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Abstract  

For decades a simmering conflict in the ties between Kabul and Islamabad, the issue of the Afghan-

Pakistan border resurfaced after the fall of the Taliban regime in 2001 (Shah, 2013, p. 85) and the 

subsequent international engagement in Afghanistan. It is now gaining further momentum through the 

start of a unilateral border fencing project by Pakistan - which apparent last phase of implementation 

coincides with the U.S.-Taliban Deal (U.S. Department of State, 2020), the withdrawal of foreign 

troops, and the launch of negotiations between the Taliban and the Afghan government regarding the 

future of the country (intra-Afghan dialogue). Against this background, one must ask: what explains 

the construction of such a fence by Pakistan - particularly since the target country chose not to pursue 

such a project - and what is to be thought of its timing? In this SADF Research Report, it is argued 

that Pakistan’s border fencing is not just a part of a larger border management project intended to 

undermine the movement of cross-border terrorists, smugglers and drug traders. It has a clear 

geopolitical dimension reaching far beyond the officially proclaimed border control function - which 

by itself is a legitimate undertaking of any sovereign state. Concretely, the border fencing, when 

completed, will provide Pakistan with several strategic assets supporting its aims to exercise influence 

in Afghanistan. Considering the historically tense Afghanistan-Pakistan relations, Islamabad’s 

unilateral decision to create a barrier at its Afghan frontier must be interpreted as a projection of the 

country’s hard power to the detriment of Afghanistan’s national interests (Farmer & Mehsud, 2020, 

March 15). Kabul does not accept the legitimacy of the current de-facto border, the Durand Line, 

which is claimed as a violation of its sovereignty. Pakistan in turn defends that it is an accepted 

international border. The border fencing project also affects the interests of the Pashtuns, who live on 

both sides of the Durand Line. The impacts of such fencing on the daily lives and livelihoods of these 

groups will strengthen current feelings of marginalization. Pakistan’s border control and management 

efforts will likely feed a fresh cycle of frustration, leading to more violence in the frontier region 
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instead of achieving the proclaimed goal of more security and stability for the borderland. Despite the 

increasing trend of border fortifications world-wide and the significance of the Afghanistan-Pakistan 

border for peace and stability in the region and beyond, surprisingly low attention is being given to 

Islamabad’s fencing project of its Afghan border. This report aims to contribute to bridging this gap. 
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1. Introduction - Context and initial conditions 

The Afghanistan-Pakistan nexus is one of the most significant South Asian hotspots (Wolf, 2012). 

Since Pakistan came into existence in 1947, its relationship with Afghanistan has been tense. Despite 

the fact that both countries share a common culture, religion and civilization, their bilateral relations 

have always been antagonistic (Wolf, 2017, p. 125). Despite some temporary improvements, 

suspicion and resentment between Kabul and Islamabad persisted and continues to contribute to a 

political deadlock. The two neighbours continuously blame each other for interfering in their 

respective internal affairs and hampering each other’s social, economic and political developments. 

Afghanistan accuses its eastern neighbour of supporting militant oppositional forces in order to 

destabilize authorities (Bajoria & Kaplan, 2011, May 4), whereas Pakistan blames Kabul of 

reinforcing insurgencies in its resource-rich border province of Baluchistan and holds it responsible 

for the deterioration of the security situation in its northern border regions. This should be seen in the 

light of specific historical circumstances, such as that relating to the disputed Afghan-Pakistan border 

(also known as the Durand Line), which traces back to colonial times.  

 

The exact length of the Durand line is neither specified nor well-defined; however, the border can be 

said to be approximately 2640 kilometres long (Shah, 2013, pp. 86-87). The drawing of the line begins 

in the alpine region of Sarikol range of the Pamir Mountains in the north and runs south-west until the 

Iranian border near the Koh-i-Malik Siah, in the desert near the Helmand River. It is interesting to 

note that according to Wiqar Ali Shah (2013, p. 87), ‘the area on the Pakistani side of the border was 

never declared as fully part of the British India and was always referred to as “Excluded Area”, 

“Yaghistan” or “No-Man’s- Land”, whereas on the Afghan side it was always an integral part of the 

Kingdom of Afghanistan.’ 

Until today, none of the Afghan governments – including the Taliban regime1- officially recognized 

the Durand Line as an international border; this further complicates bilateral relationships. The non-

acceptance of the Durand-line as international border is intricately linked with territorial claims by the 

Afghan government over land held by Pakistan. Here, one needs to point out that additional territorial 

demands by the Pashtun tribespeople from within both Pakistan and Afghanistan exist as well (it is 

estimated that 28 per cent of Pakistan’s population and 42 per cent of Afghanistan’s are ethnic 

 
1 It is reported, that Pakistan’s Interior Minister Nasirullah Babar had asked Mullah Omar, when the leader of the Taleban 

still governed Afghanistan, to recognise the Durand Line. As response, Taleban leader Mullah Omar had told Babar: ‘Get 

the hell out of here, you treacherous man’ (Sabawoon, 2020, January 28). 
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Pashtun2). More concretely, there are Pashtun claims over regions in Pakistan (Rahi, 2014, February 

21). Proponents of the Pashtun cause hold that these areas should be part of an independent or at least 

an autonomous state for the Pashtuns called ‘Pashtunistan’3. This constitutes a severe challenge to the 

territorial integrity of Pakistan and is a significant factor in the dispute between Kabul and Islamabad.  

leverage within the country. 

2. Conceptual considerations 

This section aims at the contextualization of land-based4, physical border barriers5 and elaborates on 

conceptual considerations prevalent in the respective literature. The report will bring forward the 

following conceptual arguments:  

Firstly, physical border barriers are built because of both external and internal factors relating to the 

states concerned. Secondly, economic and security reasons are crucial, yet not ultimately decisive, 

factors for governments that plan and implement a physical border barrier. In order to conduct such a 

large-scale, costly and contentious project such as a wall or a fence, there must be an additional 

political reasoning relating to both domestic and foreign policy goals. There is no precedence of 

domestic over foreign politics when justifying the construction of a border fortification. Instead, both 

dimensions reinforce each other. Nevertheless, the author stresses the significance of border 

fortification as a foreign policy instrument for the countries concerned. Thirdly, the end of the Cold 

War did reduce, but not end, the significance of border barriers as political institutions. In fact, the 

emergence of global Jihadism and cross-border militancy, especially in the post-9/11 era, led to a 

return to the wall as a geostrategic object and political instrument. 

 

2.1 Initial observations and contextualizing borders  

The idea that states have clearly defined territories marked by a linear border is rather a recent 

 
2 Here one needs to stress that the last census in Afghanistan was conducted nearly 40 years ago (Glinski, 2019, July 5). 
3 In 1947, the Pakhtun Khudayi Khidmatgaran movement - which emerged as a nonviolent resistance movement of the 

Pashtun tribespeople against the British colonial rule in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa/KPK (than North West Frontier 

Province/NWFP) and was guided by Khan Abdul Ghaffar Khan (also known as the Frontier Gandhi) - demanded a 

specific, independent or autonomous territory for the Pashtuns. This area (which includes the Pashtun tribal areas of KPK 

as well as Baluchistan), called Pashtunistan, would either become an independent state or be incorporated into 

Afghanistan. As such, the Pashtuns not only rejected their incorporation into Pakistan but were also opposed to the 

formation of an Islamic Pakistan, understood as a state built along religious lines (Roy, 2004, p. 159; Akbari, 2019, June 

7). 
4 The Research Report does not consider maritime border barriers, namely a closed (or hardened) maritime strait. These 

have the purpose of controlling undesired migration flows and smuggling of goods. Examples include the Strait of Florida 

between the West Indies and the USA, the Gibraltar strait between North Africa and the EU, and the Arafura and Timor 
seas between Indonesia and Australia). For more details, see Rosière & Jones (2012, pp. 218- 
5 There are a myriad of terms referring to artificial, man-made barriers such as walls, fences, fortifications, defence lines, 

and barriers, among others (see also: Sterling, 2009, p. 4). Thus, the words fences, walls, fortifications, and barriers are 

used interchangeably throughout the report. 
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development (Jones, 2012, p. 70). In their earliest forms, boundaries - understood as a mean to 

differentiate places from each other but without nation-state enforcements (Vogler, 2010 6 ) - 

constituted the edges of only highly organized political realms. Only over time did they gradually 

become the expressions of centrally-administered nation-states (Vogeler, 2010). The key innovation 

in this respect concerned the notion of mutually recognized boundaries between separate territories 

and the acceptance of each other’s territorial integrity - hence the concept of territorial sovereignty 

(Castellino & Allen, 2003). This process of territorial ordering was intended to ensure the maintenance 

of inter-state order as expressed in the Westphalian system7 (Newman, 2003, p. 15; Rosière & Jones, 

2012, p. 220). Borders were subsequently recognized as cornerstones of both the modern sovereign 

state and the international system organizing interactions between sovereign states (Atzili, 2012, 10; 

Carter & Poast, 2017, p. 244). Vogeler (2010) defines borders as a construct ‘which separates places 

from each other, creating barriers between places, and [which] are established and maintained by 

nation-state enforcements.’ Subsequently, borders are often being envisioned as sharply drawn lines 

to describe the territorial outline of countries, ‘where the control of one state ends and another begins’ 

(Jones, 2012, p. 70). However, the political reality shows that ‘most borders on the ground belie this 

simplicity’ (Jones, 2012, p. 70). 

 

In the context of South Asia, Said Saddiki (2017, p. 37) stresses that current national borders are 

distinguished by two particular features: topographic diversity - with an multitude of different and 

challenging terrains - and ‘the arbitrariness by which European colonial powers delineated South-

Asian boundaries and imposed their notions of the territorial state’. Here, it is crucial to point out that 

many borders worldwide, especially in the (post-)colonial context, have been demarcated unilaterally 

and/or artificially without considering pre-existing, multi-facetted conditions (Saddiki, 2017, p. 37). 

This is gaining significance since from an international comparative perspective, the complex nature 

of borders is based on numerous factors. Tony Payan (2014, pp. 9-16) identifies the following 

determinants defining the nature and character of borders: historical baggage, cultural bonds, resource 

claims, demographic trends, degree of institutionalization, economic development gaps, domestic 

environment, global context, and technological differentials. Since most artificially drawn borders did 

not recognize the ethnic, religious, linguistic, geographical, or economic environments of their 

 
6 Vogeler (2010) makes a clear distinction between boundaries and borders. According to him, all types of borders are 

exclusionary - meaning that they aim to close off areas effectively in one way or another - whereas boundaries only 

differentiate. 
7 Based on the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648. 
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respective borderlands (also described as frontier regions or hinterlands), they ‘engendered many 

territorial disputes and left large areas porous for a variety of irregular and illegal cross-border 

activities’ (Saddiki, 2017, p. 37). Countries in these regions have resorted to the construction of 

different types of barriers along their national borders so to address the before-mentioned challenges 

(Saddiki, 2017, p. 37). 

 

2.2 The emergence and development of physical border barriers 

Governments will, from time to time, take assertive measures to secure the borders of their country. 

Among the most aggressive strategies are included the construction of physical barriers (Carter & 

Poast, 2017, p. 239, 244), constituted by border walls and fences. Such highly fortified physical 

barriers are relatively extreme examples of a ‘top-down strategy’ of border management (Carter & 

Poast, 2017, p. 239, 244). Border barriers are understood here in the broadest sense - as a spatial, 

social, economic and political divider that comprises complex technologies, control methods, and 

legislative provisions (for example Visa or custom regimes). Moreover, border fortifications must be 

regarded not only as physical objects/artefacts but also as symbolic markers with far-reaching 

ideational meanings. Here, one needs to point out that there are two groups of countries, especially in 

Asia, regarding the reasons and purposes informing the construction of land demarcations: barrier-

building countries and target countries (Saddiki, 2017, p. 38). 

The idea of ‘man-made barriers … [is] not completely new to world politics’ (Avdan & Gelpi, 2016, 

p. 2). Humans on all continents have been building walls for millennia (Vernon & Zimmermann, 

2019). Various decision-makers in ancient state structures, for instance the Romans, Greeks, and 

Chinese, erected barriers intended to protect their realms (Vallet, 2014, p. 1). The wall of Jericho - the 

earliest known fortification (Feigenbaum, 2010, p. 121) -; Athens’s Long Walls; the Limes, the 

Hadrian and Antonine walls – all three by the Romans-; and the Chinese Great Wall are just a few 

examples. One of the most well-known modern structures is the iconic Berlin Wall. After the fall of 

the Berlin Wall in 1991 and the end of the Cold War, many observers thought the world had changed 

and that the time was ripe for the emergence of a new international landscape characterized by 

globalization (Vallet & David, 2012, p. 111) and the free movement of goods and people. It was then 

common sense that decolonization, the disappearance of a bipolar world8, and advancing globalisation 

- combined with the growing significance of international organisations, regimes and non-state actors 

 
8 The collapse of the Soviet Union enforced the process of constructing border fortifications, but also moved interstate 

borders into the focus of renewed research interests (Agnew, 2008, p. 175).  
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- signified the end of walls (and other border fences), leading to a ‘world without borders’ (Ballif & 

Rosière, 2009, p. 193). But it took little time for liberal expectations of a ‘borderless world’ to be 

challenged (Avdan & Gelpi, 2016, p. 1). In fact, physical border barriers presented a remarkable 

comeback in the aftermath of 9/11 (Ballif & Rosière 2009, p. 194; Saddiki, 2017, p. 3).9 Instead of a 

continuing ‘opening’ of borders, the international community witnessed a process of ‘hardening’10 of 

borders instead (Rosière & Jones, 2012, p.  218). Numerous scholars stress that the 2001 terror attacks 

in the U.S. initiated ‘a paradigm shift in the treatment of borders [and] led to the (re)appearance of 

walls and barriers as key instruments for the protection of state sovereignty’ (Vallet & David, 2012, 

p. 112). In fact, the state, which seemed to be irrevocably doomed to obsolescence in an open 

globalised international order, not only prevailed but also intensified the construction of physical 

barriers (Carter & Poast, 2017, p. 240. Vallet, 2014, p. 1)11. The international community experienced 

a phenomenon which Rosière, Jones and Ballif describe as ‘teichopolitics’ (Ballif & Rosière, 2009; 

Rosière & Jones, 2012, p. 217). The term, initially coined by Ballif and Rosière (2009), is derived 

from the Ancient Greek teichos (meaning city wall) and describes ‘the politics of building barriers on 

borders for various security purposes’, especially to strengthen state control over borders.  

That the construction of walls and fences gathered momentum again is not related to the events 

surrounding 9/11 alone. Contrary to what many observers expected, there were already signs of such 

a renewed ‘politic of building walls’ at the end of the World War II.12 Avdan and Gelpi (2016, p. 1) 

emphasize in their research findings that the practice of fence constructions is accelerating further and 

that numerous additional governments ‘have voiced their intentions to seal their borders by building 

walls’. It is interesting to note that ‘these walls are built by both totalitarian regimes and democracies’ 

(Jones, 2012, p. 70). 

 

 
9 In this context, Saddike emphasizes that the construction of border fortifications (especially walls) pauses briefly after 

the Cold War, ‘but [that] the post-9/11 period has seen the return of the wall as a political object and instrument’ (Saddiki, 

2017, p. 3). 
10 Rosière and Jones (2012, p. 218). ‘Hardening’ refers to building any kind of closure system so as to strengthen the 

efforts to prevent undesired entrances or immigration flows. ‘Hardening does not mean completely closing, but rather the 

attempt to control all cross-border movements and to direct them to appropriate check-points’. 
11 Carter and Poast (2017, p. 240) state that the building of border fences (which they described as an aggressive state 

strategy to manage border instability) ‘is on the rise, not in decline’. 
12 According to Avdan & Gelpi (2016, p. 1), since the end of World War II states have built sixty-two new fences—forty-

eight of these since the end of the Cold War. Jones (2012, p. 72) states that twenty-seven have been constructed since 

1998, compared with 11 during the entire Cold War era (from 1945 until 1990). Regarding the construction of border 
walls (understood as the most robust and properly most assertive type of border barrier), Carter and Poast (2017, p. 240) 

list sixty-two unique instances between 1800 and 2014. Out of these sixty-two man-made border walls, twenty-eight were 

constructed since 2000. (Carter & Poast, 2017, p. 240). Vallet and David (2012, p. 113) highlight that between 1945 and 

1991, 19 walls and barriers were built. 
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2.3 Reasons for building border fences & their functions 

The functions of international borders and attached border fortifications have transformed 

substantially due to the everchanging nature of the international environment (Saddiki, 2017, p. 121). 

However, one statement can be made which is valid across time: Walls and fences are neither good 

nor evil, moral or immoral! Callahan (2018, p. 457) rightly points out that such moralising rhetoric is 

an ‘analytical cul-de-sac’ that prevents rather than encourages understanding of the construction of 

border barriers. It tends to impede critical and constructive exchange of views in order to push either 

the demonisation or lobbying for a certain border management policy, especially a certain type of 

border (soft or hard). Moreover, it distorts the perspective regarding some of the most significant 

questions in the field: Why do states build physical barriers and are there hidden agendas in such 

border management projects - besides the official announced rhetoric? 

 

According to the leading literature, physical border barriers are nearly always built because at least 

one of the states perceives its border as unstable (Carter & Poast, 2017, p. 244). Yet Sterling (2009, 

p. 5) stresses that man-made barriers to help seal off or at least safeguard borders are created for a 

variety of purposes. Hassner and Wittenberg (2015, p. 158) argue that ‘the primary motivation for 

constructing fortified barriers is not territory or security but economics.’ Callahan does not completely 

reject the security, economic, and territorial rationales for building border fences, but adds a political 

component to the line of argument. He emphasises that walls and fences are not only built for security 

and economic reasons or to exclude certain groups (refugees, migrants, poorer people, disadvantaged 

communities among others), but also ‘to produce political meaning and political affect’ (Callahan, 

2018, p. 458). 

Moreover, one can state that there are both external and internal reasons for the construction of border 

barriers. Most wall and fence constructions are justified in the language of foreign security threats and 

transnational economic disparities – usually arguing that there is an urgent need to protect national 

soil against cross-border terrorists, militants, refugees, smugglers and drug traders or other unwanted 

flows of people (and goods). Reece Jones questions the dominance of the external focus of reasonings 

for barrier constructions. He states that the decisions to build walls and fences are mostly the result of 

internal political dynamics within building states (Jones, 2012, p. 70). However, this SADF Research 

Report states that there is no preference - neither of domestic nor foreign factors - dominating the 
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justification of building border barriers. Having this in mind, the following set of reasons for the 

creation and subsequent functions of border barriers are compiled by the author13 and suggested here:  

 

Military and defence function 

In previous eras, most ancient nations identified borders as military and defence lines that marked the 

extent of a defended territory (Rosière & Jones, 2012, p. 220). Subsequently, walls and fences were 

created surrounding territories, towns and villages. Physical border barriers had a protective function 

and served as ‘fortifications to defend … territorial sovereignty and a rampart to protect … from 

outside attacks’ (Saddiki, 2017, p. 1). This implied a functional understanding of the border as the 

location where ‘one army prevented the movement of another one’ (Jones, 2012, p. 71). Linked to this 

understanding of a border’s function are two imaginations: that the borders are sharp lines defining 

territories and that most of the borders (from a historical perspective) were fenced and/or in other 

ways fortified. Yet Jones points out that this is not the case and that ‘the older purposes of borders as 

defensive military lines’ did not necessitate a wall or fence (Jones, 2012, p. 71). Moreover, from a 

defence perspective, the role of physical border barriers lost significance due to technological 

advancement and subsequent changes in military strategies - for example border barriers are unable 

to deter airplanes, missiles, drones, etc. It is stated by security experts that the military (defence) 

function of borders does not require a physical border barrier anymore. However, some scholars state 

that due to the struggle against international terrorism since 2001 and the massive flows of refugees 

during the last years, there are indications for the re-emergence of borders as physical (military) 

defence systems (Duez, 2014, p. 60). Here, one should also mention that states erect barriers to 

consolidate their authority over recently appropriated (occupied) land (Avdan & Gelpi, 2016, p. 2). 

Therefore, some border fences, especially those prompted by border conflicts, are seen as attempts to 

seize disputed territory and are consequently perceived as land grabs (Brown, 2010, p. 28). 

 

Economic function 

Border fences are not only built between hostile neighbours but also along peaceful borders (Jones, 

2012, p. 72). In other words, besides the fact that military and security orientated explanations are 

valid, the construction of border barriers is often interwoven with an economic rationale. The latter 

appears especially when significant economic disparities exist between neighbouring countries. 

According to Carter and Poast (2017, p. 240), such economic inequalities have a significant and 

 
13 Based on literature and own observations. 
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substantial impact on a physical border barrier ‘that is independent of formal border disputes and 

concerns over instability from civil wars in neighbours’. As such, borders and attached barriers are 

supposed to ensure the implementation of trade, taxes and custom regulations between states suffering 

illicit flows of goods and people. Some scholars also emphasize the potential function of a border as 

a barrier to neoliberal, unrestrained flows of goods and capital (Callahan, 2018, p. 472). However, 

critics of these anti-neo-liberal and anti-globalisation perspectives on border function emphasise that 

border barriers help establish a hierarchy and subsequent selection of flows of goods and peoples. 

More concretely, they identify flows which are positively perceived, like financial flows and raw 

materials and, and contrast these with more scrutinized flows such as those regarding finished 

products (which can compete with those produced by the barrier-constructing state). A similar process 

applies to the flow of people. Like in the case of finished products, the functions of the barriers as 

regards the flow of human beings is to identify, select and separate. In other words, barriers are 

supposed to control the ‘brain drain’ (understood as a skilled-based selection of individuals) - and 

subsequently distinguish qualified (welcomed) persons from unskilled (unwelcomed) workers 

(Rosière & Jones, 2012, pp. 228-229). Furthermore, barriers can also serve as a gateway and bridge. 

The proponents of this view argue that instead of describing borders and their fences as blunt 

instruments of political and juridical projection of hard power (Rosière & Jones, 2012, p. 226) and 

sovereignty, one could understand them as an opportunity to generate social and economic 

relationships (Callahan, 2018, p. 468). In other words, borders and their barriers should be perceived 

as bridges ‘that connect invisible networks, space of livelihoods, or collective spaces to dream’ 

(Sharif, 2017, p. 8). 

 

Security and control (policing) function 

The control of borders is a long-standing, core function within governments’ ‘pursuit of security’ 

(Avdan & Gelpi, 2016, p. 1). The anxiety over clandestine and unauthorized territorial access has 

magnified the primacy of border management and control activities world-wide (Andreas & 

Nadelman, 2006, p. 5). The emerging awareness that leaky borders allow a plethora of both old and 

new transnational threats led states to restrict access to their territories. This  found its most visible 

expression in the growing salience of border control, the boosting of policing capabilities and 

procedures, and the establishment of border barriers designed to screen and ward off undesirable, 

hostile flows of goods, goods and people (Jones, 2012, p. 72). According to Anna Feigenbaum (2010, 

p. 121), the newly constructed border fortifications, which she describes as ‘globalized fences’, serve 
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primarily ‘transnational security functions’. Here, she further highlights the shift in the justification 

of border barriers, ‘from defence against state-to-state conflicts to protection from the threat of smaller 

factions – terrorists, insurgents, illegal immigrants and smugglers’ (Feigenbaum, 2010, p. 121). All 

these nonstate actors (but particularly terrorists and militants) threaten state security, sovereignty and 

territorial integrity by evading state surveillance and other border management systems. Scholars 

representing this point of view argue that states without secure borders will be potential harbours for 

cross-border terrorists and militants. Permeable and unregulated borders enable terrorist and militant 

actors to surreptitiously obtain funding, equipment, training, and other resources (Andreas, 2004, p. 

647). Having this in mind, decision-makers might consider the construction of border fences as a more 

attractive and feasible strategy in combating terrorism when compared to other politically and 

militarily risky endeavours such as air campaigns and ground incursions into neighbouring territories 

(Avdan & Gelpi, 2016, p. 2; Staniland, 2006). Security circles hope that closing off borders will 

contain the movement of terrorists as well as other types of illicit activities and thereby weaken 

terrorist networks (Avdan & Gelpi, 2016, p. 2). It is interesting to note that ‘half of post–World War 

II barriers were built in or after the year 2000, coinciding with the rise of al-Qaida and parallel jihadist 

movements’ (Hassner & Wittenberg, 2015, p. 170). Avdan and Gelpi (2016, p. 1) highlight that 

according to their research ‘ten out of forty-eight post-Cold War fences have the purported aim of 

stopping terrorism’. The phenomenon of  ‘border opening process’, for example in the EU, never 

replaced the inherent desire by states to exercise control over their borders in order to regulate all 

kinds of regular and irregular flows (Newman, 2003, p. 21). 

 

Political function 

Since ancient times, a ‘large physical obstacle … served as a signal of political power, wealth and 

strength, intended to deter future threats, [constitute] a claim to land, and a way to define who 

belonged inside and who stayed out’ (Vernon & Zimmermann, 2019, p. 2). As such, borders serve as 

markers for different government regimes, wherein one set of laws and taxes stops and another begins 

(Jones, 2012). In addition to military, economic and security aspects, the fortifying of borders also 

derives from political causes, ‘closely related to the way in which these international borders were 

drawn’ (Saddiki, 2017, p. 38). This is especially significant when barriers are built along a disputed 

border. Here, the walls and fences can initiate ‘new political dynamics of governmentality’. In other 

words, the demarcation and fortifying of a border within a contentious borderland is a clear exercise 

of power. Vogeler (2010) states that fortified boundaries ‘are by their very nature symptomatic of 
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extreme hegemonic powers, when societies maintain their dominance, through exclusion, over other 

countries or peoples, by whatever means (political, economic, security, and military).’ It is crucial to 

emphasize that the constructing of border fences is mostly happening in environments shaped by 

significant imbalances in power (Ritaine, 2009, P. 21). Saddiki (2017, p. 4) stresses that ‘walls are 

never built against an equivalent power’; Évelyne Ritaine (2009, p. 15) points out that border 

fortifications are built as an ‘asymmetric response to the perception of an asymmetric peril’. For 

Rosière and Jones (2012, p. 218) border barriers are asymmetric because the power to decide upon 

the separation is monopolised by the most powerful party, while the other is targeted and separated. 

 

In this context, Newman emphasizes that a border barrier is also a social construction and mechanism 

to produce and perpetuate the notion on difference, mutual fear and threat (Newman, 2003, p. 20) not 

only among those inhabiting border regions but also within the target country as a whole. Another 

interesting aspect in this context is that most states believe they can handle border problems alone and 

conduct border fortification projects in a unilateral manner. As such, most existing walls and fences 

are not only expressions of hegemonic ambitions and imbalances in power but also a visual 

manifestation that neighbours are not cooperating in the effective management of shared borders 

(Carter & Poast, 2017, p. 244).  

When analysing the external environment of the constructions of border fortifications, some analysts 

make the argument that the walls and fences ‘may also signal the precedence of domestic politics (and 

appearances) over foreign policy (and diplomatic necessities)’ (Vallet & David, 2014, p. 146). 

However, this report argues that there is no precedence of domestic over foreign politics in the 

reasoning of the construction of a border fortification. It is stated here that both dimensions reinforce 

each other. Moreover, the author stresses the significance of border fortifications as an instrument in 

the foreign policy of constructing countries. A phenomenon which needs more attention, especially 

in the context of tense relations between constructing and targeted states. A sealed, fortified border 

gives the building state the option to either loosen or tighten the flow of goods, capital, people, and, 

partly, information (Callahan, 2018, p. 472) - thus empower itself in relation to the targeted state. 

Additionally, security barriers enable constructing states to extend monitoring capabilities into 

neighbouring countries’ border zones (Avdan & Gelpi, 2016, p. 3).  

Linked with the before mentioned rationale of barrier construction is the opportunity for politicians to 

gain support among the citizenry (Rosière & Jones, 2012, p. 226). Pratheepan Gulasekaram (2012, p. 

181) refers to the example of migration control and states that the construction of a border fortification 
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has the potential ‘to substantiate and elevate public perception of a migration problem’ which helps 

to solidify ‘support for the exercise of sovereign power’. Following the same rationale, some scholars 

state that border barriers have a reassuring function. Concretely, border fences and walls are the 

‘tangible evidence’ for the citizenry that their governments ‘are doing something’ (Vallet & David, 

2012, p. 114). 

 

Cultural function 

There is a general understanding within the literature that borders can serve as markers between 

different cultural systems (Jones, 2012, p. 71). Based on this understanding of borders it is further 

stated that attached barriers intensify perceptions of difference between the two places separated by a 

border (Jones, 2012, p. 71). 

Here, the report argues that the cultural function of borders has both a protective (understood as 

exclusive) and a constructive (understood as inclusive) dimension. Regarding the protective, exclusive 

dimension, Newman states that ‘cultural borders offer protection against infiltration of values which 

are not compatible with the hegemonic practices of the majority, be they social and economic status, 

religious affiliation and/or residential homogeneity’ (Newman, 2003, p. 14). Here, ‘anti-immigrant 

activists argue [that] migrants bring alternative social codes and do not assimilate into the mainstream 

of … society’ (Jones, 2012, p. 72). In other words, there is a fear that immigrants and their values will 

not only threaten but also irreversibly change ways of life inside the state (Jones, 2012, p. 72). This 

serves as wells as justifies exclusionary practices and rhetoric. In contrast, the inclusive aspects of a 

border’s cultural function are expressed in the fact that border fortifications help maintain a sense of 

identity (Vallet & David, 2012, p. 114). Furthermore, they can be identified as a code (main building 

block) for constructing a collective identity (Eisenstadt & Giesen, 2009). More concretely, as a symbol 

of national unity, sovereignty and authority over territory, as well as power, the building of a physical 

demarcation supports a state’s goal to construct and maintain its (national) collective identity (Vallet 

& David, 2012, p. 115). In brief, a border fortification can be perceived as an anchor of national 

identity.  

 

Symbolic function 

Several scholars stress the need to go beyond the physical aspects of man-made borders in order to 
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understand their functions and the objectives of constructing countries.14 In this context, Callahan 

emphasizes that ‘walls [and other border barriers] are less physical constructions than they are 

symbolic social borders that need to be deconstructed for the proper understanding of their hidden 

ideology’ (Callahan, 2018, p. 475). This reflects the observations that governments, ‘in an effort to 

assuage’, tend ‘to deploy symbolic and visible measures that reassert state authority through vigilance’ 

(Avdan & Gelpi, 2016, p. 2). As such, border fortifications have the potential to become a symbol of 

national identity (one of the most well-known examples being the Chinese Wall). Furthermore, walls 

and fences display the presence of the border and the state both physically and symbolically (Konrad, 

2014, p. 96). Border barriers are also symbolic markers that communicate clear distinctions between 

territories, citizens, cultures, and political-administrative systems. The latter is especially relevant in 

borderlands featured by a highly volatile political environment. Here, border barriers possess 

particularly high ‘symbolic political value’ (Payan, 2014, p. 14). Today, most newly constructed walls 

and fences are equipped with all kind of surveillance technologies and biometric control systems at 

checkpoints. Such high-tech barriers are not only supposed to ensure the efficiency of border control 

and security management but also symbolise the costs a government is ready and able to pay for 

security (Rosière & Jones, 2012, p. 226). The ability and willingness to dedicate large amounts of 

financial resources into a border fencing project, combined with visibility in the landscape, both play 

a symbolic role. It literally visualises the power of the state and the strongness of its territoriality and 

projects its hard power capabilities as regards its neighbours (Rosière & Jones, 2012, p. 226). Against 

this backdrop, it is interesting to note that in several recent cases of constructed border barriers ‘the 

image of a fortified border [is] considered more important than its actual effectiveness’ (Vallet & 

David, 2012, p. 115). 

 

Migration and refugee control functions 

Before the end of the nineteenth century, most western states did not consider (im)migration 

movements as a threat towards their state- and nationhood or sovereignty. Yet over time, especially 

with the rapidly increasing number of economic migrants and refugees, the issue of control over cross-

border movements became a central concern for state authorities (Saddiki, 2014, p. 175). Today, many 

governments see the construction of walls and fences along their borders as the most convenient way 

not only to address cross-border security but especially to handle unauthorized immigration. Physical 

 
14 According to Newman (2006, p. 177) ‘a wall is not just a piece of masonry; it is at once a “process of differentiation” 

which amalgamates all the discursive elements opposing the identity of the barrier constructing (the Self/us/here) to that 

of its neighbour (the Other/them/there).  
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border fences are identified as ‘a simple solution to a complex problem’ (Saddiki, 2017, p. 37). It is 

hoped that ‘through their deliberately frightening appearance’ border fortifications will influence 

‘clandestine actors’ (understood as unwanted migrants) by dissuading them from trying to cross over 

illegally (Nieto-Gomez, 2014, p. 192). 

In result, by focusing on the control of people flows - especially the targeting of illegal migration and 

refugees - the number of border barriers is likely to continue to rise world-wide. Due to the outbreak 

of Coronavirus and the desire to contain its spread, one must expect a further intensification of border 

fortification efforts and a rising significance of the control function as regards the cross-border 

movements of people. 

Otherwise, as  already indicated above, the migration control function gains particularly momentum 

in cases were two neighbouring states are characterised by extraordinary disparities in wealth. Jones 

(2012, p. 71) states that the presence of a poorer state in one’s neighbourhood often results in the 

construction of a border barrier15. The existence of transnational wealth inequalities ‘increased the 

desire of many people to move either to avoid deteriorating conditions in their home state or to seek 

better economic opportunities elsewhere’ Jones (2012, p. 72). In such a context, the border serves as 

a crucial location to prevent unwanted, unauthorized movements of people. To sum up in the words 

of Markus Heiskanen (2014, p. 70), ‘borders are dividing lines not only in geography, culture, 

language, ethnics or politics but also in a social sense, in the construction of our identity and refining 

who belongs to “us” and who are “the others”’.  

 

Sovereignty function 

Traditionally, borders are perceived as a tool to establish and preserve sovereignty through different 

political environments (Pusterla & Piccin, 2012, p. 121). The author argues that border fortifications 

function as a further catalyst in gaining and maintaining state sovereignty over a given territory. This 

report stresses that the role of borders and attached barriers have fundamentally changed over the last 

couple of centuries. Besides the vanishing of traditional border functions, the role of borders as 

markers of ‘sovereignty to enclosure privilege’ apparently gained momentum (Rosière & Jones, 2012, 

p. 220). The increase in ‘efforts put into preserving … control on sovereignty’ (Pusterla & Piccin, 

2012, p. 121) can be seen as evidence. By demonstrating sovereign control and power, the state 

simultaneously reifies authority over that territory (Jones, 2012, p. 2012). According to Gulasekaram, 

 
15 Jones (2012, p. 71-72) describes the existence of a poorer country on the other side of the border as an internal 

justification for the construction of a wall or fence. However, it is argued here that this serves for many governments as 

an internal as well as an external reason for fortifying the country’s border. 
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physical border barriers ‘essentially showcase the performance of sovereignty while hiding the 

vulnerabilities of the sovereign’ (Gulasekaram, 2012, p. 185). In sum, the creation of border 

fortifications is ‘a visible claim to nation-state power’ (Gulasekaram, 2012, p. 185) which has the 

potential to strengthen state sovereignty over a territory. This process can ‘fuel more passionate 

feelings of belonging to the in-group (the state’s citizenry) and distinction from the … outside’ (Jones, 

2012, p. 72). 

 

Separation function 

Besides the before mentioned attempts by some scholars such as Callahan (2018) to describe borders 

and attached barriers rather as bridges then as spaces of division and fragmentation, the practice of 

border fencing clearly points at a separation function. Here, the report argues that the phenomenon of 

separation is an envisaged cause (understood as aim) as well as a consequence of borders and border 

barriers. Following Wendy Brown’s (2010, p. 28) rationale, it is stated here that border barriers are 

not only a responsive measure to address popular anxieties about the potential effects of an 

impoverished neighbourhood but also a strategy of separation applied by governments. Here, the 

conduction of fortification measures is perceived as a powerful instrument in an ‘arsenal of 

technologies and strategies for physically disentangling and spatially dividing’ (Brown, 2010, p. 29) 

two intimately entwined population(s)/community/ies16. In brief, a border barrier is simultaneously 

an architectural instrument and a technology of separation, occupation, territorial expansion, and 

domination (Brown, 2010, p. 29). 

 

Constitutive (demarcation) and legitimation/justification function 

As indicated above, most borders are artificially put in place and not defined by natural landmarks 

such as sea, mountains, or deserts. Furthermore, borders do not necessarily reflect the boundaries of 

an area populated by people sharing the same cultural identity and ethnic belonging. Indeed, most 

ethnic and culturally homogeneous societies experienced spatial divisions and fragmentations through 

boundaries. It does not come by surprise that in many cases the legitimacy of borders is contested - 

leading to territorial disputes and border disagreements between states (Saddiki, 2017, p. 38). Hence, 

the fencing of borders is seen by several governments as a (unilateral) strategy ‘to quite literally 

concretize these [disputed] borders as de facto demarcation lines’ (Saddiki, 2017, p. 38), meaning to 

 
16 Here, one need to stress that border barriers are not only separating whole populations but they are also dividing 

villages and towns, separating farmers from their lands; truncate family contacts and social networks, disrupt markets in 

labour and consumption long vital to communities on both sides of the fortified border line. 
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turn them into official international borders. However, there is also the strong likelihood that the 

fortifying of a contentious border will fail to materialize the envisaged constitutive function leading 

to a revival of simmering, long-standing territorial disputes (Carter & Poast, 2017, p. 240). 

It is argued here that there is a constant interplay between the constitutive and a 

legitimation/justification functions of a border. The notion that a barrier helps to constitute a border 

justifies its construction and provides the government with sovereignty over its territory, thus ensuring 

national unity. The latter is used as a legitimation to conduct ‘internal exclusionary practices’ (Jones, 

2012, p. 2012) against heterogenous elements perceived as a threat to national unity - and subsequently 

as a challenge for the state’s sovereignty, which in return calls for further fortification of the borders. 

Finally, it is stated by Brown (2010, p. 27) that the global proliferation of border fortifications itself 

increasingly legitimates such barriers, especially in countries where one would expect such 

legitimation to be hard-won. 

 

3. Competing views on Pakistan’s border project 

 

3.1 The Afghan perspective 

Ever since Pakistan unveiled its plan to fence the border successive Afghan governments always 

criticised the unilateral project (Hamid & Omeri, 2019, March 31; Gul, 2019, November 5). Kabul 

views the Durand Line not as a natural but as an ‘artificial border’ between the two countries (Akbari, 

2019, June 7), one which was drawn and imposed (Rahi, 2014, February 21) by the British to separate 

and protect their colonial realm in the Indian subcontinent from Afghanistan and expansionist Russia. 

This contentious border delineation was agreed to (and signed) in 1893 between Sir Henry Mortimer 

Durand, then foreign secretary in British India, and the then king of Afghanistan Amir Abdul Rahman 

Khan. According to Afghan authorities, the agreement was valid only for 100 years and thus expired 

in 1993 (Swanson, 2003, October 30), raising questions about the future of the border and adjacent 

territories.  

However, the various Afghan administrations were apparently not willing to wait until the proclaimed 

end of the century-long agreement. Having been enforced by imperialists, the political leadership in 

Kabul estimates that the line cannot be accepted as a settled border. Afghans first accused Islamabad 

of forcibly keeping Afghan territory under its control in 194717 and demanded that it should handed 

 
17 For example, on 30 September 1947, Afghanistan opposed Pakistan’s admission to the United Nations (UN) on the 

ground that it ‘illegally occupied Afghan territory’ (Shah, 2013, p. 95). Husayn Aziz, the Afghan delegate at the UN stated: 
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back to Afghanistan (Shah, 2013, pp. 85, 94). In fact, it is reported that Afghanistan has ‘territorial 

claims on areas stretching from the Afghan-Pakistan border to the Indus River, all told comprising 

nearly 60 percent of Pakistan’s territory’ (Rahi, 2014, February 21). Authorities in Kabul see the 

border fencing by Islamabad not only as ‘impractical’ (Masood, 2006, December 27) but also as an 

illicit move, for Pakistan is deemed to have no right to fence the border (Latif, 2017, April 17). Afghan 

authorities argue that ‘the fence would make the border (which it says cuts off some of its territory) a 

permanent boundary’ (BBC, 2007, May 10) and enforce a ‘second division of Afghanistan’ (Shah, 

2013, p. 102). Afghan President Ashraf Ghani has condemned Islamabad for instigating an 

‘undeclared war of aggression’ against his country (Dilawar & Haider, 2017, October 31); former 

Afghan Deputy Foreign Minister Jawed Ludin describes the border fencing as activities ‘against all 

accepted international norms, provocative and unacceptable to the Afghan government, and [which] 

the government of Pakistan must halt them immediately’ (Khan, 2013, April 1). The fact that 

Pakistan also conducts large-scale physical reinforcement measures to boost its troop levels at the 

border further adds to Afghan concerns (Khan, 2013, April 1). Pakistan has consistently ignored 

Afghan concerns and continues with the construction works as we speak (Hamid & Omeri, 2019, 

March 31).  

 

Basically, ‘Afghan leaders fully understand the importance of border management to contain cross-

border infiltration’ (Latif, 2017, April 17); however they question Pakistan’s motives as regards 

counter-terrorism18 (and other illicit flows of people and goods) (Glinski, 2019, July 5; Khan, 2017, 

April 7) being put forward to legitimize border fencing. Instead, Afghan lawmakers deem said fencing 

as a breach of international law (Khan, 2017, April 7) and as a means to separate the Pashtuns spread 

out along and across the Durand Line (South Asia News, 2007, April 20). The Durand Line is 

understood as ‘a boundary that cuts through the ethnic Pashtun heartland’ as well as an attempt to 

challenge Afghans territorial integrity and sovereignty (RFE/RL, 2013, April 15). 

 

Here it is important to stress that Kabul perceives the border issue with Pakistan as a ‘domestic affair’ 

(Siddique, 2012, October 25) and harshly rejects any statements by foreign governments (or 

 
‘We cannot recognise the North-West Frontier as part of Pakistan so long as the people of the North-West Frontier have 

not been given an opportunity free from any kind of influence – and I repeat free from any kind of influence – to determine 

for themselves whether they wish to be independent or to become part of Pakistan’ (Razvi, 1971, p. 314, see also Shah, 
2013, p. 95). 
18 Part of the official rhetoric in reasoning about the fencing project is that Pakistan is attempting to address long-standing 

international criticisms regarding the country’s lack of efforts in combatting terrorism (Bengali, Sahi & Ali, 2014, 

December 18). 
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diplomats) describing the Durand Line as an ‘international border’, ‘Official Frontier’, or ‘Modern-

Day-Border’. For example, on 23 October 2012, the Afghan Foreign Ministry made a statement19 

wherein he ‘rejects and considers irrelevant any statement by anyone about the legal status of this 

line’ and considers the Durand Line as a matter of ‘historic importance for the people of Afghanistan’ 

(Siddique, 2012, October 25). 

 

3.2 The Pakistani perspective 

Islamabad rejects Kabul’s objections against its border management project. By emphasizing that the 

fence is getting constructed on its (claimed) own soil, Islamabad ‘has all rights to do so’ (Latif, 2017, 

April 17). For Pakistan there is neither a Durand Line nor a border dispute (an issue linked with 

territorial claims be Afghanistan) and it is insisted that the current demarcation is an official, 

international border. It is argued by Islamabad that Pakistan - as a successor state to British India - 

inherited the Durand boundary as an international frontier. More concretely, Pakistan interprets here 

International Law so as to favour their own point of view and states that ‘treaties of an extinct state 

always devolve on the successive states’ (Shah, 2013, pp. 86, 95). Major General Shaukat Sultan, then 

Pakistani presidential spokesman, stated in an interview: ‘These two countries exist side by side since 

1947. There is no Durand Line - it is finished. As far as we’re concerned, it is a story of the past. There 

is just the Pakistan-Afghanistan border’ (Swanson, 2003, October 30). Proponents of this view argue 

that ‘Afghanistan did recognise the Durand Line as an international border’ (Jaaved, 2018, March 5). 

They usually point out that the Durand Line Agreement (DLA) of 1893 is a legally valid agreement 

between two sovereign rulers (representatives of their respective states) and apparently in line with 

international law (Chaudhary, 2018, February 5). In order to strengthen this perspective, Pakistanis 

point at two other agreements supposed to (re)confirm the legality of the Durand Line, namely the 

Anglo-Afghan Border agreement of 1905 and the Anglo-Afghan Treaty of 1919 - particularly its 

article 5 (Shah, 2013, p. 94). It is stated not only that these two legal documents lay out the foundation 

of Afghanistan’s independence but also that the country accepted the 1893 border arrangement. 

However, this rationale usually ignores those arguing that the successive rulers/administrations of 

Afghanistan signed the above-mentioned agreements (at least not the 1905 and 1919 agreements) 

 
19 This statement by the then Afghan government was a response to comments made by the then U.S. special representative 

for Afghanistan and Pakistan Marc Grossman on 21 October 2012 in an interview, stating that ‘Our [US] policy is that 
border is the international border’ (Siddique, 2012, October 25). A similar statement was made on 23 October 2012 by the 

then U.S. Ambassador to Afghanistan James Cunningham who told journalists that: ‘The United States, as many other 

countries, have long recognized the Durand Line as the boundary between Afghanistan and Pakistan’ (Siddique, 2012, 

October 25). 
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under coercion20 and that the DLA was only valid for a period of 100 years. These lines of argument 

are downplayed as myths (Chaudhary, 2018, February 5). Through rather speculative means, it is 

stressed that Kabul only started to contest the Durand Line as an official frontier when the Afghan 

demand ‘that Pashtuns living on the Pakistani side of the Durand Line be given the right to self-

determination’ was turned down by Pakistan in 1947 (Rahi, 2014, February 21). This also determined 

the moment in which Afghanistan started to assert claims over territories engrossed by Pakistan after 

independence (Rahi, 2014, February 21). 

Another part of Pakistan’s rationale to justify its fencing of the Afghan border refers to proponents of 

fencing projects who state that such projects are part of wider border management systems globally 

considered as extremely important for safeguarding a country’s frontier (Yousafzai, 2018, November 

14). 

 

4. Pakistan’s unilateral border management project – a multi-dimensional approach 

Historically, the Afghan-Pakistan border has been well-known as one of the most porous and lawless 

borders - and most dangerous international crossings worldwide (Glinski, 2019, July 5). It is reported 

that Pakistan has been considering a border barrier for a long time. The plan to fence the border was 

announced on 26 December 2006 (Masood, 2006, December 27). Some sources trace back the initial 

idea to the year 2003, ‘following the US-led coalition operation in Afghanistan that resulted in the 

collapse of the Taliban regime’ (Hamid & Omeri, 2019, March 31). However, after a difficult start in 

2007, only minor progress was achieved - with around 35 km constructed (The Nation, 2011, June 

24). Besides lack of funds, security risks and difficult terrain, the occurrence of severe border clashes 

between Afghan and Pakistani troops hampered the progress of the fencing project (South Asia News, 

2007, April 20). Moreover, due to an intervention of the international community (foremost USA, the 

UK, France, Sweden, and Russia), Pakistan was temporarily persuaded to put on hold its Afghan 

border fortification. Pakistan did return to its original goal, (Shah, 2013, p. 100) but rather at a slow 

pace. The actual, severe work on this large-scale project was pushed only in 2016 - and gained 

momentum in 2017. According to an official statement by the Director General Inter-Services Public 

Relations (ISPR), Major General Asif Ghafoor, the border fencing is supposed to be completed by the 

end of 2020 (Farmer & Mehsud, 2020, March 15; Nazar & Hussain, 2019, October 16). 

 
20 It is stated by some historians that successive Afghan rulers feared potential economic and military blockades and threats 

of wars against their country as a reason for signing the different border agreements (or respective reaffirmations; Shah, 

2013, p. 92). 
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The fencing of the around 1,600 miles (2,575 km) border with Afghanistan is divided in several 

phases: In phase one, the focus is on the Khyber Pakhtunkhawa province (KPK, including the Federal 

Tribal Administered Areas/FATA) which shares an over 435 miles (700 km) -long border with 

Afghanistan. In another phase, the border between the (southwestern) Baluchistan province and 

(southern) Afghanistan will be fenced (Latif, 2017, April 17). The border barrier will consist of nearly 

3-meter-high, parallel mesh fences - with a 2-meter gap in between - and topped with coils of razor-

barbed wire (Gul, 2019, November 5). Furthermore, hundreds of forts21 and thousands of checkpoints 

and outposts will be constructed (Hamid & Omeri, 2019, March 31; Gul, 2019, November 5). The 

border control and management systems will be strengthened with high-tech assistance such as 

surveillance and intrusion detection systems22 (Farmer & Mehsud, 2020, March 15). The range of 

estimated costs goes from 450 million USD (Farmer & Mehsud, 2020, March 15) to 550 million 

USD23. The excavation is carried out by the Pakistani Frontier Corps, supported by civilian companies 

for the supply of manpower and other arrangements (Butt, 2015, January 3). After the project is 

completed, trans-border movements are only allowed via officially-designated crossing points24 (Butt, 

2015, January 3). Informal cross-border routes such as trails and road paths were once common in the 

mountainous frontier region (Farmer & Mehsud, 2020, March 15). However, all these traditional 

routes and crossing points - it is reported that 235 (of which 18 can be accessed by vehicles) of these 

points exist - have now been closed, forcing all traffic through the before mentioned controlled border 

check points (Dilawar & Haider, 2017, October 31; Sabawoon, January 28).  

 

One of the most worrying elements of the border fence is the use of landmines, particularly in such 

‘areas where it is impossible to lay wires’ (The Nation, 2011, June 24; Sabawoon, January 28). Here, 

it is important to mention that Pakistan is a non-signatory state of the ‘1997 Ottawa Convention’, also 

known as the ‘Mine Ban Treaty’25. Pakistan insists that due to the nature of existing threat scenarios 

and because of geographical conditions (such as the absence of any natural obstacle - these may be 

mountain ridges, rivers or deserts - to protect the border), national security depends on landmines and 

that their use forms an important part of the country’s self-defence strategy (The Nation, 2011, June 

 
21 Concrete and (officially) confirmed numbers are not available yet but it is reported that during the time of writing the 

construction around 843 forts are planned (Hamid & Omeri, 2019, March 31). 
22 Like the state-of-the-art Unattended Ground Surveillance System (UGS) and Man portable Surveillance and Target 

Acquisition Radar (MSTAR) technology (Tajik, 2018, November 15). 
23 According to Dilawar and Haider (2017, October 31), the estimated costs of the fencing are more than USD 532 million. 
24 According to official statements, there are plans to have 16 ‘notified routes’ crossing along the new fence. 
25 The Convention on the Prohibition of the Use, Stockpiling, Production and Transfer of Anti-Personnel Mines and on 

Their Destruction was adopted on 18 September 1997 and entered into force on 1 March 1999. 
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24; LCMM, 2018, July 3). As such, it does not come by surprise that Pakistan is, according to the 

Landmine Monitor 2018, one of the 4 remaining countries worldwide still actively producing 

landmines (7 further countries are not believed to actively produce mines but have yet to disavow ever 

doing so) and that it keeps large stockpiles26 (LCMM, November). It seems that Pakistan adopted an 

ambiguous double strategy. The country stands up against the use of landmines by non-state actors 

and spends remarkable efforts to remove them27 , particularly those by the TTP (LCMM, 2019, 

October 7). However, Pakistani security sector agents also use these mines on a large scale. Anti-

landmine activists, especially members of the Pashtun Tahafuz Movement (PTM), are deeply 

concerned that the massive use of landmines by Pakistan’s military in order to seal the border will 

lead to a tremendous number of casualties28. The Pakistani state does not offer any compensation for 

victims of landmines (LCMM, 2018, July 3). 

 

4.1 Security dimension 

Non-state-actor dimension: cross-border militancy 

Despite the fact that Pakistan’s ‘quietly’29 fencing of its Afghan border is largely ignored by the 

international media – when compared to other border fencing projects worldwide (Glinski, 2019, July 

5) -, several observers are starting to question how far this military-driven project will help improve 

security in and bring stability to Pakistan’s frontier areas and beyond. It is stated by the country’s 

authorities (Farmer & Mehsud, 2020, March 15) that the border fence increases security in Pakistan, 

especially in its north-west regions. If completed, it is claimed by Pakistan’s security circles that the 

border barrier will undercut unwanted and/or illegal cross-border movements of militants. In order to 

support this claim, it is pointed out by senior officers that the number of attacks by Tehreek-e-Taliban 

Pakistan (TTP) and other anti-Pakistani elements residing in Afghanistan (after they were forced out 

through major military operations) dropped significantly (Gannon, 2020, January 30; NACTA, 2017). 

However, it is argued here that this will most likely not - or only partly - materialize. Pakistani 

authorities are already stating that militants (foremost TTP fighters) are still able to come through the 

 
26 According to the Landline Monitor report of 2006 Pakistan maintains the fifth-largest stockpile in the world, with an 

estimated six million anti-personnel mines at least (LCMM, 2006, July, p. 21). 
27 In September 2019, the Pakistani military claimed to have 100 mine clearance teams on the field and ‘that much of the 

area is now clear’ (LCMM, 2019, October 7).  
28 The PTM already organised several peaceful public protests - for example a major rally in Peshawar on 8 April 2018 
(RFE/RL's Radio Mashaal, 2018, April 8) – so as to raise awareness of the threat trough landmines as well as demand the 

clearance of mines and compensation for landmine victims.  
29 Farmer and Meshud (2020, March 15) point out that ‘the vast majority of the work has been out of view of the public 

or other governments.’ 
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border despite the fencing so as to conduct attacks on Pakistani soil: ‘They [militants] look like the 

local population, and they live among them.’ (Farmer & Mehsud, 2020, March 15). Critics of the 

fencing project such as former US diplomat Elizabeth Threlkeld emphasize that this barrier is only 

able to slow down illegal cross-border movements ‘but will not stop them entirely’ (Farmer & 

Mehsud, 2020, March 15). 

 

State-actor-dimension: Armed confrontation between Afghanistan and Pakistan 

As outlined above, the Durand Line as official border is rejected by Kabul. The border fencing is 

perceived by Afghan authorities and security circles as illegal and unacceptable. Periodic tensions 

between Pakistani and Afghan armed forces along the disputed frontier are not uncommon (Kaura, 

2019, November 26). Armed encounters were already reported after the start of the constructions work 

in 2007, when Afghan National Security and Defence Forces/ANSDF (partly also in collaboration 

with local tribal leaders) attempted to remove parts of the fence (South Asia News, 2007, April 20) or 

at least prevent the establishment of military outposts along the border (Kaura, 2019, November 26). 

However, since Pakistan enhanced the building of border fortifications there is a clear increase in the 

frequency and intensity of incidents and cross-border clashes30 (Ramachandran, 2018, December 19), 

including shelling and the violation of airspace by military aircraft (Mohanty, 2019, September 24). 

Each side accuses the other of committing aggression - resulting in an escalation of violence in the 

frontier region which involves civilians as well (Farooqi, 2019, October 30). The fact that a severe, 

two-days long armed confrontation occurred on 27-28 October last year31 as a result of the installation 

of a sign describing the Torkham crossing point as a ‘border’ (Kaura, 2019, November 26) indicates 

the sensitivity and seriousness of attitudes when it comes to the perception of Pakistan’s border 

fencing. Last but not least, after observing the increasing level of violence between Afghan and 

Pakistani troops, there is also the threat that cross-border terrorists feel additionally encouraged to 

step up militant activities 

 

Border Fences as target 

Fences are not only unable to completely undermine security threats originating from cross-border 

 
30 There are several complains already made by the Afghan government to the United Nations (UN) regarding violations 

of its territory by Pakistan’s armed forces. In a report which recorded incidents during 2012-17, it is stated that ‘Pakistani 

forces fired nearly 29,000 artillery shells into Afghanistan during this period, killing 82 people and injuring 187’ (Mohanty, 
2019, September 24). In another survey presented to the UN on 22 February 2019, Afghan sources point out that between 

January 2018 and February 2019 Pakistani troops had been involved in at least 161 violations and fired more than 6,000 

mortar and artillery shells into Afghan territory (Mohanty, 2019, September 24). 
31 In 2016 (13-16 May), a three-day long cross-border exchange of fire took place. 

https://nation.com.pk/30-Oct-2019/casualties-reported-in-pak-afghan-clash
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militancy, smuggling and drug trade – they can also turn into a security risk. Since its launch, the 

Pakistani fencing project is becoming a target for different groups. It is reported that fence 

construction groups and installations have been attacked by militants (foremost TTP fighters) ‘who 

have released videos of themselves tearing down sections and seizing building supplies’ (Farmer & 

Mehsud, 2020, March 15).  

Furthermore, as indicated above, Afghan security forces identify the construction of these border 

fences as a hostile act and will respond accordingly. Former Afghan Defence Ministry spokesman 

told reporters that Kabul will consider ‘“all options” to remove the installations’ (RFE/RL, 2013, April 

15).  

Considering the historical grievances held by Pashtuns as regards Islamabad, there is a potential threat 

that border fences - with their negative impacts on traditional ways of living and daily livelihoods – 

will strengthen the ‘sense of marginalization’ (Morel, 2020, January 22) among tribespeople. 

Pakistan’s border control and management efforts are further alienating and provoking Pashtuns. This 

will feed a fresh cycle of frustration leading to more violence in the frontier region. 

 

It is important to mention that the US initially backed32 the Pakistani border fencing project (Ramesh, 

2005, September 14). It is probable that the US exercised its influence among Kabul’s political 

leadership during the last few years so as to deescalate the situation in the frontier region by holding 

Afghan forces back and prevent them from taking action against Pakistani fence installations. 

However, with the withdrawal of the US forces, there is a threat that this regulatory function will cease 

to exist, leading to a worsening of bilateral relations (Kaura, 2019, November 26) and increase of 

armed confrontations between Afghani and Pakistani armed forces. In order to distract Afghan 

authorities from the border fencing issue, it seems that Pakistan is interested that Kabul ‘remains 

preoccupied with internal affairs’ (Akbari, 2019, June 7). However, until now, neither side is 

interested in lowering tensions regarding the border. 

 

4.2 Political and strategic dimensions 

Pakistan considers Afghanistan part of its ‘backyard’ (Gall, 2016, February 6) and looks to transform 

its western neighbour into a ‘protectorate state’ (Dorronsoro, 2004, p. 17). In order to accomplish this, 

Pakistan needs to contain Afghan power (Mazzetti & Schmitt, 2008) and install a ‘Pakistan-friendly 

 
32 This initial support was rather informal. Michael Kugelmann states that Washington hasn’t articulated a specific 

public position regarding the wall (Kugelmann quoted in Notezai, 2019, January 19). 
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government’ in Kabul, which would act as its ‘junior partner’ (Roy, 2004, p. 151). In fact, Islamabad 

perceives ‘Afghanistan as a part of a threatening ‘pincer movement’ by arch-rival India (Gundu & 

Schaffer, 2008, p. 1). Pakistan wills to break, or at least weaken, the traditional Kabul-Delhi axis. In 

other words, Pakistan seeks to neutralize a perceived existential threat regarding possible Indian 

inroads into Afghanistan (Greig, 2016, p. 22).  

 

Islamabad’s border fencing must be seen as an instrument to achieve that overarching goal. A 

Pakistani officer speaking in anonymity made a statement regarding the underlying rationale and 

instrumentalization of the border fences by Islamabad: ‘But you can’t do everything with a fence’ 

(Farmer & Mehsud, 2020, March 15). In any case, Pakistan’s authorities will use fences to achieve 

several objectives in Afghanistan. The following are highlighted here:  

 

Gaining more strategic leverage within Afghanistan through selective border porosity 

Pakistan is committed to avoid a unified and strong Afghanistan with an India-friendly government. 

A strong government in Kabul would most likely not be as compliant to the Pakistani security 

establishment’s goal of gaining ‘strategic depth’ in its western neighbourhood (Wolf, 2017). 

Islamabad continues to support militant groups within Afghanistan in order to conduct destabilizing 

activities and undermine authorities in Kabul. This also includes attacks on the remaining foreign 

forces, pressuring them to speed up their withdrawal from Afghan soil. In this context, the border 

fence is a site of hypocrisy. On the one hand, the border fencing serves Pakistan’s public diplomacy 

strategy, which holds that the country is actually conducting large-scale measures to counter cross-

border terrorism. As such, the border fencing is supposed to address international criticisms accusing 

Islamabad of not doing enough to fight terrorism – and of still being involved in state-sponsored 

terrorism (Wolf, 2017). On the other hand,, Pakistan is still able to ensure logistics as well the flow of 

material supports (weapons, ammunition, money) and fighters via its border barrier. In other words, 

there will be a selective porosity, foremost in the context of Pakistan’s state-sponsored cross-border 

terrorism. More concretely, there are fears that Pakistan will allow the infiltration of Pakistani-based 

militants to conduct activities within Afghanistan – while at the same time sealing the border to anti-

Pakistan elements from the other side of the Durand Line. There are already reports of ‘unofficial 

gates’33 serving such a dual purpose. According to Sabawoon (2020, January 28), there are still many 

 
33 According to the Pakistan and Afghanistan joint chamber of commerce and industry, about 20 smuggling gates exist 

along the border (Glinski, 2019, July 5) 
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passages open for the Afghan Taliban34, allowing them to cross the border whenever they want. The 

Pakistani border forces even allow the Taliban to bring their injured fighters for medical treatment in 

hospitals located on the Pakistani side (Sabawoon, 2020, January 28). At the same time, these gates 

remained close for the common citizenry. In the latest reports, it is stated that due to the efforts to 

contain the spread of the Coronavirus, all land-borders where supposed to be temporarily closed (Gul, 

2020, March 2). However, apparently the military kept the unofficial borders open so as to allow 

smugglers and the Afghan Taliban to cross over. As such, there is clear evidence that it is ‘part of an 

official policy by the Pakistani government to facilitate the movement of the Taliban’ (Sabawoon, 

2020, January 28). 

It is clear that the fencing of the border is part of a larger strategy intended to deepen Islamabad’s 

leverage within Afghanistan. Here, besides keeping India out, another reason for Pakistan to extend 

its influence in Afghanistan is to undercut Iranian (Shia) influence in the region (Roy, 2004, p. 151) 

and ‘ensure that Afghanistan remains in the Sunni Islamist camp’ (Gall, 2016, February 6). In this 

context, Peter Tomsen, former U.S. Special Envoy to Afghanistan (from 1989 to 1992) stresses that 

Pakistan’s political and military leadership are hoping ‘to secure a leading position for Pakistan in the 

Muslim world’ (Tomsen, 2011, p. 86). Pakistan was inspired by the idea of a ‘great design’ and wants 

to forge a broader Islamist bloc comprising Pakistan, Kashmir, Afghanistan (Tomsen, 2011, p. 6) and 

eventually Central Asian States (Dorronsoro, 2004, p. 170) to balance India’s standing. 

 

Creating facts: Turning the Durand line into an official border and seizing additional land 

With the fencing of the border, Pakistan aims to turn the Durand line – the disputed de facto border - 

into a final, permanent border. While Kabul still refuses the recognition of the Durand Line as an 

official border, it is obvious that Islamabad wants to ‘create facts’ or a de facto situation by setting up 

the fence. This goal is confirmed by the Pakistani themselves, for example when Shaukat Sultan states 

that ‘It [the border fence] shall also clearly mark the border’ (Swanson, 2003, October 30). It is also 

interesting to note that Islamabad persistently refuses to provide a statement regarding the time at 

which the border barrier will be in place, and concretely whether it will be a temporary or permanent 

installation (Swanson, 2003, October 30; Farmer & Mehsud, 2020, March 15). 

 
34 Here, Sabawoon gives the examples of crossing points in the Zanzir area of the Shumulzai district, Zabul province and 

the Bahramcha area of the Dishu district in the southern Helmand province. 
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Furthermore, considering the reports of Pakistani fence constructions on Afghan soil and the fact that 

Pakistani troops are intruding into Afghanistan35 (Mohanty, 2019, September 24), it appears that 

Islamabad’s border management project is not only about ‘cementing’ the status quo regarding the 

current Afghanistan-Pakistan border (Farmer & Mehsud, 2020, March 15) and bringing Afghan 

claims on Pakistani territory to an end. A wider goal seems to be to seizure additional Afghan territory. 

Facing increasing Pakistani military aggressions obviously attempting to occupy Afghan land, on 22 

February 2019 Afghanistan complained (a second time; the first was in 201736) to the United Nations 

(UN) about violations of its territory by Pakistan’s armed forces (Mohanty, 2019, September 24). A 

final point to make here is that according to some observers, it seems to be crucial for Pakistan to 

settle the border issue before the Afghan National Defence and Security Force (ANDSF) ‘becomes a 

force to reckon with in the neighbourhood, so that it doesn’t face fierce resistance’ (Deshmukh, 2017, 

March 31). 

 

Eliminating the Pashtun challenge 

Besides the fact that the successive Afghan governments periodically question Pakistan’s border with 

their country, also the Pashtuns on both sides of the frontier don’t want to have a geographical-physical 

division among them. Moreover, due to the fact that the Durand Line was neither ‘well defined’ nor 

‘well-demarcated on the ground’ (except for a few places), local Pashtuns did not take the line 

seriously in the past (Shah, 2013, p. 87). Actually, a concrete border was literally not existent for the 

residents of the borderland. Here, it is also telling about the political use of the Durand Line by 

Pakistan that the border demarcation ‘virtually disappeared’ (Kaura, 2019, November 26) when 

Islamabad supported the struggle of the Mujahedeen against Soviet occupation - and then the 

infiltration and seizing of power by the Jihadist Taliban.  In other words, when its servers the interests, 

Islamabad can be quite flexible regarding the recognition of the Durand Line as an international 

border. The approach by Pakistan’s authorities to recognise the Durand Line according to their own 

convenience also had an impact on the Pashtuns. The fact that both the British Indian colonial 

administration and its succeeding governments in Pakistan, as well as the Afghan government, all 

took a more or less hands-off attitude towards cross-border migration movements created an 

 
35 Already in 2003 President Hamid Karzai had accused Pakistan of ‘intruding into Afghan territory’ and setting up border 

posts inside Afghanistan. It was initially claimed from the Afghan side that Pakistani troops ‘had moved as much as 40 

km into Afghan territory’ which was later (after the outbreak of massive anti-Pakistan protests in Kabul) revised 
downwards to 600 meters. However, Mr Ghani continued to insist that Pakistani troops entered his country (Swanson, 

2003, October 30). 
36 Afghanistan’s Foreign Ministry already complained in 2017 to the UN Security Council about Pakistan’s violations 

along the border (Khan, 2017, April 7). 
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environment in which the Pashtun tribesmen did not take the border seriously. This hands-off attitude 

of earlier years was usually combined with a mixed approach of exploitation and co-option (attempts) 

by Islamabad so as to achieve partisan interests in the region - particularly to wean the Pashtun away 

from the idea of own homeland ‘Pashtunistan’- (Kaura, 2019, November 19) and gain political 

leverage in Kabul.  However, this policy was fundamentally revised by Islamabad. Pakistan’s 

fortification of the Afghan border follows a proactive strategy intended to divide Pashtun communities 

so as to marginalize them socially, economically, and politically. Being increasingly aware that 

Islamabad’s fencing project will affect all vital aspects of their lives (especially for those who live in 

areas adjacent to the barriers), the Pashtun are starting to raise their voices regarding the high human 

costs and multifaceted suffering caused by the border fencing project. 

The Pashtun are increasingly formulating the ‘demand for a provision allowing easier access to each 

other’ (Swanson, 2003, October 30). Both Afghan governmental views on the border and Pashtun 

demands are perceived by Pakistan as a mutually reinforcing threat to the country’s territorial 

integrity.  

The fact that Afghan authorities - when mentioning the unfortunate situation of divided Pashtun 

communities – also regularly refer to the right of self-determination by the Baloch people (Swanson, 

2003, October 30) regarding which side of the border they wish to live aggravates Pakistani concerns.  

Islamabad responds sharply by aiming at the ‘limitation of the freedom of movement by Pashtun 

tribespeople’ (Bokhari, 2006, December 26), and this with far-reaching, negative impacts. The fencing 

not only cuts off traditional economic and trade connections (Hamid & Omeri, 2019, March 31) but 

also leads to social segregation of Pashtun communities on both sides of the border. As cross-border 

movements are increasingly difficult (or even restricted) Pashtun border-landers are forced to make a 

choice regarding on which side of the barrier they wish to settle down. It goes without saying that this 

has tremendous psychological and social impacts on affected individuals and families, which share 

‘the same culture, traditions, language, religion and land’ (Ali, 2019, May 26).  

 

There is no doubt that the fencing will have ‘a real social and cultural impact on this area’ (Farmer & 

Mehsud, 2020, March 15). The fences divide not only whole communities but also towns and villages 

(Ali, 2019, May 26). In fact, numerous communities (predominantly Pashtun) are losing their access 

to educational centres and health services (Hamid & Omeri, 2019, March 31). Traditional/old roads 

were closed by Pakistani forces, thus undermining family relations and customs (Hamid & Omeri, 

2019, March 31). 
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To gain control over refugee flows 

An important constituent in Pakistan’s rationale to build the border fence is the massive presence of 

Afghan refugees in the country - as well as expected new waves of migrants from its western 

neighbourhood. 37  Generally speaking, Pakistani authorities are unaware of exactly how many 

Afghans came into the country so far (Kaura, 2019, November 26). Tajik points out that Pakistan not 

only hosts 1.4 million registered Afghan refugees but also accommodates more than one million 

undocumented Afghan individuals (Tajik, 2018, November 15). The fact that most of these - 

approximately 80 per cent - reside in border areas (namely Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa/FATA and 

Baluchistan) constitutes a severe challenge to the social fabric of the autochthonous inhabitants and 

their communities (Farmer & Mehsud, 2020, March 15). Being perceived by locals as contenders for 

limited resources is another source for tensions and instability in the area. 

 

To gain control over the drug trade in support of Pakistan’s ‘Narco terror’ activities 

The new border fortification also aims at reducing drug trade across the border, which largely funds 

the operations of the Taliban and other militant organisations in the Afghanistan-Pakistan region 

(Dilawar & Haider, 2017, October 31). Most of the world’s opium is grown and processed in 

Afghanistan. A substantial part of the heroin produced is trafficked trough Pakistan, which serves as 

a major transit country of the so-called ‘southern route’ or ‘smack track’. The latter is constituted by 

a network of routes stretching from Afghanistan through Pakistan and Iran, across the Indian Ocean 

to East Africa and eventually to consumer markets around the globe (The Economist, 2019, February 

2), particularly that of Europe. Already in 2005, the then US President Bush identified once again 

Pakistan as being among the world’s ‘major illicit drug producing or drug-transit countries’ 

(Kronstadt, 2006). Since then, Pakistan’s role in the global drug trade continued to increase. This is 

gaining significance in the context of Pakistan’s involvement in a phenomenon generally described as 

‘Narco-terrorism’ (Sild, 2019, September 30). ‘Narco-terrorism’ is here understood as an integral 

component of Pakistan’s state-sponsorship of cross-border terrorism (Wolf, 2017) intended to conduct 

‘warfare by other means’ against its neighbours so as to achieve specific foreign policy goals. State 

sponsorship of terrorism is already deeply entrenched in Pakistan’s policies towards India. The 

‘Narco-type’ is not only one of its most brutal forms but is also rapidly intensifying. The overarching 

 
37 The situation in Afghanistan after the US-Taliban talks looks grim (Wolf, 2020, March 27). There is a strong 

likelihood that a new armed confrontation between different factions - Ghani versus Abdullah – will take place, in 

addition to the ongoing fighting between the Taliban and the ANDS. 
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aim by Pakistan’s leadership is obviously to create disorder and undermine New Delhi’s efforts in 

establishing good governance and consolidation of democratic procedures in its State of Jammu & 

Kashmir (J&K). There are clear indications that drugs are being smuggled to India and sold and/or 

further distributed there. In this context, it is reported that the money made from selling drugs in India 

is used by Pakistan’s premier intelligence agency ISI (Inter-Services Intelligence) so as to support 

terrorist activities/Jihadism, especially in J&K (Jamwal, 2002b). It is interesting to note that the 

financing of terrorism in India by the ISI with money from drug trade is not a singular instance. There 

are reports that the ISI is conducting similar activities in Afghanistan as well, in support of the Afghan 

Taliban groups as well as other militant oppositional forces. There are also instances reported wherein 

the ISI developed activities linked to the illicit flow of drugs, arms and other goods in Nepal (Jamwal, 

2002a, p. 412). 

Against this backdrop, it is argued here that the border fence must be also seen as an instrument by 

both the ISI and the military to gain the most possible control over the most important land-based drug 

smuggle routes from Afghanistan. This would not only help Pakistan’s security sector agents involved 

in drug trade to eliminate unwanted competition but would also constitute a potential bargaining chip 

vis-à-vis the Taliban, since drug traffic is still a major source of income to this group. 

 

4.3 Economic dimension 

Destructions of cross-border farming and traditional handicraft manufacturing 

For generations, Afghan-Pakistan frontier regions were characterized by the absence of physical 

barriers or formal control by any government. Local groups did not have to bother with formalities or 

any other kind of regulations and/or restrictions. Pashtuns just crossed the invisible border at their 

own convenience (Shah, 2013, p. 87). This did not only enabled them to maintain their cross-border 

family ties and friendships and cultivate their social customs and traditions (such as common 

ceremonies, festivals, intermarriages, tribal gatherings/jirgas among other) but also allowed the 

maintenance of deeply interwoven economic ties. Shah points out that many local people have their 

homes and hujras (guest houses) on the Pakistani side of the border and their agricultural land or 

property on the Afghan side (Shah, 2013, p. 87), or other way around. Actually, many peasants own 

land which stretches over the territories of both Pakistan and Afghanistan (Ali, 2019, May 26). This 

led to the emergence of a flourishing and effective cross-border farming. Families on both sides of the 

border worked together to till and harvest the fields (Ali, 2019, May 26). These cross-border 
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communities not only share ethnic and family bonds but also constitute mutually interwoven working 

units, in agriculture as well as in other sectors such as traditional handicraft manufacturing.  

Afghan peasants are not only denied access to their soil on the Pakistani side of the barrier - the fence 

itself also barrens substantial parts of the land (Ali, 2019, May 26). There were no forms of 

compensation for loss of lack of access to land. In this context, it is important to recall that Pakistani 

security forces reportedly built parts of the fences on Afghan soil. Pakistani farmers face a similar fate 

since Pakistani security forces deny them access to their land on the Afghan side. Thus Pakistani 

fences and attached fortifications are seen by Afghans in general and Pashtuns in particular as land 

grabs.  

 

Control over formal trade and informal economy 

Being already able to oversee and completely block formal economic activities and trade between 

both countries, an accomplished border fencing allows Pakistan to control not only cross-border 

migrations but also illicit flows of goods. This also leads to an increase of custom fees for the Pakistani 

state – and as such it is hoped to dilute the multi-billion-dollar worth black economy (Tajik, 2018, 

November 15) and/or determine an additional source of income for the country’s military. 

Additionally, Pakistan would possess a trump card allowing it to significantly harm Afghanistan’s 

vast informal economy. Furthermore, the control over large parts of Afghanistan’s informal economy 

will gain even more significance if the international community decides to place sanctions on the Iran-

Afghanistan trade (which is not subject to US sanctions yet) or remove economic and financial 

benefits (aid) for Kabul. One also needs to point out that the border fencing projects and subsequent 

cut-off of economic ties are leading to massive unemployment due to the destruction of business 

(besides the agricultural and manufacturing sectors). For example, there are reports from border towns 

(such as Torkham) facing severe economic depression due to the fencing projects (Ali, 2019, May 

26). In Torkham, a (formerly) busy border crossing point (linking Kabul to Peshawar via the Khyber 

Pass) and major transit terminal for goods, was hit hard by the fencing project and the enforcement of 

restrictions on cross-border movements. It is reported that six out of nine restaurants had to close and 

that 2500 jobs were lost (Ali, 2019, May 26). A second major crossing point is Wesh-Chaman, which 

connects Kandahar to Quetta (Morel, 2020, January 22). Here as well, local business activities and 

livelihoods were negatively affected, not only as regards informal activities (smuggling) but especially 

as regards formal endeavours such as those by truck drivers and cargo handlers, among others. 

Considering the deteriorating socio-economic living conditions of local peoples, it is likely that this 
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will not only stir grievances against Pakistan but also against the central authorities in Kabul for not 

doing enough to improve the situation. Here it is interesting to refer to one argument made by Ahmed 

Rashid (2010) and Tamin Ansary (2012) according to which one reason for the rise of the Taliban in 

the 1990s was the local grievances and the sense of marginalization by locals in the border region. By 

following this line of argumentation, one can state that Pakistan’s border fencing (and its economic 

ramifications) have the potential to strengthen the Afghan Taliban. 

 

5. Assessment of the potential effectiveness 

This section evaluates the potential effectiveness of the border fencing as regards the officially 

proclaimed goals and functions of the barrier, namely to improve the security situation in the country’s 

northwest as well as stop the flow of militants, illegal migrants, and of smuggling- including drug 

trade. 

 

To begin with, one must wonder how far the border fences will deter cross-border terrorism - in both 

directions! Kugelman 38  is convinced that the border fortification project ‘will never be entirely 

finished’ because of the ‘unforgiving’, difficult terrain in the frontier region. An argument made by 

other observers stated that due to the remote and mountainous nature of the border area, a fence will 

‘hardly make a difference’, meaning that a barrier will be not able to stop terrorists and militants from 

crossing the border (Notezai, 2019, January 19). Shah (2013, p. 101) states that ‘it is almost impossible 

for the authorities to stop “unwelcome” people from visiting on both sides of the frontier’, particularly 

when considering the over 200 potential entry-exit points (Deshmukh, 2017, March 31). In order to 

address the problem of loopholes in the fenced border, the Pakistani army is considering a significant 

increase in troop levels at the frontier. Yet security experts question the ability and capability by 

Pakistani armed forces to manage an around 2,500 km-long border (Deshmukh, 2017, March 31). 

Moreover, the country’s security sector is already tasked with the extraordinary challenge of 

protecting the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) with its many thousands of miles of road 

and railway infrastructure, upcoming economic zones, industrial areas and energy projects (Wolf, 

2019). The deployment of a large border force will most likely only lead to an additional burden for 

the already massively overstretched defence budget (meaning demanding financial resources which 

are definitely not available based on the current level of domestic resource/revenue generation). 

 
38 Michael Kugelman quoted in Notezai (2019, January 19). 

https://www.dawn.com/news/1318936
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Moreover, when it comes to the assessment of the fence as regards its envisaged function of improving 

the domestic security situation, it is argued that any kind of border control will have only a limited 

effect, at least in qualitative terms. This is due to the fact that international terrorist groups and their 

networks are already so deeply entrenched in Pakistan that they are still able to conduct major attacks 

despite well-sealed borders (Deshmukh, 2017, March 31).  Indeed, it has been statistically proven that 

Pakistan witnessed in the last couple of years a significant drop in the numbers of attacks. But the 

lesser number of terrorist incidents is due rather to the large-scale military campaigns against militants 

in the border regions than to the actual enlargement of the border barriers. Yet Pakistan’s military 

establishment tends to downplay international sources for terrorist attacks on its soil, instead insisting 

that cross-border militancy orchestrated by foreign governments is the main responsible for any 

worsening of the internal security situation. The rationale behind this line of argument is obvious: 

justification of the border fencing project and creation of anti-Pashtun/anti-Afghan sentiments so as 

to capitalize on a rally ‘round the flag effect in order to gain public support for more robust border 

security measures. 

 

However, from a conceptual (theoretical) perspective ‘the presence of a border barrier will reduce the 

probability of transnational terrorist violence from the neighbour on the building state’s territory’ 

(Advan & Gelpi, 2016). It is obvious that such a consideration assumes an ideal scenario in which all 

significant actors have both the will and capacity to enforce their respective roles in implementing 

officially announced border functions.  

An increasing number of scholars argue that the containing power of border barriers has been 

overstated. Several empirical surveys appeared stating that, contrarily to expectations by many 

security experts and decision-makers worldwide, border fortification measures have little or no impact 

on the reduction of transnational violence (Hassner and Wittenberg 2015; Wendy, 2010).  

The case of Pakistan’s border fencing project seems to confirm this finding. After a first assessment, 

one needs to stress that the efficiency of Pakistan’s Afghan border barrier is far from optimal. There 

are numerous reports of corrupt border security forces taking bribes in exchange for unauthorised 

passing of goods and people (Farmer & Mehsud, 2020, March 15). Moreover, as outline above, there 

is evidence that Pakistan’s military maintains unofficial gates used by smugglers and Taliban alike 

(Glinski, 2019, July 5). Besides the opportunity to use these unofficial gates, terrorists, militants and 

illegal migrants can all adapt to the new situation by overthrowing the fences, digging tunnels 

(Saddiki, 2017, p. 123; Gulasekaram, 2012, pp. 154-155) or even using self-made catapults to move 
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drugs towards the other side of the border. Border fences can be said to only force terrorists to slightly 

change their tactics; they are not significantly increasing costs and/or leading to an overall reduction 

of violence, as was often argued by the proponents of border fortifications. 

 

In sum, instead of holding back terrorists, militants and smugglers, the fence will mostly harm 

common civilians (Glinski, 2019, July 5). These do have not the financial resources to bribe border 

guards, nor the ability to access fake papers or immediately access new official documents 

(Ramachandran, 2018, December 19). In this context, it is stated in the literature that the presence of 

a border barrier will increase the probability of violence from actors within the neighbour (targeted 

state) against the building state’s soil (Advan & Gelpi, 2016). This includes also militant activities by 

people living in the borderland of the building state. Shah states that alienated locals on both sides of 

the border can simply turn against the fences (Shah, 2013, p. 102), since they are the ones most 

suffering from the fence. As such, Pakistan fencing is fuelling violence instead of bringing stability. 

Considering these potentially limited security functions, one needs to ask once more what are 

Pakistan’s real motivations when creating such a large-scale fence project. Obviously, the rationale 

behind the border fortification goes beyond the aim of stabilising the border region.  

 

6. Concluding thoughts 

For a landlocked country such as Afghanistan, fencing projects by its neighbours have severe 

economic, political and social consequences. It not only creates multi-dimensional disturbances 

among and restrictions on populations living in the frontier regions but also provides neighbouring 

states with a powerful instrument to put the Afghan authorities under pressure in times of tension. 

Pakistan’s unilateral border management project will further enhance the country’s conflict with 

Afghanistan over the Durand Line and continue to worsen bilateral relations in the unforeseeable 

future. The following reasons can be given for these facts: 

Islamabad’s border fencing strategy aims to build a dividing wall, understood not only as a barrier 

between two populations but in particular as a way to split the Pashtun tribespeople. The construction 

of the border barrier is a blunt instrument of sovereign hard power projection at the expense of the 

people living in frontier regions. It turns the borderland into a space of division and fragmentation. As 

such, the vision by some scholars and practitioners of border barriers that serve as gateways or bridges 

(Sharif, 2017; Callahan, 2018) becomes an elusive semblance. Instead, Islamabad’s fencing project 

strengthens Newman’s (2003, p. 20) point that the construction of a border fence changes the 
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perception of the border (or the borderland) itself - from an interface and transition zone into a barrier 

and eventually into a no-mans-land. 

 

Furthermore, Islamabad’s dividing border policy reflects a constant fear which has characterised the 

mindset of Pakistan’s security establishment since the country came into existence. This fear derives 

from a perceived Pashtun challenge to the country’s territorial integrity and national sovereignty. As 

such, one can also argue that Islamabad’s western border fencing project exemplifies a crisis of 

sovereignty within the Pakistani state. Following Brown’s (2010) rationale, one can describe the 

Pakistan-Afghanistan’s border fence as symbol of a ‘loss of political sovereignty’ (Callahan, 2018, p. 

477). 

Pakistan’s sovereignty faces a multitude of threats, from different social and political spheres as well 

as from different kind of actors, including state as well as non-state actors. Beside the challenge of 

persistently simmering self-determination and territorial claims by the Pashtuns, substantial parts of 

Pakistan’s sovereignty are already unhinged from the state as they were  relocated to international 

donors, international financial assistance institutions, states (foremost China and Saudi Arabia) as well 

as domestic and transnational Jihadist groups. As such, the border fencing fulfils the psychological 

function of convincing the citizenry (and the international community) that the country’s 

establishment is still master in its own house. In other words, the border fencing aims to reclaim 

sovereign state power as well as a ‘symbolic performances designed to deal with popular anxieties 

about the loss of sovereign power’ (Brown, 2010). 

 

It is stated here that Islamabad’s justification of the construction of the border fence based on a security 

argument must be rejected. Instead, the border barrier was in fact built for political-strategic reasons 

- as a strategic asset for gaining influence in Afghanistan and undercut Afghan territorial claims. 

Nevertheless, considering the increasing armed clashes in the frontier region, one should expect 

further physical infrastructure enhancements of the border fence in future, which could even lead to 

some kind of a militarised border. Thus, we witness an increasing military function of the border 

fortification in a traditional understanding of the concept, literally as a defence line against anti-

Pakistan militants and the ANSDF. 

 

The goal to extend control over informal economic activities and trade between both countries has a 

substantial and significant impact on the construction of the new barrier. This also includes the goal 
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of stopping the flow of Afghan refugees into Pakistan. However, the rationale aiming to achieve the 

ability to control the illicit flow of goods (smuggling) and transform much informal activity into the 

formal sector needs to be put into perspective. One of the major challenges in this context is the high 

levels of corruption which will undermine efforts to control the smuggling sector. As such, the goal 

to initiate a process which Callahan (2018, p. 473) describes as the ‘recalibrating of governmentality 

of flows’ remains a pipedream. 

 

Gavrilis (2008) argues that the border management strategy of a country reflects its state-building 

strategy; Pakistan’s Afghan Border fencing project is an example of this rationale. More concretely, 

the way in which the fencing is implemented follows the ways in which the Pakistani state was itself 

created - namely through the occupation and annexation of foreign territories such as Baluchistan and 

large parts of the independent principle state of Jammu and Kashmir. Also the fact that any kind of 

criticism on the border fence project is being suppressed – for example the protests from Pashtun 

peoples, especially those organised by the PTM – reveals Pakistan’s political culture and the 

behaviour by the central leadership. 

 

The fence has severely negative consequences for Pashtun communities, including unprecedented, 

disproportionate and discriminatory restrictions on their movements within border regions on both 

sides of the Durand Line. Other violations of the Pashtuns’ fundamental rights, including the right to 

work, to food, to medical care, to education and to an adequate standard of living, are also to be 

assessed. These are severe violations of both international human rights and international 

humanitarian law. This will lead to more grievances among peoples living in border areas leading to 

more violence - which will likely be met by even harsher responses from Pakistani authorities. 

 

To sum up, the border fencing project undoubtedly has a high human cost. It is leading to restrictions 

on movement, the destruction and seizure of land, and to a general suffering by the Pashtun people. 

Instead of constituting a (positive) ‘paradigm change’ and ‘an epoch shift’ (Siddique, 2017, November 

8) in the Afghan-Pakistan ties and in the region at large, it seems that the border fortification is but an 

‘institutionalized divider’ (Kaura, 2019, November 19) which further entrenches existing cleavages. 

As pointed out, Pakistan sees the border dispute as settled39 and every challenge to it is interpreted as 

 
39 In an interview, Major General Shaukat Sultan, then Pakistani presidential spokesman stated: "These two countries are 

existing side by side since 1947. There is no Durand Line - it is finished. As far as we are concerned, it is a story of the 

past. There is just the Pakistan-Afghanistan border.” (Swanson, 2003, October 30) 
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a threat to the country’s national security (Akbari, 2019, June 7). This will be instrumentalised by 

Islamabad as a justification to intervene into the domestic affairs of Afghanistan, particularly so as to 

penetrate the intra-Afghan dialogue. Moreover, from an international comparative perspective there 

are several hints that a coercively established border is leading to more violence. Here, one can argue 

that the Afghan-Pakistan border increases the level and intensity of armed conflict in the border 

region. Having said this, there is the urgent need that the international community, especially those 

committed to support the future development of Afghanistan, pays more attention to Pakistan’s 

fencing project and makes sure that the country pays full respect to international law vis-à-vis 

Afghanistan as well as the human and political rights of affected peoples.  
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