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The post 9/11 saw the rising tide of global terrorist movements and the 
wars on terror in Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya and Syria of late. Amidst the 
heightened tensions, the scenario remained perilous. The coalition 
against terror streamlined an action to fight against Taliban and Al 
Qaida. In fact, as the militants crossed over Afghanistan and entered 
into Pakistan, the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) of 
Pakistan including North and South Waziristan became a strong hub of 
the Taliban comprising of their Uzbeks, Tajiks and Afghan factions 
combined to give a joint resistance to the coalition against terror.  

As a key ally, Pakistan provided the major bulk of material and logistic 
support. It remained instrumental in providing assistance but it 
aggravated Pakistan’s overarching problems. There was a wave of 
radicalization, which intensified with the passage of time. The siege of 
the Lal Masjid, the focal point of major recruitment of the jihadi breed 
of young women and men, become a triggering point and the radical 
right wing narrative became a dominant discourse. The Pakistani civil 
society became a hostage and the Pakistani state, struggled against the 
militant jihadi infrastructure. Operation Zarb- e -Azab eliminated the 
terror cells of Taliban and Al-Qaeda but Pakistan remains characterized 

Keywords: ISIS, Daesh, Al Qaeda, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Radicalisation, 
Ethnic minorities, Minorities 

Dr. Tehseen Nisar

The Re-emergence of sectarian tensions in 
Pakistan: Can the Islamic State exploit the 

religious divide?



	
	
	
	

	

	

2 

by deep divisions cutting across ethnic, religious and sectarian lines. Retrospectively, the 

attacks on religious minorities, ethnic and religious groups have become rampant. The most 

recent suicide attack on the Sufi Shrine in Khuzdar, Baluchistan and earlier in Peshawar on 

the police training centre, in the government hospital in Quetta and in the Bacha Khan 

University attacks have been seen as a sequel to the ISIS’ are sequels to the bloody chain of 

carnage in Pakistan. 

In the current climate, the sectarian fillip has taken another dimension. The subsequent rise of 

the Islamic State in the backdrop of the Iraqi and the Syrian conflicts has resulted with the 

change of ranks within the Pakistani and Afghan Taliban factions. In line with these 

developments, The Islamic State, or Daesh, formally established its Khorasan branch for 

Pakistan, Afghanistan, and nearby areas in January 2015.There were a series of infighting and 

shuffle that preceded its operation. A combination of push and pull factors contributed to 

these local militants’ decision to join the Islamic State.1Push factors like disillusionment with 

their leaders in TTP (Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan) and the Afghan Taliban or TTP’s loss of 

territorial control in the Federally Administered Tribal Agencies (FATA), which forced its 

leadership to migrate to neighbouring Afghanistan, and pull factors like attraction of the 

ideology and successes of Daesh or its ability to pay them more than other groups.2  

 However, penetrating this region has not been as easy. There are claims that there have been 

fierce opposition on the part of Afghan Taliban to embrace Abu Baker Al Baghdadi as the 

supreme spiritual High Command3 but given the edge of ISIS over Taliban in command and 

control and over- all superior military strategy, one would assume that the Islamic State 

																																																													
1 Tariq Pervez, The Islamic State in Pakistan, The United States Institute of Peace, September, 2016 
https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/PB213-The-Islamic-State-In-Pakistan.pdf 
2 Ibid. 
3 “Pakistan Taliban reject Islamic State’s leaders claim to be caliph” published in Reuters, December 19, 2015  
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-pakistan-islamic-state-idUSKBN0U20IT20151219 
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gained an edge over the TTP,4 an ex-leader of the Tehrike-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), Hafez 

Saeed Khan, was nominated as the Wali (governor) of the affiliate.5 Meanwhile, Jabhat Fateh 

al –Sham Front formerly known as Al Nusra Front refused a merger with ISI (Islamic State in 

Iraq) on the call of Baghdadi who wanted to go on his own lead to operate. 6The refusal 

emanated out of the Islamic State originally being the main benefactor which had hoped to 

merge exploiting Al Nusra’s strength and power in Syria.7 Al Baghdadi consequently closed 

ranks with Mullah Omer claiming of his lack of spiritual and political credibility.  

Al Baghdadi’s claims resulted in the reshuffling loyalties and affiliations changing the 

dynamics of the Islamic State’s operation in South Asia. The hostage saga in Dhaka 

Bangladesh, the attacks on the police training centre in Peshawar, on the government hospital 

in Quetta and the recent carnage on Shah Noorani shrine in Khuzdar, Baluchistan are cases in 

point. 

In February 2016, Pakistan’s Interior Minister Chaudhry Nisar stated that Daesh has no 

presence in Pakistan.8 The other militant groups which are already involved in anti-state 

activities are using its name. On the other hand, Aftab Sultan, director general of the 

Intelligence Bureau, stated before the Senate Standing Committee in the same month that 

Daesh or ISIS was emerging as a threat in the country because certain militant groups had a 

soft corner for it. 9 

Apparently, Pakistan should come with a concretely defined strategy towards Daesh. Daesh’s 

far-reaching ideology of opposition to the Shia minority, the Pakistani state, and the West, 

																																																													
4 Ibid. 
5 Op cit.  
6 David Roberts “What drove Syria's Nusra Front to detach itself from al-Qaeda”? Published on BBC News 
website July 29, 2016 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-36922079? 
7 Ibid. 
8 “Nisar Says Daesh Has No Presence in Pakistan,” Herald, February 13, 2016 www.pakistan 
herald.com/news/9551/13  
9 Iftikhar A. Khan, “IS Emerging as a Threat, Warns IB Chief,” Dawn News, February 11, 2016 www. 
dawn.com/news/1238771 
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and support for a global Islamic Caliphate can make it appealing to both existing and 

potential militants in Pakistan.  

An effective effort to combat Daesh requires a civilian organization at the national level to 

assess, plan, and orchestrate the national counterterrorism effort. The National Counter 

Terrorism Authority should play a leading role in developing such a national counterterrorism 

strategy.10 The counterterrorism strategy must also address the resonance of its ideology with 

different segments of Pakistani society. The plan should address Pakistan’s emerging 

sectarian divisions, which it can exploit to gain recruits11. It is incumbent on the Pakistani 

government to focus efforts relentlessly in developing a broad national narrative that 

encompasses tolerance, pluralism, and rule of law to counter the spread of Daeshs’ ideology. 

 

  

																																																													
10 Op cit. 
11 Ibid. 
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