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Abstract 
This thesis aims to understand why Pakistan is not on the US State Departement's list of 

state sponsors of terrorism. This has been done via a theoretical case study that makes 

use of the US code to identify what makes a country qualify for the State Department's 

list. It also makes use of defensive realism to understand and see if any other factors 

could explain why Pakistan is not on the list. These theoretical frameworks have been 

applied to how the situation looks like in Pakistan and how the US has responded. After 

the framework has been applied this thesis draws the conclusions that Pakistan qualifies 

for the list but according to defensive realism the US has acted rationally when they 

have decided not to put Pakistan on the list. By adopting moderate strategies towards 

Pakistan, the US can avoid problematic situations and conflicts that could arise if 

Pakistan were to be appointed. This is especially important since Pakistan is located in a 

region with high tensions. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background 

Since 1979 the US department of state has annually published its list consisting of states 

that they consider are state sponsors of terrorism. During the years that have passed 

since 1979 different countries been put up on the list, but most of them have been 

removed since the first publishing of the list. Today the list consists of four countries 

(US Departement of State, u.d.). For a country to end up on this list the Secretary of 

State has to provide proof and decide that the country that he/she want do designate as a 

State sponsor of terrorism has repeatedly provided support for terrorist groups and 

terrorist actions (US Departement of State - Bureau of Counterterrorism, 2019). 

 

In 2008 terrorists attacked one of India's biggest cities, Mumbai. 166 persons were 

killed in the attack. It was later clarified that the Pakistani based terrorist group Lashkar-

e-Taiba was responsible for the attack. Information that later on was received was 

somewhat disturbing. When US officials arrested David Coleman Headley, a former 

informant for the US Drug Enforcement Administration, as one of the members of the 

team that had planned the attack, new information about how the planning of the attack 

took place surfaced. During the investigation of Headley and during his testimony, 

evidence that the terrorist attack and Headley himself had close connections to the 

Pakistani government and more specifically the Pakistani intelligence agency (ISI) was 

put forward (Rotella, 2013). When having this information, one could assume that 

Pakistan is one of the countries on the list of state sponsors of terrorism. But in fact, this 

is not the case. Instead, the countries designated as state sponsors of terrorism are Syria, 

Iran, Sudan and North Korea (US Departement of State - Bureau of Counterterrorism, 

2019). So how come Pakistan is not on the list? 

 

This thesis will not mainly focus on the countries on the list but instead focus on why 

one country is not on it, Pakistan. The relationship between the US and Pakistan has for 

many years been a problematic relationship. In 2001 after the attacks on the World 

Trade Centers, Pakistan allied with the US in its war on terror. During the years that 

followed the relationship between the countries was extremely tense. Statements from 

both the Pakistani and the US government showed that none of them truly trusted the 

other in its intentions. The US has in multiple cases accused the Pakistani government 
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of involvement in terrorist attacks around the world and being involved in 

assassinations. 

 

The ultimate mistrust for the Pakistani government by the US was shown in 2011. Since 

1998, Usama bin Laden had been the absolute top priority for the US to track down. In 

2011 the CIA managed to locate the leader of al Qaeda to a town not far from the capital 

of Pakistan, which also is the town that houses the greatest army academy in the country 

and is also the base for more than one army regiment. As soon as the information about 

the location of bin Laden reached President Obama, he decided to keep the Pakistani 

government out of it. According to the US, the Pakistanis could not be trusted to not tip 

off bin Laden or people near him. (Riedel B. O., 2012, s. xi).  

 

1.2 Relevance 

This thesis focus on investigating why the country of Pakistan is not on the US 

Department of States list of states that are sponsors of terrorism when there are clear 

indications that, if not the whole government but at least parts of it, there has been some 

corporation between terrorist organizations and Pakistani officials. This has especially 

been the case with Pakistan's Inter-Services Intelligence directorate (ISI). ISI has been 

on multiple occasions been accused of contributing to terrorist acts. Information has, for 

example, showed that ISI was behind the terrorist attacks in Mumbai in 2008 that killed 

over 160 persons including six Americans (Riedel B. O., 2012, s. xii). 

 

So even though there are clear indications on that Pakistani government is involved in 

terrorism the country has never been on the list. Instead of putting Pakistan on the list of 

state sponsors of terrorism, Pakistan is mentioned when the state department presents 

regions of the world that are safe havens for terrorists. The state department states that 

the government is not doing enough to prevent terrorist groups from being active within 

the country (US Departement of State - Bureau of Counterterrorism, 2019, s. 223). This 

leaves us with the question of where exactly the US draws the line when it comes to 

state sponsors of terrorism. 

 

Another thing that makes Pakistan extra relevant to look into is, as briefly previously 

mentioned, that the leader and founder of al Qaeda, Usama bin Laden, was found and 

killed by US troops in the Pakistani town Abbottabad. It has been heavily questioned 
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that the Pakistanis had no idea that the most wanted man on earth lived just a bit outside 

of the capital and very close to the biggest military academy in the country. Even the 

Pakistani citizens themselves have been critical to that their own government had no 

clue that the most wanted man on the planet lived in their country (Riedel B. O., 2012, 

s. xii). 

 

This shows how relevant this topic is to look into. Even if there has been clear credible 

intelligence showing that Pakistani officials have colluded with terrorist organizations, 

the country has not been placed on the list. In many ways, this seems strange. And if 

Pakistan were to be listed as a state sponsor of terrorism, not only would they suffer 

greatly from the sanctions by the US, but they would probably be the target from 

sanctions from either the UN or the EU, or both. Is it something that can explain why 

the US keeps Pakistan off the list?  

 

1.3 Research questions 

This thesis main objective is to understand why Pakistan is not on and never has been in 

the list of state sponsors of terrorism even though there is much information that 

suggests that highly ranked Pakistani officials have been involved with terrorist groups. 

The two questions that will be used to answer this are: 

How could the criteria be applied to Pakistan? 

What factors could explain that the US keeps Pakistan off the list? 

 

1.4 Structure 

This paper will be divided into seven different parts. In the first one, an introduction to 

the subject that the thesis will be focused around will be presented here. In this part why 

this topic is relevant to look into and the research question that the thesis will answer is 

also presented here. In the second part, the theoretical framework is presented. The 

theoretical framework that will be used is the theory of defensive realism but also the 

"criteria" from the US code that are being used to classify if a state is a sponsor of 

terrorism or not. The third part will be discussing already existing literature and research 

within the field that is relevant for this thesis. In the fourth chapter, the methodological 

framework is clarified. Here it is clarified how the thesis will be done. It will be done 

via a qualitative desk study with a deductive approach. The fifth part will present the 

findings that have been done within this subject which lays as the foundation for 
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upcoming parts. In the sixth part, the findings presented in the previous part will be 

analyzed. In this part, the theory of defensive realism will be applied to the case and the 

research questions will be answered. In the seventh and concluding part, a conclusion 

on what has been find and analyzed in previous chapters will be drawn. Also how this 

paper can lead to further investigations. 

 

2 Theoretical framework and analytical framework 
To fulfill the thesis purpose and answer the research questions that have been put 

forward, the relationship between Pakistan and the USA and Pakistan's role on the US 

state departments list of state sponsors of terrorism two different forms of frameworks 

will be used. They will be used independent of each other and will aim to answer 

different parts of the thesis. To understand if the criteria set up by the US state 

department for the list of state sponsors of terrorism comply with Pakistan, Pakistan will 

be evaluated according to these criteria. The criteria will be used descriptively to 

understand if Pakistan fulfills the matching criteria or not. To see if there are any other 

insensitive for keeping Pakistan off the list, the relationship between Pakistan and the 

USA will be analyzed with a more in-depth approach to the relationship that will be 

used. To accomplish this the relationship will be analyzed from a defensive realist 

approach and it will explain why the US could have insensitive for keeping Pakistan out 

of the list. The defensive realist approach will fit into this analysis since it emphasizes 

the importance of that if one country becomes too aggressive the aggressor will be 

counterbalanced by the country that is under "attack", and therefore more defensive and 

moderate policies are preferable to acquire as much security as possible (Mearsheimer, 

2013). By using both these frameworks, the criteria, and analysis through the defensive 

realist approach, a complete understanding of the relationship between the state 

sponsors of terrorism list and Pakistan will hopefully come forward. 

 

2.1 Defensive Realism 

Since this thesis not only aims to answer the question how the criteria that a country has 

to fulfill to be placed on the list of state sponsors of terrorism applies to Pakistan but 

also if there could be any other incentives for the US to keep Pakistan of the list, a 

theory will be used to examine this. The theory that will be used to conduct this research 

is defensive realism. Defensive realism derives from classic realism and is built around 
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the same fundamental principle, that the international system is anarchic and that states 

seek power. After these ground rules have been set up within realism, classical realism 

and structural realism (the subcategory of realism that defensive realism places in) parts 

away from each other. Whilst classic realism argues that the quest for power is in the 

human nature, structural realist instead argues that it is because of how the system is set 

up that forces countries to seek power. No country can ever be sure that they will not be 

attacked by another and therefore every country has to gain enough power (military and 

economic) so that no other country dares to attack (Mearsheimer, 2013, ss. 77-78). After 

this assumption that it is the anarchic system that drives states to seek power, once again 

there is a divide within the realist theory. Here it divides into defensive- and offensive 

realism (also known as structural realism).  

 

Structural realism is based, as mentioned above, around the assumption that the 

international arena is anarchic, and that all actors in some way seek power. Countries 

seek power for a variety of different reasons, and when these reasons are combined one 

can get a greater understanding of it. In the world of realism, the biggest powers are 

they are the main actors. Because they operate in an anarchic system no higher power 

than themselves will be able to help them, therefore countries operate within a "self-

help" system. Realists also argue that every state has enough military capability to 

inflict harm on another country, of course, the military capability and the amount of 

harm that one country can inflict on another varies heavily between the different 

countries. Since the system is anarchic and that every state possesses some form of 

military capability, realists argue that no state can be a hundred percent certain of other 

states' intentions. One state can be an ally today but an enemy tomorrow. A state can 

never know if another state is satisfied with the distribution of power or if the state 

wants to change it, that's why states always have to be on alert towards each other. 

Every state ultimate goal is survival which contributes to the uncertainty towards one 

another. States will do everything in their power to keep their status as a state. Another 

aspect of structural realism is that these scholars mean that every state is rational. They 

will come up with the most rational strategy to fulfill their interest in survival. However, 

realist clarifies that states can make non-rational decisions, but that is due to that one 

state cannot know the intentions of another state, mistakes will happen. By combining 

all these factors, one can get an understanding of why states seek power. They seek it so 
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no other actor within the anarchic international arena dares to attack them  

(Mearsheimer, 2013, ss. 79-80). 

 

These previously mentioned statements are agreed upon by both defensive and 

offensive realists. But after this, there is a division between the realist schools. They do 

not agree with each other on how much power a state shall seek and not on how they 

shall achieve this power. Since this thesis will use the defensive approach to realism the 

other form of structural realism, offensive realism, will not be discussed in further 

depth. 

 

One of the persons that is mostly connected with defensive realism is one of the 

founding fathers of structural realism. Kenneth Waltz argues that states' primary goal is 

not to absolute maximize their power. By gaining too much power, the chance is that it 

backfires on itself. Waltz together with defensive realist colleges suggests that if a state 

gains too much power, balancing will occur. By this, they mean that the state subjected 

to the power of one state will form alliances that will backlash on the state that is 

seeking to maximize its power. Weaker countries will counter the upcoming threat from 

one nation by either joining forces with other countries that are in the same position as 

themselves, which would lead to a more secure environment for themselves but also for 

the other countries that are in the same position. Or sometimes they choose to become 

an ally to the country that is threatening them so that the “threat” is no longer a threat 

but a friend. To exemplify this an example of Nazi Germany is put forward. Nazi 

Germany tried to conquer all of Europe and maximize its own power which in the end 

resulted in an alliance being formed by other countries which led to the destruction of 

the Nazi regime. Instead of primarily focusing on the power aspect and trying to 

maximize it, states instead have their focus on maintaining their position in the system 

and maximizing their security. Going to war and building up your military to the max is 

not the right way to maximize a state's security and keeping their existing role, the 

status quo, in the system, and therefore other methods shall primarily be used 

(Mearsheimer, 2013, ss. 80-81).  

 

Defensive realists argue that the anarchic system urges the states to adopt defensive 

strategies to maximize security. If states instead of adopting more defensive strategies, 

take a more offensive, power maximizing approach towards each other, the tragedy of 
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the security-dilemma could lead to open conflict. The security dilemma is the dilemma 

if one country seeks to gain to much more power, the power has to be acquired from 

somewhere, or rather someone. For one state to become more secure, another state has 

to become less secure. With the wrong strategies, this will start a bad spiral which will 

lead to hostilities and conflict between countries that really do not seek it. Defensive 

realist argues that both states "would be satisfied with mutual security". To establish this 

mutual security and making sure that the security-dilemma does not spiral away into a 

conflict, countries could implement defensive and moderate strategies towards each 

other. By increasing the cooperation and making sure that the cost for both states are 

heavy if the drift away from each other, none of the states will gain any security if the 

try to take it by offensive strategies. Rivals can gain much more security by actually 

working together and by using rational defensive strategies policies instead of 

implementing policies that could be seen as hostile and aggressive, such as building up 

their military and trying to seek territorial expansion (Lobell, 2010, s. 6660). 

 

In Shiping Tang's book "A theory of security strategy of our time – Defensive realism" 

the author emphasizes the importance of, as also previously mentioned, moderate 

strategies towards each other to achieve security. Defensive realists reject the notion 

that states are aggressive and threatening by nature and also that anarchy forces and 

drives states to become aggressive. Since this is the case, states have a common interest 

in avoiding open conflict and arms race. Instead of going to war with each other, states 

in a defensive realist "world", relies on cooperation and on more moderate strategies to 

achieve the maximum security that they all strive for (Tang, 2010). 

 

It is important to emphasize that defensive realist somewhat agrees with their realism 

colleagues, the offensive realism ones, that expansion sometimes can be good, but they 

argue that the conditions for a territorial expansion or more "aggressive" strategies are 

rare and there are just some few special conditions that favor this form of strategy. 

Defensive realist instead argues that more aggressive strategies and military intervention 

almost never favors the "attacking" force but instead favors the "defender". This is 

especially true to countries that natural built defensive attributes due to the geography 

within its borders. This attribute leads a country to seek more long-term prosperity at 

the same time as it halters other countries to attack due to the hard terrain, which then 

also leads to that the attacking country favors the more long-term prosperity with the 
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country since it would be costly to use more aggressive strategies. This is why defensive 

realist favors more long-term prosperity e.g. economic prosperity, than short-term 

military interventions (Taliaferro, 2000-2001).  

 

According to Steve Lobell, Chris Layne, who is an defensive realist, argues that because 

of US’s aggressive foreign policies and that they try to seek hegemony in regions 

outside their own, it could heavily provoke states in the region, and make them 

counterbalance the US and it will also encourage foreign terrorist groups to target the 

US. This will lead to a decline in US security, but they will also lose their leading 

position in the international arena. To maximize their security, the US shall instead 

choose their battles more carefully and counterbalance the countries that they feel 

threatened by (Lobell, 2010, s. 6664). 

 

2.2 US State Department’s list of state sponsors of terrorism 

For a country to be put up on the list of state sponsors of terrorism the Secretary of State 

has to show that a country repeatedly has provided support in different forms for 

international terrorism, if he/she does so, the country shall be put on the list. When a 

country is designated as a state sponsor of terrorism, heavily sanctions will kick in. For 

instance, these sanctions include restrictions on US foreign assistance and ban on 

defensive exports and sales (US Departement of State - Bureau of Counterterrorism, 

u.d.). Every year the US Secretary of State and its department are required to report to 

the House of Representatives and the Senate about the ongoing terrorist situation in the 

different countries around the world. In these reports that are being published the State 

Department is required not only to report on terrorist attacks that took place within a 

certain country but also on how the different state is working to prevent terrorism or if 

they are providing support for terrorist groups. In the US code title 22 Chapter 38 

§2656f section (a)(2) this is clarified. Here it describes what the US state department 

shall provide in its yearly report. It states that: "…any terrorist group known to be 

financed by countries…. "shall be reported in the report. Amongst many other things 

that are stated within this paragraph of title 22, some parts are specifically important and 

interesting for this thesis goal. One of these is section (b) (1)-(3). The section states:   

 

b PROVISIONS TO BE INCLUDED IN REPORT The report required under subsection (a) 

should to the extent feasible include (but not be limited to)— 
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1) with respect to subsection (a)(1)(A)— 

A) a review of major counterterrorism efforts undertaken by countries which are 

the subject of such report, including, as appropriate, steps taken in 

international fora; 

B) the response of the judicial system of each country which is the subject of 

such report with respect to matters relating to terrorism affecting American 

citizens or facilities, or which have, in the opinion of the Secretary, a 

significant impact on United States counterterrorism efforts, including 

responses to extradition requests; and 

C) significant support, if any, for international terrorism by each country which 

is the subject of such report, including (but not limited to)— 

(i) political and financial support; 

(ii) diplomatic support through diplomatic recognition and use of the 

diplomatic pouch; 

(iii) providing sanctuary to terrorists or terrorist groups; 

(iv) providing weapons of mass destruction, or assistance in obtaining or 

developing such weapons, to terrorists or terrorist groups;  

(v) the positions (including voting records) on matters relating 

to terrorism in the General Assembly of the United Nations and other 

international bodies and fora of each country which is the subject of such 

report; 

2) with respect to subsection (a)(1)(B)— 

A) the extent of knowledge by the government of the country with respect to 

terrorist activities in the territory of the country; and 

B) the actions by the country— 

(i) to eliminate each terrorist sanctuary in the territory of the country; 

(ii) to cooperate with United States antiterrorism efforts; and 

(iii) to prevent the proliferation of and trafficking in weapons of mass 

destruction in and through the territory of the country; 

3) with respect to subsection (a)(2), any— 

A) significant financial support provided by foreign governments to those 

groups directly, or provided in support of their activities; 

B) provisions of significant military or paramilitary training or transfer of 

weapons by foreign governments to those groups; 
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C) efforts by those groups to obtain or develop weapons of mass destruction; 

D) provision of diplomatic recognition or privileges by foreign governments to 

those groups; 

E) provision by foreign governments of sanctuary from prosecution to these 

groups or their members responsible for the commission, attempt, or 

planning of an act of international terrorism; and 

F) efforts by the United States to eliminate international financial support 

provided to those groups directly or provided in support of their activities; 

(House of Representatives, u.d.) 

Since there are no exact criteria for a state to fulfill to end up on the list of state 

sponsors of terrorism, one has to look beyond the list and see the underlying structure 

that builds it up. This is where the previous mentioned paragraph from the US code 

comes in handy. By analyzing Pakistan through parts of the paragraph a greater 

understanding if Pakistan should be put on the list or not will be reached. 

 

3 Literature review 
In this chapter previous research and literature that is already out, there will be 

presented. This will be done so that an understanding of what has been written can 

emerge. The more crucial part that will be clear after this section is that there is a clear 

gap of conducted research within this thesis exact field. Even though there is a lot 

written about both defensive realism and terrorism in relation to Pakistan, there is a gap 

that needs to be filled to answer this thesis research questions. The first part of this 

chapter will be focused on the USA and defensive realism, and the second part will put 

forward examples of how there is research focusing on terrorism in Pakistan, but also 

how it does not fill the gap that this thesis is trying to fill. Instead of bringing up several 

examples of what has been written about terrorism in Pakistan and the Pakistani's 

alleged involvement with terrorist organizations in this section, these findings will 

instead be used in a later chapter as a tool to evaluate if Pakistan should be placed on the 

list of state sponsors of terrorism. 

 

3.1 The USA and defensive realism 

There have been several articles posted and texts written about how defensive realism 

can be applied to the international arena and what implications it has on certain 
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situations and conflicts. When it comes to the US and how their foreign policy could be 

related to the defensive realist approach not as much has been said or written. The 

articles written about this are more concentrated on how countries that have been 

affected by the US foreign policies have handled that situation and how they have 

responded. These responses can find similarities to defensive realism. How this has 

taken form and what has been said about this will be presented below. 

 

In the article "The US Invasion of Iraq: Marxist and Defensive Realist Perspective" the 

author, Benjamin Blackstone, examines the 2003 US invasion of Iraq which came as 

result of the "new" war on terror which was launched after 9/11 and how this invasion 

and the doctrine of the Bush administration can be explained through a defensive realist 

perspective but also a Marxist one. Blackstone uses the notion of "preemptive strike" to 

explain why the Bush administration chose to invade Iraq. The concept of preemptive 

strike is something that the presidents cabinet used as a way to legitimize and prove for 

the public that this invasion was necessary. The author argues that the Bush 

administration's choice to use this strategy can somewhat be understood via a defensive 

realist approach. First of all, since we live in a world of anarchy and "self-help" the US 

could not call a "world police" to help them with the problem that they thought they had 

with Iraq, they instead had to take matters into their own hand. Secondly, by attacking 

Iraq with military forces, they could eliminate, as they saw it, a threat to their national 

security and restore it to where it was before 9/11. Since maximized security is the 

primary goal according to defensive realists, this strategy follows that path. An 

additional thing that the author of the text brings up, is how the concept of balancing of 

threat may have played a role in how the outcome of the US strategy looked like. 

According to the Bush administration, some countries in the Middle East became an 

ally to the al Qaeda, which during this time was the number one enemy of the US but 

also the organization responsible for the 9/11 attacks. The countries in the Middle East 

that allied themselves with the terrorist organization did so due to their own concern of 

security. By allying themselves with al Qaeda they hoped to spare themselves from 

being attacked by the organization. This explains how the countries in the Middle East 

acted but also why Iraq was the target for the US invasion. 

 

Blackstone also emphasizes the role in the international arena that the US had reached 

in the early 2000s as a contributor to the invasion. Since the end of the cold war, there 
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had only been one major power in the world, the US. After 9/11 when the Bush cabinet 

started to fear Iraq they had to invade Iraq to keep its absolute dominant role in the 

world. Every threat to the American economy or its political power and influence over 

countries around the world was a direct threat to national security and the country's role 

in the world (Blackstone, 2016). 

 

Benjamin Miller, another researcher that has researched within this field, argues that 

when 9/11 happened the US foreign policy changed dramatically. During the George 

Bush election campaign and during his first months in office in 2000 and 2001 the 

grand strategy for him and his cabinet had been very closely linked to the defensive 

realist approach. The Bush administration had not, at least not publicly, expressed much 

that could be linked to a more offensive approach. They criticized how the Clinton 

administration in some cases had used the military in combat, and using the armed 

forces to support regime changes and democracy promotion in other countries. Even 

though the Bush administration criticized some parts of Clinton's policies the soon to be 

vice president openly supported how Clintons containment policy towards Iraq was 

designed and said that the US shall not play the world police and not intervene in 

countries to force a regime change in those parts of the world. When the planes hit the 

World Trade Center on 9/11 the strategy which could be associated with defensive 

realism were quickly replaced by a more offensive and an attack orientated one to 

counter the perceived threat that the US was facing from both terrorist organizations but 

also some countries in the Middle East (Miller , 2010, ss. 52-54).  

 

In Michael Cox and Doug Stokes book "US Foreign policy" they discuss that an 

example of how defensive realism has taken its form, especially after 9/11, has in some 

ways made the role of world hegemon, the role that the US possesses and has done so 

for decades, harder for them to control and keep. After 9/11 when the US went on an 

attack in many places all over the world to fight terrorism, countries started to feel 

threatened by the risen threat and presence of American troops and interest in many 

parts of the globe. Some would argue that a consequence of this was and is that 

countries started counterbalancing the US, which is a fundamental principle of 

defensive realism. Sections of the book emphasize that the counterbalancing might not 

have taken the more traditional form of balancing, which includes more direct 

maneuvers and military alliances, but instead taken a more soft route. This soft route is 
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more focused on underarming and delaying the US military polices via other channels 

such as diplomacy and oppose US purposes. The "negative" vote, from a US 

perspective, in the UN security council when the US proposed an intervention in Iraq in 

2003, were several members of the council opposed it which resulted in that the US 

invasion would not be authorized by the UN, could be seen as a start of how other 

countries started counterbalancing the US power. The vote did not lead to that the US 

backed out of the invasion, but it made it much harder and more costly (Cox & Stokes, 

2018, ss. 11-12) 

 

3.2 Pakistan and state sponsoring of terrorism 

When it comes to Pakistan and terrorism, a lot has been written. The most obvious 

reason for this is that al Qaeda and Usama bin Laden himself was highly active within 

the country and bin Laden was hunted down and killed in one of Pakistans biggest 

cities. Even though there are huge numbers of articles and chapters of books that are 

focusing on Pakistan, the Pakistani government, terrorist organizations operating from 

and within the country, and also the ties that connect the Pakistani government and 

terrorist organizations and terrorist leaders in the country there is not much written 

about if P. What not has been thoroughly written about though is how all this 

information that is out there, regarding the linkages between the Pakistani government 

and terrorist organizations, relates to the state sponsors of terrorism list set up by the US 

state department and why they are not on the list. There are a number of books and both 

news- and academic articles that bring up how terrorism has been flourishing in 

Pakistan but not on this specific topic. 

 

An example of this is how Bruce Riedell in his article "Pakistan and Terror: The Eye of 

the Storm" states that Pakistan is both one of the biggest victims of terrorism but at the 

same time they are also major state sponsor of terrorism itself and how they have used 

terrorism to secure their own national interest. Riedell means that the state sponsoring 

of terrorism by the Pakistani government goes back to the 1980s when the government 

sponsored the Afghan Taliban to fight the war against the Soviet Union and provided 

safe havens for the Taliban groups on Pakistani soil. The close links between the 

government and different Taliban groups and other terror organizations have since then 

been upheld (Riedel B. , 2008, ss. 32-33).  
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Other scholars and authors of literature related to this field are on the same track. The 

close linkages between the Pakistani government and different Taliban and terrorist 

organizations that are both active in Pakistan and active outside there territory are 

something that almost all literature brings forward.  

 

4 Methodological framework 
To be able to conduct the research necessary so that the goal of this thesis will be 

achieved a qualitative text analysis desk study will be done. Qualitative research is 

almost the opposite of another method, quantitative research. Where quantitative 

research focuses on numbers and frequencies, qualitative research instead focusses on 

the language that is being used to present data. Qualitative research is done by searching 

and reading through already existing texts, such as journal articles, news articles, 

official statements, reports, etc. By collecting the different data that is already out there 

and analyzing what is actually being said in these texts, one can identify the parts that 

are relevant for this thesis so that they, later on, can be analyzed further in the thesis 

(Esaiasson, Gilljam, Oscarsson, Towns, & Wängnerud, 2017, s. 211).    

The form of research approach is the most suitable for this type of thesis due to that this 

thesis will focus on the USA's approach to Pakistan and if any underlying factors keep 

Pakistan off the list of state sponsors of terrorism. To conduct this research, one first has 

to look into how the US designate a country to the list. Later on, one has to see how 

these conditions correspond to what actually has happened in Pakistan and if they 

correspond to them in a" positive" or" negative" way. For this to be possible one has to 

look into events that have taken place, which has been reported about in newspapers or 

reports, but also how experts and politicians in the USA have responded to this and how 

they have expressed themselves about these events. This is why the qualitative approach 

is most suitable due to that one will be able to lift out the relevant parts from the 

different already existing texts. 

 

Since this thesis also will make use of realist theory to try to answer if there are any 

underlying incentives that could explain why Pakistan is not designated as a state 

sponsor of terrorism by the US, the previously mentioned theory will be used here as 

well. By identifying the relevant parts of this theory and applying them to the case of 

US-Pakistan relations this question can be answered. 
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In addition of being a qualitative text analysis, this thesis will also take an abductive 

approach to the problem that is being analyzed. An abductive approach means that one 

takes use of the information that one has at hand to try to find one explanation to the 

question that one is trying to answer. By taking use of the information that exists, and 

by creating and understanding of the context that that surrounds the situation that the 

question is located within in, one will reach the answer that seems to be the most likely. 

By using the abductive approach it does not mean that one will reach the only 

explanation and there might be other factors that also could explain the same question, 

but it will reach the most likely answer with respect to the information that one has at 

hand (Bryman, 2016).   

 

Adding to this, it will also be a case study. A case study is a design that involves 

thoroughly analyzing a specific “case” (Bryman, 2016, s. 688). In this thesis, the case 

will be the US relationship towards Pakistan and the US state departments list of state 

sponsors of terrorism. To do a case study on this relationship and the list is crucial to 

fulfill this thesis goal but it is also interesting to look into how this relationship looks 

like from a US perspective, how the list works, why some countries are on it and others 

not, and also what it means for a country when it is designated as state sponsors of 

terrorism by the US state department. 

 

When a country ends up on this list it becomes heavily sanctioned by the US (US 

Departement of State - Bureau of Counterterrorism, u.d.). Another implication that has 

seem to come as a result of countries being put on the list is that the EU and the UN 

have in some cases followed their lead. An example of this is that Sudan was added to 

the list of state sponsors of terrorism in 1993 and was therefore sanctioned by the US 

(US Departement of State - Bureau of Counterterrorism, 2014). In the following year, 

both the European Union and the United Nations adopted their own sanctions towards 

the country (Estonian Presidency of the Council of the EU, 2019). Iraq is another 

example of this. In 1990 Iraq was added to the list of state sponsors of terrorism 

(Hufbauer, Schott, & Oegg, 2001). The same year the UN also adopted its own 

sanctions. In 2003 almost all of the UN sanctions were taken away, and in the following 

year, Iraq was removed from the list of state sponsors of terrorism by the US. (Estonian 

Presidency of the Council of the EU, 2019; US Departement of State - Bureau of 

Counterterrorism, 2005). 
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In this thesis, different types of sources will be used. To answer the first question that 

thesis asks, How could the criteria be applied to Pakistan?”, the sources that will be 

used will primarily be official US documents, such as the US code, but also official 

reports and newspaper articles that reports on specific incidents that have taken place 

concerning acts of terrorism related to Pakistan. For the other question that this thesis 

asks, the approach will be similar to the first question but instead of basing the answer 

around the "criteria" it will instead be based around the theory of defensive realism.   

 

The reliability of the sources and its impartiality is of course always something that has 

to be taken into consideration when working with questions like this. Since this thesis 

will be focused on how the US is choosing to classify Pakistan many sources will be 

collected from official US sources, therefore one has to assume that they by no chance 

are impartial when it is discussing Pakistan. But in this case, this is not something that is 

considered a drawback and that these sources not can be used, as it might have been in 

the thesis tried to answer something else. The articles/reports collected from US sources 

will provide the necessary data to be able to analyze this relationship from a US 

perspective. Thus, the partiality of these texts will not be a negative thing. It can not be 

said the same about news articles that later might be used. News articles often have 

some own agenda that might disrupt the "actual facts" from being presented. Therefore 

this is something that one has to look out for and avoid using articles that clearly take a 

stand to one side or the other if that is not something that one is looking for. In this case, 

this will relatively easily be eliminated due to the fact that the articles will be used will 

be articles describing major events, but some information that will be used has not been 

confirmed by all parts, but there are many sources and information from different ones 

that shows that it was a fact. 

 

When conducting this research it will have some delimitations. The most obvious and 

the biggest one is that I will be limited to sources in either English or Swedish. This 

could lead to some partiality due to that I will not be able to access all Pakistani media 

which will lead to that I will miss out on how they have reported on certain situations 

that have occurred. Even though I will miss out on this, it will not damage this thesis 

credibility due to the fact that this work is more focused on how the relationship is with 

Pakistan from a US perspective and not vice-versa. 



  
 

17 

 

This thesis will also be limited to only analyze the relationship between the USA and 

Pakistan and not focus on any of the countries that are already on the list of state 

sponsors of terrorism. This might lead to a greater understanding of why some countries 

end up on it, but this is not something that this thesis will take into consideration. The 

thesis will also mainly be focused on the post 9/11 era. This due to that almost the entire 

international arena took a new direction and terrorism became one of the absolute 

"hottest" topics in international relations and the US launched its war on terror. Even if 

the most focus will be put on the time after 9/11, some information will date back 

before that event, but that will mostly be used to get a clearer understanding of the 

problem and understand where certain things originate from. 

 

5 Research Results and Analysis 
In previous chapters, the foundation for this chapter has been presented. In this chapter, 

the situation in Pakistan concerning terrorism will be presented in a more detailed way. 

And the Pakistani situation regarding terrorism will be evaluated with the framework 

previously presented that is set up by the US code to see if the situation in Pakistan 

fulfills the "criteria" that should put Pakistan on the list of state sponsors of terrorism. 

Other factors that could explain why the US has kept Pakistan of this list will also be 

evaluated here with the help of defensive realism. 

 

5.1 Pakistan and the list of state sponsors of terrorism 

 

As mentioned in a previous chapter, for a country to end up on the list, the secretary of 

state has to present that a government of a country has provided continuous support for 

terrorism. The information necessary for the secretary of state to a point a country or not 

should be found in the state departments annual country reports on terrorism that they 

are obligated to present every year. In the report, they have to present certain things 

which could be seen as the criteria for if a country shall be appointed or not and which 

also shows us what the secretary of state uses as a guideline in appointing countries. 

First of all, it is important to point out that Pakistan has never been appointed to list 

since its first publishment in 1979. To actually be able to evaluate if Pakistan 

technically should be appointed to the list one has to take parts out of the US code that 
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builds up the criteria, and apply them to the situation in Pakistan. When taking a deeper 

look into the US code title 22 Chapter 38 §2656f section (b) (1)-(3) one can quite easily 

identify which parts are relevant for a country to fulfill to be one of the countries on the 

list. One additional thing that is important to understand about this the appointing of 

countries to the list is that it does not state that a country must have provided support for 

terrorism during the, for example, last year, there is no limited timespan on it (US 

Departement of State - Bureau of Counterterrorism, 2019).  

 

The criteria in US code title 22 Chapter 38 §2656f section (b) (1)-(3) that the state 

department has to relate to evaluating if a country possibly could be classified as a state 

sponsor of terrorism, basically takes up if one government has helped a terrorist 

organization in any way. It can be financially, or with weapons, providing sanctuary and 

also how aware the government is of the terrorist organizations activities.  

 

For a long time, there has been information pointing in the direction that parts of the 

Pakistani government and Taliban and terrorist organizations both within the country 

but also outside its borders have had close connections with each other. Even though 

there is reliable information pointing in this direction it is important to notice that it 

might not be all parts of the government that are involved in these forms of activities. 

Even if this is the case, there is one big part of the government that is involved in 

supporting and training these groups, the Pakistani intelligence agency or as they are 

better known ISI. ISI has for a very long time been connected with the militant 

movement in both Pakistan and in Afghanistan. The close ties between the government 

and these groups probably date back to at least the 1970s, but especially took form 

during the Soviets invasion of Afghanistan when Afghan refugees sought safety and 

fled over the border to Pakistan. This was something that the Mujahedins took 

advantage of and Pakistan became a safe base for the Taliban operations in Afghanistan. 

This is not something that the Pakistanis opposed to and they let the Mujahidin 

movement go on with their operations both in Afghanistan and in their own country. 

What is important to point out is that a lot of money, equipment, and training that the 

US used to sponsor the Mujahedins in its war against communism and the Soviet Union 

was channeled through the government of Pakistan which later were transferred to the 

Mujahidin's. 
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Since the US did not supervise were their money went Pakistan made sure that some of 

the money ended up in the hands where they thought that they would benefit from it the 

most. After a while, the Taliban were the ones that became the target of Pakistani 

sponsorship. Both ISI and the Pakistani army realized how important good relations 

with the Taliban and a Taliban ruled Afghanistan was for them. If Pakistan had good 

relations with Afghanistan and also could be able to influence the country's directions 

they did need to be worried about how the future of this relationship would look like 

and they would know that Afghanistan would not be a threat to them. They could 

instead focus on their other neighbors to the east, which they, as same as it is today, did 

not have good relations with, India, and especially the Kashmir region. Pakistan could 

then focus on placing the majority of its military troops on the eastern border with India 

to make sure that they would quickly be able to take action if it was necessary for the 

Kashmir region. The Taliban's also made sure that new trade routes opened up for 

Pakistan that before had not been possible, which laid the foundation for feature 

cooperation between the two parties (Human Rights Watch, 2001). 

 

Around the time of the new millennium, several terrorist plots carried out by al Qaeda 

were either completed successfully or reviled by counterterrorist agencies before they 

were able to be executed. Two of these plots have been linked to ISI. In early December 

of 1999, the Jordanian intelligence agency intercepted calls between a highly ranked al 

Qaeda member in Pakistan and a terrorist cell in Jordan. It was revealed that al Qaeda 

had plans to carry out several terrorist attacks. Since the phonecall was intercepted, the 

attack was stopped. It was later revealed that the man who had planned this attack was 

the Jordanian man Abu Musaib al Zarqawi, who during this time was working directly 

under ISI. Just a couple of weeks later on Christmas eve, an Air India flight was 

hijacked by five terrorists who were supported by al Qaeda and bin Laden. The 

hijackers demanded India to release several sentenced terrorist who was jailed in India 

to release the plane. India met the demands and the convicted terrorists were released. 

Upon release, it was ISI how took them back to Pakistan and they also helped them in 

funding a new terrorist organization. It is also believed that during the hijack ISI was in 

constant contact with the terrorist (Riedel B. O., 2012, ss. 57-58) 

 

After 9/11 when the USA invaded Afghanistan the Taliban were heavily supported by al 

Qaeda to fight back the Americans. al Qaeda supported the Taliban with equipment and 
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training. This was a big help for the Taliban troops, but al Qaeda was not the biggest 

sponsor of the Taliban war against the Americans, that was ISI. ISI built training camps 

were they trained both Afghan and Pakistani Taliban fighters. ISI established these 

training facilities all around Pakistan and it is believed that 80% of all the Taliban 

fighters in Afghanistan had undergone military training at these camps and that some 

camps had somewhere between 2000 and 4000 Taliban soldiers being trained at all 

times. The close connections with the ISI and the Taliban continued and in 2008 a 

Taliban leader was killed by Brittish special forces. This Taliban leader was not only a 

Taliban but was also identified as a Pakistani ISI officer and during the same time, it 

was reported that the leader of the Taliban, Mullah Omar, was living openly in one of 

the biggest Pakistani cities. This information reached Washington but they chose not to 

take action against it. 

 

During these years a new friendship evolved between ISI and another terrorist 

organization. This time the anti-India terrorist organization Lashkar-e-Tayyiba (LeT). 

The LeT did not have its main focus on fighting in Afghanistan but instead, more focus 

was put on India and South Asia. In 2008 it was believed that LeT had 150,000 active 

members within Pakistan, and its close relations to both the ISI and the army were 

obvious. All these three "organizations" recruited their members from the same areas, 

and it was not unusual for people to have family members in all these organizations. 

One Pakistani general called this situation "a family affair". LeT camps were set up just 

next to regular army bases, and former ISI generals helped train the LeT terrorists in 

their camps. The 2005 London bombings were carried out by terrorists who had been 

trained in LeT camps in Pakistan. In 2006 it is believed that the LeT was one of the co-

founders for one of Osama bin Laden's failed attacks when they planned to blow up 

several commercial airplanes over the Atlantic as the fifth anniversary of 9/11. One of 

the masterminds behind the attacks on the metro system in Madrid in 2004 was 

operating from within Pakistan. (Riedel B. O., 2012, ss. 83-85). This is not the only 

terrorist plots that were planned by both al Qaeda and LeK that was revealed and that 

the police and anti-terrorist organizations were able to put a stop to. In 2009 a terrorist 

attack was revealed in Copenhagen before it was able to be executed and the same thing 

happened in Australia in 2007, and once again it happened in 2010 in New York (Riedel 

B. O., 2012, ss. 101-102). 
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On the 26th of November in 2008 ten terrorists of Pakistani descent, attacked five 

different targets all around in the city of Mumbai, India. Different from this terrorist 

attack that previously had been carried out by terrorists from Pakistan, this attack did 

not only include attacking Indians and Indian society. This time, targets were chosen to 

include the possibility of the deaths of foreigners and especially those from the west. 

Americans and Brittons were executed in luxury hotels and a cultural center for Jews, 

Jews were tortured and later killed. This was not something that had been common in 

previous attacks and it showed that that the terrorist had a broader target than just 

Indians, they wanted global attention had a more global target. In the combined attacks 

140 Indians and 25 foreign tourists were killed. This terrorist attack was also different in 

the other way. In previous attacks, the Indian police had not been able to arrest any of 

the terrorists due to that they had fought to the death and therefore it had been hard to 

identify the terrorist and also to investigate where they came from and if the belonged to 

an organization. This time the police managed to apprehend one of the terrorists. The 

terrorist confirmed what many hades believed, the terrorist belonged to the LeT and all 

of the terrorists were Pakistani. The attack had also, over the telephone, been organized 

in real-time from a town in Pakistan. Counter-terror agencies had been able to intercept 

telephone connections between ISI agents and the terrorists in Mumbai. The head of ISI 

was confronted with this information and they were not able to, in a good fashion, 

dismiss that themselves had been involved with the attack or that their agents had any 

connections with the terrorists. Their official statement was that there were no 

connections between ISI or any other branch of the government, and the attack and the 

also promised that they would help out with the investigation. But behind the curtains, 

the government was working hard to erase anything that could link them to this. About 

a year after the attack a Pakistani-American man, David Headley, was arrested after it 

was reviled that he planned an attack similar to the one in Mumbai, but this time the 

target was in Denmark. During his arrest and during interrogations it was unfolded that 

he had been one of the terrorists doing planning and reconnaissance for the terrorist that 

attacked Mumbai. Headley himself claimed that he years before had worked as an 

informant for an American agency and he was tasked to infiltrate criminal networks in 

Pakistan. Through his many trips to Pakistan, he had come in contact with ISI. It was 

also at this time he became affiliated with the LeT. ISI agents had helped Headly get in 

contact with LeT and referred him for them. During his time with LeT, he had been 

trained by the ISI and almost every dollar he had received as payment for his work and 
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sponsoring for future work came from an ISI officer. Other information that was 

revealed in the interrogations of Headley was that all the terrorist who had been apart of 

the attacks had been trained by former members of the Pakistani special forces, which 

once again showed the complicated and close connections that exist between terrorist 

organizations, ISI, the Pakistani army and the government (Mahadevan, 2019).  

 

Since the attacks in Mumbai back in 2008 there has not been any clear evidence of 

direct Pakistani governmental or ISI involvement in any terrorist attacks. Even if that is 

the case it does not mean that there have not been any suspicions from foreign 

intelligence services that there has been involvement. An example of this is that in 2016 

there was an attack in the Bangladeshi capital Dhaka. In the attack, over 20 people were 

killed. And according to Bangladeshi intelligence, there were indications that the 

terrorist who carried out the attack was connected to ISI. This intel was quickly rejected 

by the Pakistani government and any new information and evidence have not come 

forward which would strengthen the intel that Bangladeshi government (The Economic 

Times, 2016). The other example of an attack that is believed, by US experts, to have 

been sponsored by ISI is the attack in the Kashmir region in India, in early 2019 which 

killed at least 37 police personal. Soon after the attack, the Pakistani terrorist 

organization Jaish-e-Mohammad (JeM) took responsibility for the attack. JeM is one of 

the terrorist groups that have been linked with ISI and the US has tried to pressure the 

Pakistani government to take action against this group and which the government 

obviously has failed with (The Economic Times, 2019). 

 

What many people think is the ultimate proof of that the Pakistani government but 

especially ISI and to some extent, the Pakistani army either directly support or at least 

seeing through their fingers when it comes to terrorist groups operating in Pakistan is 

that Usama bin Laden was found and killed by US troops in Pakistan. It is not just that 

he was found and killed in the country but more about where in the country he was 

killed. Since 1998 Usama bin Laden had been the number one target for the US, and 

they had tried to locate him since then, and obviously, the search for him had intensified 

after the 9/11 attacks. When the US finally was able to locate bin Laden, sometime 

before he was killed by US special forces on May 2, 2011, he was found in a big 

compound in the city of Abbottabad. The compound that he lived in did not look 

anything like the rest of the houses in the area due to its high walls surrounding the 
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whole compound. What has led to many questions is how the government of Pakistan 

was not aware of that bin Laden lived in a massive complex just an hour outside the 

capital and that he almost lived as a neighbor to the biggest military academy in the 

country and the military general headquarter. It is believed that at least some ISI officers 

knew about his location and that it even was a former ISI officer who built the complex 

for bin Laden and that he during this time still did work for the agency. However, the 

Pentagon has denied that they have information on that ISI officers knew about the 

hideout and so has the Pakistani government (Riedel B. O., 2012, ss. x-xii).  

 

After presenting this information about the terrorist situation in Pakistan it is clear that 

some parts of the government throughout history have supported international terrorist 

organizations. Pakistan "fulfills" the majority of the criteria under section (b)(1)(C), and 

they fulfill those ones that should be seen as the most significant ones since these 

criteria are the ones that actually talk about direct support in different forms to terrorists. 

Governmental organizations have supported terrorists financially, they have supported 

with the help of training, sanctuaries, help with coordinating attacks and just with the 

help of the government in some ways looking the other way. 

 

Section (b)(2) is more focused on the work that the government is doing to eliminate 

terrorist organizations if they are cooperating with the US and also on how much the 

government actually knows about terrorist activities. Also by looking at this section one 

can question why Pakistan is not on the list of state sponsors of terrorism. 

 

Officially Pakistan is an ally to the US when it comes to combating terrorism, and 

Pakistan permitted the US to use its airspace during the invasion of Afghanistan. The 

US also took the use of the Pakistans army, hunting down al Qaeda targets, and also 

helped to train and equip parts of their army. Pakistan also has several anti-terrorism 

acts implemented, but they have not turned out to be effective at all. Just a couple of 

years ago the military courts were granted extra authority to convict civilians who had 

been a member of a terror group an extra two years to their sentence, but these courts 

have been accused of not being transparent and the courts have instead been used to 

sentence civil-rights activists. The report also states that even though Pakistan, in its 

national plan, states that "no armed militias are allowed to function in the country", 

there has been obvious intel that shows that the actual case is not like that. The 
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government has not made an effort big enough to live up to its national plan and to 

restrain and combat the terrorist groups (US Departement of State - Bureau of 

Counterterrorism, 2019, s. 223). In a subcommittee hearing in front of the committee on 

homeland security in the house of representatives in 2011 US experts told the 

committee about how they saw the situation in Pakistan. Even they put forward the 

problematic relationship that exists between parts of the government and terrorist 

groups and how this complicates Pakistans effort to combat terrorism and for them to 

work with the US (Hearing before subcommittee on counterterrorism and intelligence, 

2011).  

 

Since this thesis aims to answer the question “How could the criteria be applied to 

Pakistan?” the relevant information for this has been presented above. One can clearly 

see that many of the criteria identified apply well to Pakistan and therefore they should 

be one of the countries that are appointed to the list. What might be a concern is that 

there is not an overwhelming amount of evidence available for the public that the 

Pakistani government is involved with terrorists today, but there is much pointing in the 

direction that suggests that they at least have been so before. So maybe the biggest take 

away from this is that they absolutely if one just examines the facts that are out there, 

should have been appointed to the list at one time. 

 

Something else that is important to point out is that Pakistan has not completely slipped 

by the US radar when it comes to terrorism. Even if Pakistan is not placed on the list of 

state sponsors of terrorism, the country of Pakistan is designated as something else. In 

2018s “Country Reports on Terrorism” by the US state department, Pakistan is 

designated as a “Terrorist safe haven”. A terrorist safe haven is defined and described as 

areas within a country where terrorist groups can practice and grow their organization. 

Within these areas, the terrorist groups can operate relatively freely due to that the 

governing state does not have the ability to keep these forces and organizations 

restrained or that the political will within the government does not exist to do so (US 

Departement of State - Bureau of Counterterrorism, 2019, s. 217). Even though Pakistan 

is listed as a safe haven, being designated on this list does not come with any 

repercussions as it would do if the state of Pakistan was designated as a state sponsor of 

terrorism.  
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5.2 Pakistan and US defensive realism 

Since there is much intel pointing in the direction that Pakistan actually should be 

appointed to the list of state sponsors of terrorism, there have to be other reasons for the 

country to not be on the list. The US must have other incentives to keep Pakistan off the 

list due to the fact that there have been several terror attacks that have been linked to 

branches of the Pakistani government. An explanation for US decision to keep Pakistan 

out of the list could possibly be found in the theory of defensive realism. 

 

One reason for the US to keep Pakistan off the list, and probably the most obvious one 

(but not only obvious in the way many might think), is that the US does not want to 

make Pakistan an enemy. For self-explanatory reasons, an appointing to the list would 

not be received cheerfully by the Pakistani government and they would probably see it 

as a threat or at least a hostile action, which would lead to further tensions between the 

countries. Just by looking at the countries that are on the list at the moment, Syria, Iran, 

Sudan and North Korea (US Departement of State - Bureau of Counterterrorism, 2019), 

one can clearly see that these countries are not countries that are the biggest fan of the 

US, to say the least, and some of them as an extremely fragile and hostile relationship 

with the US. By appointing Pakistan, the US faces the risk of the relationship between 

the two countries going in the same direction as it has with for example Iran. For a 

defensive realist this behavior, for the US to not appoint Pakistan is rational. This due to 

that countries seek to maximize their national security and the best way to reach that 

goal is to adopt strategies that are not aggressive but instead moderate ones. By keeping 

Pakistan off the list, avoiding a more aggressive strategy that appointing a country could 

be seen as, and implementing more moderate strategies towards the country they avoid 

many possible scenarios that could lead to further hostilities between the countries. The 

usage of moderate strategies to achieve the maximum amount of security is something 

that the defensive realist approach emphasizes. Steve Lobell argues that if not moderate 

strategies are implemented there is a risk that the so called security-dilemma becomes 

present and that risk of conflict between two countries gets higher. Instead, the countries 

should work together and make sure that they both gain something from the cooperation 

so that no one party breaks away and changes their strategy. Countries that might not be 

the best of friends, and sometimes even be rivals, both gain much more security if the 

implement non-aggressive strategies towards each other (Lobell, 2010, s. 6660). Since 

the US not has appointed Pakistan to the list and instead implemented moderate 
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strategies, they, for example, have been able to use the airspace over the country and the 

naval bases during the war in Afghanistan and in return, Pakistan got help with training 

their own soldiers and intel about terrorists that the US intelligence received (Rashid, 

2008, s. 28). 

 

Defensive realism also builds its framework around the concept of counterbalancing. 

This concept is of high importance when one tries to understand why the US never has 

appointed Pakistan to the list. This concept is based around the assumption that if one 

state feels threatened by the other state, it will counterbalance to make itself more 

secure (Mearsheimer, 2013). If the US was to appoint Pakistan to the list, Pakistan 

might see this as an act of aggression, which could lead them to seek out other 

alternatives for maximizing their security and make them counterbalance the threat from 

the US by establishing closer bonds to other states in the region that also sees the US as 

a threat. Considering the region that Pakistan is located in the US can probably not 

afford to make a total enemy out of Pakistan, the US already has many problems in the 

region and making another enemy in the region is most truly not what the US wants or 

can afford at this time. They should also fear the risk of Pakistan allying with a bigger 

enemy of the US in the region, such as Iran, to counter the US. One other aspect of 

provoking Pakistan with aggressive policies is that is the one that Chris Layne brings 

up. If the US does not start using more moderate strategies in its foreign policies in the 

middle east and keeps provoking states there, they will face the risk of losing the power 

that they have there and they also might lose their world-leading position on the 

international arena. The US might also be the target of more terrorist attacks, and 

considering the Pakistani governments close connection with terrorist groups, this is a 

possible scenario (Lobell, 2010, s. 6664).  

 

Let us say that the US was to appoint Pakistan to the list, tensions would rise between 

the two countries and terrorist groups within the threatens and maybe carries out attacks 

both on US soil and American personal in the region. Even if this is an "if" scenario and 

it is just hypothetical, this is a similar situation as the US was with Afghanistan before 

the invasion of the country, and to some extent still is today. A "new" Afghanistan is not 

something that would benefit the US and as the defensive realist Jeffrey Taliaferro 

argues a military intervention in a country does not often favor the "attacker", which 

could be the US in this case, and especially if the surrounding terrain is hard and 
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complicated, as it is in Pakistan with many mountain ranges (Taliaferro, 2000-2001). 

This is why appointing Pakistan to the list could lead to a devastating, in the best case a 

short-term military intervention, instead of a more long-term prosperous solution which 

keeping Pakistan out of the list can be seen as. 

 

According to defensive realism, the most rational thing to do for the US is to keep 

Pakistan off the list. By doing so they prevent possible conflicts and they will keep their 

position within the international system as the dominant leader. 

 

6 Conclusions and future studies 
This thesis has aimed to answer why Pakistan is not and never has been on the US state 

department's list over state sponsors of terrorism. To answer this, two research 

questions, "What are the criteria for the list and how could it be applied to Pakistan”  

and “What factors could explain that the US keeps Pakistan off the list?". After 

answering the first question one can clearly see that Pakistan would qualify to be for the 

list of state sponsors of terrorism. This due to the fact that parts of the government and 

especially the Pakistani intelligence agency, ISI, have provided different forms of 

support for terrorist groups, both within the country and helped them coordinate attacks 

outside of Pakistan, for a long time. 

 

But even though Pakistan "should" be appointed to the list, defensive realism gives us 

an explanation of why they, from a US perspective, not should be on the list and why it 

is rational for the US to not put them there. Defensive realism argues that every state 

seeks to gain as much security as possible and the best way to achieve this is by 

implementing moderate policies and cooperate with the country. Therefore the best 

thing for the US to do is to keep Pakistan out of the list and working with them instead 

of against them. If the US should choose an alternative route, they will face the risk of 

being dragged into a new conflict, they will make Pakistan an enemy and they might 

counterbalance which could lead to that the US losing more security and in worst case 

scenario losing their position as the most dominant player on the international arena. 

 

It is also important to understand that the region that Pakistan is located in, is an 

extremely complex region both for the US and for the rest of the world. Many conflicts 

are going and have been going on for a long time. With India to the east and 
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Afghanistan, Iran and the middle east to the east, Pakistan is located in a region with 

several powerful countries. With everything that is going on with Iran and the US, it 

would be extremely foolish of the US to put Pakistan on the list right now and by doing 

so creating an additional enemy in this region that they have to handle. Even if Pakistan 

is not on the list the US has previously mentioned designated the country as a safe 

haven for terrorist and they have criticized the government for not being effective 

enough to live up to their national plan on terrorism. But this is mostly words and does 

not get the same implications for the country as being designated as a state sponsor of 

terrorism would. And for now, the best way to move forward for the US, when it comes 

to their war on terror and also the overall situation in the region, is probably to keep 

Pakistan off the list and try to work with them and instead of working against them. 

 

What has not been done in this research is to look more into the countries that are on the 

list today and the countries that have been been on it and no longer are. It would be 

interesting to see if one could find similarities between these cases and to see if 

defensive realism could be applied there as well. To also look into this case but instead 

using offensive realism would probably lead to a different outcome. I can imagine that 

offensive realists might have other explanations for why Pakistan is not on the list or 

that it is wrong by the US for not appointing them when there is so much obvious 

evidence that is pointing in the direction that they should be on it. 
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