
Pakistan’s role in the rescue of captives Caitlan Coleman 

(Stewartstown-Pennsylvania) and her husband, Joshua Boyle, a 

Canadian citizen, has raised several questions. The most critical 

issue seems to be whether Pakistan is using terror as a trump card 

in its foreign policy manoeuvrings whenever it is entrapped in 

geopolitical cobweb? Pakistan has been recently caught in South 

Asian policy as President Trump created a critical situation by 

advertently holding the country responsible for backing terrorism 

in Afghanistan. The main argument is, once again very astutely, 

that Pakistan used terror as a foreign policy trump card so as to 

hoodwink South Asian policy, this time through the God-sent 

opportunity of ending the captivity of a North-American family.  

According to the South Asia Terrorism Portal, Pakistan has long 

been housing terrorist organisations (12 domestic and 32 

transnational), including the extremists groups like Al-Rashid 

Trust, Al-Akhtar Trust, Rabita Trust and Ummah Tamir-e-Nau. 

Daniel Byman (2008) has stated “Pakistan is probably 2008s most 

active sponsor of terrorism.” These transnational groups have been 

engaged in neighbouring countries. Therefore, many countries like 

Afghanistan, the UK, the US, France, and regional organisation 

(e.g., BRICS) are of the firm opinion that Pakistan has been 

providing ‘safe havens to the terrorists.’   
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On the other hand, the Afghan leadership on several occasions and on several platforms has been 

accusing Pakistan of providing the above mentioned safe havens and, more generally, supporting 

terror groups. Even some Pakistani politicians, scholars, and journalists have accepted and 

acknowledged that the country is backing terrorist organisations, using them as proxies against 

Afghanistan and India. 

Of course, Pakistan itself has also been suffering from terrorism. Several terrorist attacks have taken 

place in which politicians, military, police, and civilians (including children) have been 

assassinated. Pakistan had put in place an active preventive mechanism to counter these terrorist 

attacks. On the other hand, it is well acknowledged that the ‘safe havens’ have been provided by 

Pakistan, a claim further substantiated by admissions from national leaders such as Pervez 

Musharraf and incumbent FM Khwaza Ahsif’s. This has been further confirmed by the fact that the 

last hiding place of Osama bin-Laden was Pakistan. The irony is that, despite the defensive system 

put in place, the country has not only failed to check the exponential growth of terrorism within its 

own territory, but has also kept using terror as a foreign policy tool. In his masterwork “States that 

Sponsor Terrorism,” Byman (2007) claims that Pakistan has been backing terrorism mainly for 

strategic reasons. It has been using Taliban as a proxy to conduct foreign policy vis-à-vis India and 

Afghanistan. With the intervention of Russia, Pakistan has been consistently playing a crucial role 

in Afghan’s security and politics. The conflicting interests between the US and Pakistan in 

Afghanistan have pulled Pakistan into a long conflict with the anti-Taliban US-led coalition.  

Since 9/11, the US has been engaged in Afghanistan to eliminate terrorism under the Operation 

Endurance Freedom (2001-14) along with the cooperation from International Security Assistance 

Force (ISAF). The Bilateral Security Agreement (BSA) was signed between the US and 

Afghanistan in 2014, under which about 13,000 troops, including the 9,800 soldiers from the US, 

would stay in Afghanistan during the post-ISAF withdrawal. It is clear that during the last sixteen 

years of fighting, the US and NATO forces have failed in their strategic objectives. However, in the 

backdrop of the deteriorating security situation, President Trump held Pakistan responsible for 

failures and even sternly warned the country to end the ‘safe havens’ provided to terror groups. On 
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the other hand, Pakistan’s leadership has responded with a new argument stating that the US is 

trying to blame Pakistan for its own failure in controlling terrorism.  

Given these statements, the bilateral relations between the US and Pakistan have descended to an 

abysmally low level. It is difficult to give an acceptable answer to a question as complex as Who 

should be held responsible for the failure of the ongoing 16-year-old war in Afghanistan — the US, 

NATO or Pakistan? Having realised the substance and scope of terrorism in Afghanistan, peace-

making and peace-building activities seem a distant dream for ordinary Afghans. However, the 

picture is not much pessimistic. Some scholars (Chesterman, Ignatieff, and Thakur 2005) have even 

been holding a firm belief that Pakistan could play a significant role in peace-making in 

Afghanistan and could convince the Taliban and Haqqani network to encourage dialogue between 

Afghanistan and the Taliban. Yet the existing bitterness, mistrust and distrust between the leadership 

of Afghanistan and Pakistan seem hopeless and not solvable through simple dialogue.  

New South Asian policy 

In the backdrop of worsening security situation in Afghanistan, Trump has put in place a new South 

Asian policy on 21 August 2017. While launching it from the Fort Myer Military Base in Arlington 

Virginia, President Donald Trump remarked,   

“We can no longer be silent about Pakistan’s safe havens for terrorist 
organizations…. We have been paying Pakistan billions and billions of 
dollars at the same time they are housing the very terrorists that we are 
fighting. But that will have to change,” “It is time for Pakistan to 
demonstrate its commitment to civilization, order, and peace.” 

Trump asked Pakistan to eliminate terrorist haven or, otherwise, face the dire consequences. The 

policy has come as a major geopolitical challenge to Pakistan, which took a serious note of it. While 

giving an interview to a foreign new agency, the PM Minister Abbasi challenged the strategy by 

saying that Trump’s South Asian policy is likely to be encountered with failure. The PM has 

criticised Trump for the additional deployment of thousands of US troops in Afghanistan. Pakistan 

has shown strong objection regarding the role of its arch-rival India’s in Afghanistan. The same 

views have been expressed by Foreign Minister Khwaza Asif while inaugurating the session of 
_______________________ 
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Pakistani Envoys’ three-day conference (Islamabad, 5 September 2017). FM Asif has also 

anticipated that a military solution to the Afghanistan problem is likely to meet with failure. He 

stressed “there is no military solution of the Afghan conflict. Pakistan is a peace-loving country and 

wants improved ties with neighbouring countries on an equivalent basis.” But when FM Khwaja 

Asif visited the US to mollify the situation created by the charges and counter-charges out of South 

Asian policy, he admitted that “Hafiz Saeed, Lashkar-e-Taiba are a liability for us,” when asked a 

question by the Asia Society (New York). He also acknowledged that Pakistan will keep on its 

efforts in dismantling the safe havens of terrorism, but that the country needs time and assets to do 

it. However, this time Pakistan has remained adamant and even, one can say, had not subdued as it 

usually does; this is probably because of China’s, Russia’s, Iran’s and Turkey’s geopolitical strong 

support.   

In the wake of South Asian policy, the aforementioned charges and counter-charges further strained 

the bilateral relations between the US and Pakistan. During the Cold War, the US-Pakistan relations 

were very cordial. But even before his election in 2015, Trump called Pakistan “the most dangerous 

country in the world”, suggesting that it should denuclearise.  On the other hand, in a post-election 

telephone conversation with Pakistan’s Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, President Trump said that he 

“would love to visit the country”, and offered to help Pakistan solve any outstanding problems. 

Given the mixed actions and reactions, it has become difficult to anticipate the convergences and 

divergences marking these bilateral relations. 

  

Rescue of captives: terror as a foreign policy tool   

Terrorism is a pivot to Pakistan’s foreign and defence policies. Fair & Ganguly (2015: 160) have 

argued that Pakistan foreign policy’s “reliance on militant proxies is as old as its very existence as a 

nation state.” Even in the present context, terrorism is still a tool of foreign policy against 

Afghanistan. Charges and counter-charges over the terrorism issue affected relations between the 

US and Pakistan drastically. Therefore, with the launch of the South Asian policy, whatever was left 

from bilateral relations’ honeymoon, has turned into bitterness. Yet recently the captivity of North-

American family was used once again to mollify strained bilateral relations. According to the 

Hindustan Times report, Pakistani forces with the help of US intelligence, had rescued the captives 
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Caitlan Coleman (Stewartstown-Pennsylvania) and her husband, Joshua Boyle, a Canadian citizen, 

in a shootout whereby the five kidnappers were killed. The very same day, the US Embassy in 

Pakistan displayed a statement by President Trump’s statement, stating  

“The Coleman is free. It is a positive moment for our country’s relationship 
with Pakistan. The Pakistani government’s cooperation is a sign that it is 
honouring America’s wishes for it to do more to provide security in the 
region. We hope to see this type of cooperation and teamwork in helping 
secure the release of remaining hostages and in our future joint 
counterterrorism operations.”  

On behalf of the White House, John Kelly extolled the Pakistan government officials for working 

with the US to rescue a family. Several other officials such as State Department spokesperson 

Heather Nauert, Congressman Scott Perry, and Colin Cookman (US Institute of Peace) have 

applauded Pakistani cooperation in the rescue of the family. The rescue incident had created some 

goodwill between the US and Pakistan. Although the relationship between the two countries is 

generally abysmally low, Heather expressed hope that, even though “That relationship isn’t going 

just to turn around overnight, (…) this is a terrific step in the right direction.” Therefore, the help on 

part of Pakistan in the rescue of the North-American captive family has proved to be a panacea to 

counter weakened and enervated bilateral relations.  

Finally, it is concluded that scholars are right when claiming that terror has remained a foreign 

policy tool for Pakistan since its inception. On the other hand, the US and NATO forces have failed 

in their strategic objectives to check growing influence and reassertion of terror groups like the 

Taliban and Haqqani operating in Afghanistan. As Pakistan claimed, the US has been blaming 

Pakistan in order to avoid the criticism of its own failure in Afghanistan. Under the initiation of the 

South Asian policy, the incumbent President has asked Pakistan to eliminate safe havens for 

terrorists within its territory. The help on the part of Pakistan to rescue the captive family once again 

diverted the pressure built out of such geopolitical cobweb. Out of South Asian policy, the strained 

bilateral relations were mollified. But the question of terrorism remained unchanged. Therefore 

Pakistan has been successful at hoodwinking the South Asian policy as well as at diverting the 

geopolitical pressure by using the terror trump card. Until Pakistan stops using terror as foreign 
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SADF Comment N.108  

�5

https://pk.usembassy.gov/statement-president-donald-j-trump-recovering-boyle-coleman-family-captivity-pakistan/
http://www.washingtonexaminer.com/john-kelly-praises-pakistani-officials-for-recovery-of-canadian-american-hostages/article/2637331
http://www.washingtonexaminer.com/john-kelly-praises-pakistani-officials-for-recovery-of-canadian-american-hostages/article/2637331


policy tool, the success of the South Asian policy will be mired in a whirlpool of mistrust, distrust 

and susceptibilities   
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