also well institutionalized, enjoying support but not mass 

mobilization. It aided and incubated the rebellion of the Pakistan Taliban against the Pakistani 

state. Al-Qaeda was generally impervious to splits and internal cohesion issues, while the 

Pakistan Taliban was relatively more discordant. Until 2008, despite being targeted in the US 

counterterrorism campaign, both the groups developed robust bases, considerable operational 

capabilities, an enabling political environment, all the while recruiting extensively.  

Following 2008, both Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban were pushed onto a similar path 

of collapse by the US counterterror campaign, evidenced in the roll back of their operational 

capability, breakdown in collective action, dispersal of organizational bases, and political 

dysfunction in the form of feuding with other groups and splintering of within group factions. 

The trajectory of collapse was not sudden but gradual. In the 2008 to 2010 period, the pre-2008 

growth trajectory of both the groups was reversed. In the 2010 to 2012 period, the two groups 

began to dramatically thin out on a number of important dimensions. From 2012 to 2014, the 

groups lost much of their strength, and could not keep up with their losses. Al-Qaeda could not 

cushion the blows from the drone strikes by leveraging its strong organization. The Pakistan 

Taliban could not regenerate its organization despite possessing relatively robust tribal roots. 

                                                           
174 Interview Taliban Activist, 2017 



56 
 

The impact of the campaign is best summed in the following response by a Taliban leader 

interviewed for the study: “Drone strikes had a major effect on the situation. I would say that it 

was not Zarb-e-Azb [Pakistani military operation to clear North Waziristan starting June 2014] 

that shattered Talibanization but drone strikes. They are the real cause of our downfall. Although 

the Taliban can never be eliminated as jihad will continue till the day of judgement but the drone 

strikes played a vital role in weakening the Taliban. Drones targeted our main leaders like Sheikh 

Abu Yahya Al Libi of Al Qaida, Sheik Abdul Hafiz of Sudan, Sheikh Saeed, Hakimullah 

Mehsud, Wali-ur-Rehman, Baitullah Mahsud, and Qari Hussain. Many others from groups like 

Jandullah (Al-Qaeda’s Pakistani faction) were targeted and killed in drone strikes.”175 

Efficacy of Counterterrorism beyond Pakistan 

My argument can explain broader patterns of variation in US counterterror effectiveness 

over time and across regions. Overall the US campaign in Yemen seems to have had a radically 

different effect on Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), and its insurgent arm Ansar-al-

Shariah, than what we see on the targeted groups in Pakistan.176 AQAP was able to preserve its 

operational capability, maintain its bases with minor dispersal, grow manpower over time, and 

build better political relationships.177 This makes sense in my framework. The counterterrorism 

operation in Yemen was much more limited in the kind of legibility infrastructure it brought to 

bear on the regions of Abyan and Shabawa, where AQAP was based, according to a former US 

official involved with the campaign. The gaps in legibility were two-fold: constraints on 

technical capability to surveil the region and the poor capacity of the ally on the ground to 

consistently make the population more determinate – even after the government of President 

                                                           
175 Interview Taliban respondent 2016 
176 Johnsen 2013; Zimmerman 2014; Knutsen 2014  
177 Raghavan, Sudarsan, “In Yemen, U.S. airstrikes breed anger, and sympathy for alQaeda,” The Washington Post, 

May 29, 2012. 
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Abdu Rabbu Mansour Hadi actively supported the Americans. The US government also 

struggled due to political constraints on targeting and rules of engagement, similar to what we 

see in Pakistan until 2008. The CIA was averse to targeting factions which were not obviously 

part of the AQAP, making the exploitation mechanisms systematically more constrained, 

according to a CIA official involved with the operation.  

In contrast, the campaigns in Iraq and Syria since 2014 come close to the one in Pakistan 

on the dimension of the speed of exploitation; Iraq also seems to have attained a significant 

degree of legibility, though not nearly as high as Pakistan, whereas the campaign in Syria has 

struggled.178 Many of the mechanisms and outcomes we see in the case of Pakistan are evident in 

both cases, though they were much stronger in Iraq than in Syria, according to limited secondary 

sourced evidence. It is difficult to adjudicate if the effectiveness of the campaign in Syria was 

weakened by the poor levels of legibility alone. The complexity of the multiparty war makes the 

effect of the counterterrorism campaign difficult to disentangle with my framework. 

Implications and Final Thoughts 

The theoretical position and findings challenge the conventional wisdom on prospects of 

use of force in asymmetric contests. Much of the scholarship has viewed factors besides the state 

as central to conflict processes, ranging from armed group structures, civilians, to political elites. 

In contrast, this article puts forward a much more state centered argument. Specifically, this 

article proposes a nuanced view of state power, rooted in fine-grained capabilities like the tools, 

practices, and technologies that can make populations legible and allow for rapid exploitation of 

information gains.  

                                                           
178 Based on data on ISR activity made available by CENCTCOM; interview retired CIA official  
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Overall, the findings have three major implications for how scholars and policymakers 

understand counterterrorism. The first implication is for the policy assessment of the US 

counterterrorism effort in Pakistan. The US government set out to achieve a brute-force 

degradation of the targets in Waziristan. The evidence I have provided is in line with the US 

government’s policy goal. The campaign dented Al-Qaeda’s capability to execute plots against 

the American homeland from Waziristan. The campaign also reduced the threat posed by both 

Al-Qaeda and the Pakistan Taliban to the Pakistani state.  

Even then, this does not equate with a broader political assessment of success. The 

campaign was politically counterproductive in at least four ways. First, the campaign contributed 

to a combustible situation in Pakistan, threatening Pakistan’s domestic political stability. It riled 

domestic political groups and hurt the military’s cohesion – with one side closely working with 

the US government, while the other was kept in the dark.179 Second, the campaign corresponded 

with a tide of anti-Americanism in the country, causes of which remain unclear.180 Third, the 

campaign triggered a domestic political backlash for President Obama. He was extensively 

criticized for breach of presidential powers in addition to not being transparent on the count of 

civilian victimization. All of these considerations must factor into any assessment of the political 

effectiveness of the counterterror campaign. 

 The second implication is for what the proliferation of drone technology means for the 

future of force deployment against asymmetric actors. Recent scholarship argues that drones can 

provide states with strong advantages against their asymmetric foes.181 My framework and 

                                                           
179 In multiple interviews with Pakistani officials, respondents observed that by 2011/2012 there was deep disdain 

towards General Ashfaq Kayani for enabling the US government’s drone strikes 
180 Civilian perception of drone strikes, and what may drive it, remains an area for future research. There is debate 

on whether drones strikes cause resentment, and to the extent there is resentment, whether it is directly a result of 

drone strikes. See: Kohut 2012, Boyle 2013; Fair, Kaltenthaler, and Miller 2014; Shah 2016. 
181 Zegart 2015a, 2015b; Horowitz, Kreps, and Fuhrmann 2016 
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findings offer important caveats. My work suggests that countries, including the US, may not 

achieve decisive strategic advantages against their asymmetric foes through acquisition of drones 

alone. As evidenced in the case of US counterterrorism in Pakistan, the counterterror effort 

involved integrating drones with a multifaceted surveillance operation, powered by technological 

tools for analysis, a proficient bureaucracy, and pacts enabling significant political latitude in 

deployment practices. Achieving these proficiencies was as much a political task as it was a 

technical one. 

 The third implication is for important normative considerations around harm to civilians 

in counterterrorism campaigns. While the paper’s theoretical position and findings do not see 

harm to civilians as critically shaping conflict trajectories, it does not condone it. I want to 

strongly caution against using the evidence provided herein to justify the use of drone strikes. 

The US government and other states need to be much more transparent in their use of drones and 

the associated impact on civilian lives as a matter of justice and ethics. My finding that 

counterinsurgent and counterterror forces can gain strategically even when they harm civilians is 

deeply concerning, and should be a call for an even greater focus on civilian protection. 
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Supplementary Notes 

 

Access to the North Waziristan Agency: As of 2017, the North Waziristan Agency is heavily 

militarized, where movement of all civilians through major entry and exits is intensively 

regulated. I was able to access the region through a rahdari, the local term for guarantee/safe 

passage, secured by a Wazir tribal leader from the political administration’s office.  

 

Coding and addendum details on the US-Pakistan Drone Pact: To measure the variation in 

coercive system, the independent variable for my framework, I drew upon the criteria specified 

in the table below. 
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Pakistanis allowed the US government to surveil the region within the flight box and also 

assured them on keeping the flight boxes de-conflicted.182 One former officer of the Pakistani 

military’s Military Operations (MO) directorate, who was involved with the complex 

negotiations surrounding the use of drones in early 2008, explained “de-conflicting” as 

Pakistan’s assurance of not interfering in the airspace of US drone flights engaged in overhead 

surveillance, adding that the “[Pakistani military’s] Air Defense Command had a procedure to 

monitor [drone activity] and report violations of the limits of the boxes.”183 

                                                           
182 Interview former officer MO Directorate, 2016 
183 Interview former officer MO Directorate, 2016 
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Between February 2011 and until mid-2012, Pakistani military on multiple occasions refused the 

assurance on de-conflicting of air space and asked the CIA to cut back on surveillance of the 

region. After a US military raid on a Pakistani check post along the Afghan-Pakistan border led 

to a breakdown of relations between the two countries, Pakistan even communicated threats of 

shooting down drones through the back channel, which the US government took seriously 

leading to a temporary hiatus in surveillance and drone strikes for a few months. The cooperation 

reverted to “normalcy” by the second or third quarter of the 2012 on “rules of engagement which 

were similar to before” and remained so until the start of the territory clearance operation in 

2014, called Zarb-e-Azb, according to one Pakistani official knowledgeable on the issue.184 

 

Claims on Civilian Casualties: 

 

My claims on civilian casualties in drone strikes are not based on assessments provided by 

Pakistani security officials. I could not collect systematic data on the extent of civilian 

victimization as gaining unsupervised access to a representative sample of the civilians of the 

North Waziristan Agency remains very challenging. Any survey, including a sensitive survey, 

would pose serious risks – in many ways insurmountable - to the lives of both the respondents 

and the enumerators, which will be in violation of the ethical guidelines central to any IRB 

protocol. The dilemmas outlined by Driscoll and Schuster 2017 – especially around the concern 

of local security services seeing the researcher and the research team as “spies” – are 

extraordinarily intense, which warranted caution. 

 

It is worth noting, however, that multiple Pakistani officials – especially those with access to the 

CIA’s forward bases and knowledge of the targeting process – portrayed the drone program as a 

highly selective form of violence, insisting that the US government went to great lengths to and 

was successful at avoiding collateral damage. The following quote captures the general 

sentiment in the subset of Pakistani officials involved with the campaign on civilian 

victimization: “It was a very good program, this drone one, and it greatly minimized collateral 

damage. They [the Americans] used to develop targets with great care, and I say this because I 

saw the process up close for over two years. It was like watching a TV. On it we could tell who 

is a man, woman, or child. If they were trying to watch a room in a house, and they didn’t know 

who was inside, they could use some kind of thermal sensing to assess the gender and age of 

those inside. Using this technique, they could also tell us that in a house of four rooms, there is a 

woman and a child in the first room, there are, say, 8 people all of whom are male in the second 

room and so on.” 

 

On Synergy Efforts: 

 

One ISI official from the period, who was involved in the negotiations, noted the following about 

the failed 2005 synergy effort: “Baitullah Mehsud had about 300 fulltime fighters once he signed 

the 2005 agreement. The agreement’s main objective was to prevent a combined resistance by 

both Wazir and Mehsud tribes. At that time the operations were focused against Wazirs, Uzbeks, 

and Al-Qaeda. Unfortunately, the Uzbeks shifted to Mehsud area during this time. Baitullah 

became a much more powerful leader, and started attacking us.” 

                                                           
184 Interview former officer MO Directorate, 2016 
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Data Quality: 

 

Some might argue that the data used are too aggregated, and do not provide affirmative, 

quantifiable estimates of over-time variation on various dimensions of armed group trajectories. 

Undoubtedly, the data I have provided in support of my claims are far from perfect. However, 

two points need to be considered. First, good data on consequences of counterterrorism in 

weakly governed regions similar to Waziristan are very difficult to obtain. Second, the most 

feasible alternative like cross-national or subnational violence comes with its own set of 

constraints; it suffers from more significant omissions of important on the ground political 

phenomenon and are also limited in the falsification of mechanisms they can be subjected to. 

Given these challenges, my study’s original empirical materials offer an improvement on 

existing scholarship. The data I provide is a transparent attempt to marshal hitherto unseen 

sources from difficult to access, remote conflict zones. I also provide evidence on mechanisms 

which are otherwise intractable with event data used by much of the existing scholarship on 

internal conflict.185 This informs future research, and allows for both further verification and 

falsification of my claims and their extensions. 

 

Pakistan Taliban, Negotiations, and Drone Strikes: 

 

While my empirical setup traces material changes in group trajectories, I also found evidence 

that drone strikes had an impact on the group’s political approach with the Pakistani state. After 

May 2013, major factions of Pakistan Taliban in North Waziristan were very interested in 

reaching a political compromise. Multiple respondents linked this to the pressures of drone 

strikes. One respondent from the Dawar tribe with close ties to the Hakimullah Mehsud faction 

said that the members of his Shura and mid-ranking commanders were extremely frustrated. But 

the coalition politics of the Pakistan Taliban prevented them from aggressively seeking a peace 

settlement. The North Waziristan based leaders worried about losing their positions to the strong 

Taliban factions of Swat and Mohmand Agency, who were opposed to talks. 

                                                           
185 For a review of the scholarship leveraging such data, see: Berman and Matanock 2015, Cederman and Vogt 

2017; to be clear, I am in agreement with the view that partial data is not always better than no data. In my case, the 

data proffered is more than partial data, triangulated from multiple sources. 


