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Abstract

This dissertation delves into the role of external powers, specifically the United
States and China, in counter-terrorism efforts within South Asia, a region marked by
geopolitical complexities and historical conflicts. It outlines the historical and socio-
political factors driving terrorism, including the colonial legacy, the Afghan conflict,
and the Kashmir issue, as well as socio-economic, religious, and ideological
influences. The article compares the distinct counter-terrorism strategies employed
by the U.S. and China—military interventions, intelligence sharing, and diplomatic
partnerships by the U.S., and economic investment, security cooperation, and
multilateral diplomacy by China. Both powers' efforts are evaluated for their
effectiveness, highlighting short-term successes and long-term challenges, such as
instability in Afghanistan and security threats to China's infrastructure investments
in Pakistan. Through case studies, the analysis emphasizes the necessity of a
multifaceted approach combining military, economic, and diplomatic strategies for
sustainable peace and regional stability. The article concludes that while the
involvement of external powers has shaped the security landscape in South Asia,
long-term stability will require deeper regional cooperation and adaptive counter-
terrorism strategies.
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Introduction

South Asia, encompassing Afghanistan, Pakistan, India, Bangladesh,
Nepal, Bhutan, Sri Lanka, and the Maldives, has long been a region
marked by geopolitical tensions and historical conflicts, deeply
influencing its security landscape. The roots of terrorism in South Asia
are intertwined with the region’s complex colonial past, ethnic and
religious diversity, and enduring geopolitical rivalries. The definition of
terrorism is inherently complex and lacks universal consensus. However,
it generally involves the use or threat of violence designed to create fear
beyond the immediate victims, distinguishing it from conventional
warfare, where the primary goal is direct military victory. In the context
of South Asia, Schmid offers a comprehensive definition emphasizing the
communicative and psychological aspects of terrorism (Schmid, 2011):

"Terrorism refers, on the one hand, to a doctrine about the presumed
effectiveness of a special form or tactic of fear-generating, coercive
political violence and, on the other hand, to a conspiratorial practice of
calculated, demonstrative, direct violent action without legal or moral
restraints, targeting mainly civilians and non-combatants, performed for
its propagandistic and psychological effects on various audiences and
conflict parties."

The partition of British India in 1947, for instance, created not only
India and Pakistan as sovereign states but also left behind unresolved
territorial disputes, particularly over Kashmir, which would later become
a major flashpoint for conflict and a breeding ground for terrorist
activities (Talbot & Singh, 2009). The Cold War period further
complicated the security dynamics of South Asia, as external powers
such as the United States and the Soviet Union sought to exert influence
through military and political interventions. The Soviet invasion of
Afghanistan in 1979 was a critical turning point, leading to the rise of
Mujahideen fighters, supported by U.S. funding through Operation
Cyclone. This laid the groundwork for the emergence of militant groups
like the Taliban and Al-Qaeda, whose activities would later shape global
counter-terrorism efforts in the 21st century (Rashid, 2001). The
withdrawal of Soviet forces left Afghanistan in disarray, with a power
vacuum that fueled the spread of terrorism not only within the region but
also globally.
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Moreover, regional disputes like the ongoing conflict over Kashmir
between India and Pakistan have exacerbated tensions, giving rise to
insurgencies and terrorist organizations. Groups such as Lashkar-e-Taiba
(LeT) and Jaish-e-Mohammed (JeM), with alleged state support, have
played pivotal roles in the insurgency in Kashmir, further straining
relations between the two nuclear-armed neighbors and complicating
regional counter-terrorism efforts (Ganguly, 2001).

In addition to historical factors, the socio-economic realities of South
Asia, including widespread poverty, unemployment, and political
instability, have provided fertile ground for the recruitment of individuals
into terrorist organizations. These groups exploit socio-economic
grievances and ideological motivations to gain support, particularly in
regions where state governance is weak (Fair, 2004).

In response to these challenges, external powers such as the United
States and China have become deeply involved in South Asia’s counter-
terrorism efforts, each motivated by its own strategic interests. The U.S.
has primarily engaged in military interventions and diplomatic initiatives,
especially following the 9/11 attacks, which underscored the region’s role
in global terrorism (Riedel, 2011). In contrast, China’s involvement has
focused on economic investments and securing stability through
development projects like the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC)
as part of its Belt and Road Initiative (Small, 2015). Both powers have
significantly influenced the region’s counter-terrorism strategies,
although their approaches and effectiveness differ.

This research work analyzes the motivations, strategies, and impacts
of U.S. and Chinese counter-terrorism efforts in South Asia, placing them
in the broader historical and geopolitical context. This dissertation
employs a mixed-methods approach, combining qualitative and
quantitative research techniques to explore the counter-terrorism efforts
of the United States and China in South Asia. By synthesizing historical,
policy, case study, and quantitative data, this methodology aims to offer a
comprehensive understanding of the motivations, strategies, and impacts
of U.S. and Chinese counter-terrorism efforts in South Asia, while
assessing their long-term implications for regional security and stability.

1. Background of Terrorism in South Asia

Terrorism in South Asia has deep historical roots, often intertwined with
the region's complex socio-political and religious landscape. Several
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factors have contributed to the emergence and persistence of terrorism in
the region:

e Colonial Legacy

The arbitrary borders drawn by colonial powers, especially by the British
in the Indian subcontinent, left behind a legacy of unresolved territorial
disputes and ethnic tensions. The partition of India and Pakistan in 1947,
which resulted in massive communal violence and displacement, sowed
the seeds of deep-rooted animosities that have been exploited by terrorist
groups over the years (Talbot & Singh, 2009).

e Afghan Conflict

The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979 profoundly reshaped the
geopolitical landscape of South Asia and set the stage for the rise of
modern terrorism in the region. In response to the Soviet occupation, the
United States, in collaboration with Pakistan's intelligence agency (ISI),
initiated Operation Cyclone, a covert CIA program designed to support
Afghan resistance fighters, known as the Mujahideen. Through this
operation, the U.S. provided military aid, including sophisticated
weaponry like Stinger missiles, to insurgents who were fighting to expel
Soviet forces from Afghanistan (Coll, 2004).

The influx of foreign fighters, many of whom were drawn from the
Middle East and other Muslim-majority regions, contributed to the
radicalization of local populations. These fighters, along with local Afghan
insurgents, were often ideologically motivated by a shared vision of global
jihad, which would later become central to groups like Al-Qaeda (Rashid,
2001). The American and Pakistani backing of the Mujahideen
inadvertently facilitated the spread of extremist ideologies and established
Afghanistan as a hub for militant training. This period also saw the
emergence of figures like Osama bin Laden, who would go on to form Al-
Qaeda, and Mullah Omar, who later led the Taliban (Gates, 2016).

The Soviet withdrawal in 1989 left behind a fragmented Afghanistan,
weakened by decades of war but still host to a variety of militant groups
vying for power. The power vacuum that followed the Soviet exit
allowed groups like the Taliban to rise to prominence, with their strict
interpretation of Islamic law gaining traction among a war-weary
population (Rashid, 2001). The Taliban, initially supported by
Pakistan, took control of Afghanistan in 1996 and provided a safe haven
for Al-Qaeda, facilitating the organization's development into a
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transnational terrorist group. Furthermore, the geopolitics surrounding the
Soviet invasion and its aftermath created long-lasting security challenges
in the region. As the U.S. and Pakistan's support for the Mujahideen had
indirectly fostered an environment ripe for radicalism, the region became
a breeding ground for what would eventually evolve into a global jihadist
movement with significant implications for global security (Coll, 2004;
Gates, 2016). The unintended consequences of foreign interventions
during this period continue to shape the conflict in Afghanistan and
broader South Asia today.

e Kashmir Conflict

The territorial dispute between India and Pakistan over Kashmir has
remained a primary flashpoint for terrorism in South Asia. Since the late
1980s, militant groups, often with the support of Pakistan, have waged an
insurgency in Indian-administered Kashmir. This ongoing conflict has
not only exacerbated tensions between India and Pakistan but has also
provided fertile ground for the rise of terrorist organizations such as
Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT) and Jaish-e-Mohammed (JeM). These groups
have been responsible for numerous high-profile attacks, including the
2001 Indian Parliament attack and the 2008 Mumbai attacks, both of
which were linked to Pakistani-based militants (Ahmad, 2021; Riedel,
2020). The continued violence in Kashmir has contributed to a
destabilizing regional security environment, with transnational
implications for both South Asia and global counterterrorism efforts.

The complex relationship between Pakistan and these militant groups, as
well as Pakistan’s reluctance to fully confront such organizations,
remains a critical factor in the ongoing instability in Kashmir. In recent
years, reports have highlighted the persistence of cross-border terrorism,
with militant infiltrations from Pakistan continuing to fuel violence in
Kashmir (Chakrabarti, 2023). As the situation in Kashmir remains
volatile, the growth of these organizations has become an increasing
concern for both Indian and international security agencies.

e Socio-Economic Factors
Several socio-economic factors have contributed to the rise of terrorism
in South Asia:
1. Poverty and Unemployment: High levels of poverty and
unemployment, particularly in rural and underdeveloped areas,
make vulnerable populations susceptible to recruitment by terrorist
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groups. Extremist organizations often exploit economic grievances
to attract and radicalize individuals (Fair, 2004).

Education and Madrassas: The education system in South Asia,
particularly the proliferation of madrassas (Islamic religious
schools) in Pakistan, has played a significant role in radicalizing
youth. While the majority of madrassas focus on traditional
religious education, a subset has been criticized for promoting
radical ideologies. These madrassas have been accused of
providing ideological support for militant organizations by
teaching extremist interpretations of Islam, thus becoming breeding
grounds for violent ideologies (Khan, 2022). A report by the
International Crisis Group (2021) highlighted that while many
madrassas remain apolitical, others have been linked to militant
groups like Lashkar-e-Taiba and Jaish-e-Mohammed, contributing
to the perpetuation of insurgency in Kashmir and the broader
region. However, it is important to note that madrassas are not the
sole factor driving extremism in the region. Socioeconomic factors,
political instability, and the lack of access to quality education also
contribute to radicalization. Despite these challenges, the Pakistani
government has undertaken reforms to curb the influence of radical
madrassas, although challenges remain (Bajwa, 2023).

On the other hand, in India, the educational environment has also
seen the rise of nationalist and conservative interpretations of
Hinduism, particularly in the context of the Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) and its affiliate organizations like the Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS). The BJP's promotion of Hindutva, a
form of Hindu nationalism, has influenced educational curricula,
particularly in the states governed by BIJP affiliates. This
ideological shift has sparked debates on the potential radicalization
of youth in India through the lens of Hindu nationalism, with critics
arguing that it fosters intolerance toward religious minorities,
including Muslims (Jaffrelot, 2020). While Hindu teachings in their
traditional form do not advocate violence, the politicization of
Hinduism has been linked to the rise of extremist groups like the
Bajrang Dal, which has been accused of targeting Muslim and
Christian communities (Yadav, 2022). Both Pakistan and India face
challenges in addressing the role of education in fostering
extremism. While Pakistan's madrassas have been a focal point in
discussions on radicalization, India's emphasis on Hindutva in
educational settings presents a different but equally concerning
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trend, potentially contributing to the polarization and radicalization
of sections of Indian society.

Political Instability and Corruption: Chronic political instability
and corruption in countries like Pakistan and Afghanistan have
significantly undermined state authority and governance, creating
fertile ground for the growth of terrorist organizations. In both
nations, weak state institutions, coupled with entrenched
corruption, have made it challenging to maintain law and order,
thereby providing an environment where militant groups can
operate with relative impunity. In Pakistan, for instance, the
ongoing civil-military imbalance has led to inconsistent
governance, where military and intelligence agencies, sometimes
working at cross-purposes with civilian administrations, have
inadvertently provided space for terrorist organizations to thrive
(Hussain, 2021). The deep-rooted corruption within political and
bureaucratic structures further exacerbates this issue, as resources
meant for counterterrorism efforts are often diverted or
mismanaged (Raza, 2022).

In Afghanistan, the situation is even direr. The prolonged conflict,
compounded by the fall of the Western-backed Afghan government
in 2021, has left the country with fragile institutions unable to
assert control over large swaths of territory. The Taliban's return to
power, coupled with the persistence of insurgent groups like the
Islamic State Khorasan (ISIS-K), has resulted in an even more
fragmented political landscape. The lack of effective governance
and the continued corruption within Afghan state institutions have
hampered any meaningful counterterrorism strategies, making it
difficult for international forces and local authorities to address the
root causes of terrorism effectively (Jones, 2023).

Both Pakistan and Afghanistan’s political instability and
corruption have contributed to the resurgence of violent extremism.
The inability of governments to exert control over their territories
has allowed terrorist groups to flourish, not only within these
borders but across the region. This makes counterterrorism efforts
in South Asia all the more challenging, as terrorist organizations
often exploit state weakness and political fragmentation for their
own gain (Malik, 2020).
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e Religious and Ideological Factors
Religious extremism and ideological motivations are central to
understanding terrorism in South Asia:

1. Islamist Extremism: The rise of Islamist extremism, especially

in Pakistan and Afghanistan, has been a major factor driving
terrorism in the region. Groups like the Taliban, Al-Qaeda, and
ISIS adhere to a radical interpretation of Islam aimed at
establishing an Islamic caliphate and implementing Sharia law.
This ideology has fueled numerous terrorist attacks both within
South Asia and globally, with these groups actively targeting
civilians, military forces, and government institutions (Bergen,
2022; Sageman, 2021).

. Hindutva Extremism: In India, the rise of Hindu nationalist

extremism, particularly in the form of Hindutva, has resulted in
violence against minority communities, especially Muslims.
While not as widespread as Islamist terrorism, these acts of
violence contribute to a cycle of radicalization and retaliatory
attacks, further deepening communal tensions (Jaffrelot, 2020;
Yadav, 2022).

. Ethnic and Separatist Movements: Ethnic tensions and

separatist movements, such as the Tamil Tigers (LTTE) in Sri
Lanka, have been key drivers of terrorism. The LTTE's violent
campaign for an independent Tamil state, which ended with its
defeat in 2009, included tactics like suicide bombings that have
since influenced other terrorist groups in the region (Gunaratna,
2022; Perera, 2021).

¢ Geopolitical Dynamics
The geopolitical dynamics of South Asia have further complicated the
terrorism landscape:

1.

India-Pakistan Rivalry: The longstanding rivalry between
India and Pakistan has significantly impacted terrorism in the
region. Pakistan's use of militant groups as proxies in the
Kashmir conflict has led to accusations of state-sponsored
terrorism. On the other hand, India’s actions in Kashmir,
including its counter-terrorism measures, have exacerbated
local grievances, which terrorist groups often exploit (Fair,
2021; Madiha, 2022).
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External Influences: The involvement of external powers,
particularly the United States, Soviet Union/Russia, and China,
has shaped the region's terrorism dynamics. The Cold War era
saw the U.S. and Soviet Union backing opposing factions in
regional conflicts, while more recently, China’s investments
and strategic interests have influenced local power dynamics
and counter-terrorism efforts (Riedel, 2011).

Regional Alliances: Alliances and partnerships within the
region, such as the strategic partnership between China and
Pakistan, have also impacted terrorism. These alliances
influence regional security policies and counter-terrorism
strategies, often complicating international efforts to address
terrorism comprehensively (Small, 2015).

e Evolution of Terrorist Organizations
Over the decades, several prominent terrorist organizations have emerged
in South Asia, each with distinct goals and operational strategies:

Al-Qaeda: Originally based in Afghanistan, Al-Qaeda was
responsible for the 9/11 attacks and has continued to operate in
the region despite extensive U.S. efforts to dismantle it. The
group has also inspired numerous affiliate organizations and
lone-wolf attacks globally (Bergen, 2022; Collins, 2023).
Taliban: The Taliban, primarily based in Afghanistan and
Pakistan, aims to establish an Islamic Emirate in Afghanistan.
Their resurgence following the U.S. withdrawal in 2021 has
had significant implications for regional security, particularly
with the group's continued ties to terrorist organizations and its
impact on Afghanistan's stability. The Taliban's return to power
has led to concerns about the re-emergence of terrorist havens
and its influence on neighboring countries (Rashid, 2022;
Jones, 2023).

Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT): Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT), based in
Pakistan, is one of the most active and influential terrorist
organizations in South Asia. Known for its involvement in
high-profile attacks, including the 2008 Mumbai attacks, LeT's
primary objective remains the liberation of Kashmir from
Indian control. Despite ongoing efforts by India and Pakistan to
combat its operations, LeT continues to pose a significant
security threat in the region, often collaborating with other
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militant groups to further its aims (Bergen, 2022; Riedel,
2023).

4. Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP): Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan
(TTP), an umbrella organization consisting of various militant
factions, seeks to overthrow the Pakistani government and
impose Sharia law. The TTP has carried out numerous attacks
targeting both military and civilian sites across Pakistan,
contributing significantly to the country’s ongoing security
challenges. Despite efforts by the Pakistani military to
dismantle the group, the TTP remains a potent threat, often
collaborating with other regional terrorist organizations (Fair,
2021; Rashid, 2022).

5. Islamic State (ISIS): ISIS has attempted to expand its
influence in South Asia through its affiliate, ISIS-Khorasan
(ISIS-K). Although less established than other regional groups,
ISIS-K has carried out several deadly attacks, particularly in
Afghanistan (Clarke, 2019).

2. The Role of the United States in South Asian Counter-Terrorism
Motivations

The United States' involvement in South Asian counter-terrorism efforts
is driven by multiple strategic interests:

- National Security: The United States has invested over $2.3 trillion in
counterterrorism efforts globally since 2001, with a significant portion
allocated to operations in South Asia, particularly Afghanistan and
Pakistan (Brown University, 2021). The region's role as a base for Al-
Qaeda, responsible for the 9/11 attacks, drove extensive U.S. military
actions, including the deployment of over 775,000 troops to Afghanistan
over two decades (Department of Defense, 2022). These measures aimed
to dismantle terrorist networks and prevent future attacks on U.S. soil.

- Regional Stability: Stability in South Asia is critical due to the region's
proximity to the Middle East, where U.S. economic interests, including
$80 billion in annual oil trade (EIA, 2023), intersect with security
concerns. The U.S. has provided over $14 billion in aid to Pakistan since
2002, primarily for counterterrorism and military operations against
militant groups (Congressional Research Service, 2023). Additionally,
the U.S. spent $145 billion on reconstruction and stabilization efforts in
Afghanistan to counteract the influence of insurgent groups like the
Taliban (SIGAR, 2022).
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- Geopolitical Influence: The U.S. views its presence in South Asia as a
counterweight to China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which has seen
$60 billion invested in Pakistan alone under the China-Pakistan
Economic Corridor (CPEC) (World Bank, 2023). This region also serves
as a strategic pivot to curb Russian influence in Central Asia. As part of
its broader Indo-Pacific strategy, the U.S. has strengthened its partnership
with India, leading to over $20 billion in defense trade agreements since
2008 (U.S. Department of State, 2023). This collaboration underscores
the U.S. commitment to maintaining a balance of power in the region.

Strategies

The U.S. has employed a comprehensive approach in its counter-
terrorism strategies in South Asia, including military, diplomatic, and
intelligence efforts:

- Military Intervention and Aid: The U.S. launched Operation
Enduring Freedom in 2001, deploying over 100,000 troops at its peak in
Afghanistan and spending approximately $1 trillion on military
operations over two decades (Department of Defense, 2022). Between
2002 and 2023, the U.S. carried out over 13,000 drone strikes in Pakistan
and Afghanistan, resulting in the elimination of key terrorist leaders such
as Osama bin Laden and Qasem Soleimani (Bureau of Investigative
Journalism, 2023). Pakistan received $14.5 billion in military aid from
the U.S. since 2001 to strengthen its counter-terrorism capabilities,
including the procurement of advanced weaponry and training programs
(Congressional Research Service, 2023).

- Diplomatic Engagements: The U.S. has fostered strategic partnerships
with India, signing over $20 billion in defense deals since 2008, including
the purchase of advanced defense systems such as Apache helicopters and
P-81 maritime aircraft (U.S. Department of State, 2023). It initiated
platforms like the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad) with India,
Japan, and Australia, which emphasizes counterterrorism and regional
security. Additionally, U.S. support for multilateral forums like the
Financial Action Task Force (FATF) has pressured Pakistan to curb
terrorist financing, leading to the prosecution of over 30 individuals linked
to terror financing in 2023 (FATF, 2023).

- Intelligence Sharing and Surveillance: The U.S. has invested heavily in
intelligence collaboration with South Asian countries, allocating over $500
million annually for intelligence operations in the region (RAND
Corporation, 2022). Advanced surveillance technologies, such as the MQ-9
Reaper drones and satellite monitoring systems, have been instrumental in
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tracking terrorist networks. Collaborative efforts between the CIA and ISI
(Inter-Services Intelligence) led to the capture or elimination of several
high-profile terrorists, including Mullah Mansour in 2016 and Ayman al-
Zawabhiri in 2022 (BBC, 2022; New York Times, 2022).

Impact

The U.S. involvement in South Asian counter-terrorism has yielded
mixed results:

- Short-Term Successes: U.S. military operations in Afghanistan
initially disrupted major terrorist networks, capturing or killing over
60,000 insurgents, including high-profile leaders like Osama bin Laden in
2011 and Mullah Mansour in 2016 (BBC, 2022; Department of Defense,
2022). Drone strikes reduced Al-Qaeda’s operational capacity by 80%,
with its central leadership largely neutralized (RAND Corporation,
2023). These efforts significantly reduced immediate threats to U.S. and
allied nations, allowing for a temporary decline in global terrorist
activities originating from South Asia.

- Long-Term Challenges: Despite over $145 billion spent on
reconstruction in Afghanistan, the country’s long-term stability remains
precarious following the Taliban's resurgence in 2021 (SIGAR, 2023).
The U.S. withdrawal led to increased violence, with civilian casualties
reaching 3,133 in 2022, a 25% rise compared to previous years
(UNAMA, 2023). In Pakistan, the allocation of $14.5 billion in U.S.
military aid has bolstered counter-terrorism capabilities but also
contributed to internal instability, with over 1,500 terrorist attacks
reported in 2023, marking a 20% increase from the prior year (South Asia
Terrorism Portal, 2023).

- Regional Tensions: U.S. strategic alliances, particularly with India,
including $20 billion in defense trade agreements heightened Pakistan’s
perception of marginalization and fostered distrust. This dynamic
hindered cooperative regional counter-terrorism measures. Pakistan's
concerns were amplified by initiatives like the Indo-U.S. Civil Nuclear
Agreement and India's increasing role in U.S.-led regional frameworks
like the Quad (FATF, 2023; Brookings Institution, 2023). These
partnerships strained the potential for coordinated efforts against shared
threats in South Asia.
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3. China in South Asian Counter-Terrorism

Motivations
China's counter-terrorism involvement in South Asia is driven by several
key motivations:

1.

Economic Interests: China's economic interests, particularly
related to the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), a
flagship project under the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI),
underscore its vested interest in a stable and secure South Asia.
CPEC is crucial for China’s access to the Arabian Sea and the
broader Indian Ocean region (Small, 2015). The China-
Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), valued at over $62
billion as of 2023, is a cornerstone of China's Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI), connecting Gwadar Port to China's Xinjiang
province (Ministry of Planning, Pakistan, 2023). CPEC
projects, including highways, energy plants, and trade routes,
have faced security threats from groups like the Balochistan
Liberation Army (BLA), which targeted Chinese workers and
facilities in attacks such as the 2022 Karachi University
bombing. Protecting these investments is paramount for China,
as CPEC accounts for a significant portion of its regional
economic strategy (South China Morning Post, 2023).
Regional Stability: Stability in South Asia is crucial for China
to prevent the spillover of terrorism and separatist movements
into its own territory, particularly in the Xinjiang region (Bhat,
2019). The region, home to over 12 million Uyghur Muslims,
has seen heightened unrest, with China attributing these
tensions to external influences and terrorism. To mitigate these
risks, China has collaborated with Pakistan in counter-terrorism
operations, such as the deployment of Pakistani military units
specifically to protect CPEC assets, involving over 15,000
personnel (China Daily, 2023).

Geopolitical Influence: By enhancing its presence and
influence in South Asia, China aims to counterbalance U.S. and
Indian influence in the region, thereby securing its strategic
interests (Small, 2015). By investing in infrastructure projects
and defense partnerships with countries like Pakistan, Nepal,
and Sri Lanka, China has strengthened its strategic foothold in
the region. For instance, Chinese arms exports to Pakistan
totaled $2.6 billion between 2018 and 2022, bolstering
Pakistan’s defense against perceived threats (Stockholm
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International Peace Research Institute, 2023). This influence
allows China to challenge U.S.-India strategic alliances and
secure vital trade and military routes in the Indian Ocean.

Strategies
China's counter-terrorism strategies in South Asia include:

1.

Economic Investments and Aid: China has committed over
$62 billion to the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC),
which is a key part of its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).
Economic development in South Asia is seen as a long-term
strategy to reduce poverty and militancy. For example, in the
first phase of CPEC, approximately 10,000 jobs were created
for locals, particularly in construction and infrastructure sectors
(China-Pakistan Economic Corridor Authority, 2023). By
fostering economic growth, China aims to address root causes
of extremism, with projects like energy plants and highways
improving regional connectivity and creating stability. A report
by the World Bank in 2022 estimated that CPEC could increase
Pakistan’s GDP by 2-3% annually through 2030, which in turn
reduces the appeal of extremist ideologies (World Bank, 2022).
Military and Security Cooperation: China has strengthened
military and security cooperation with South Asian countries,
particularly Pakistan. Joint military exercises, arms sales, and
training programs enhance regional counter-terrorism
capabilities. China has also provided advanced surveillance and
monitoring equipment to assist in counter-terrorism efforts
(Bhat, 2019). Between 2018 and 2022, China’s arms exports to
Pakistan were valued at approximately $2.6 billion,
significantly =~ enhancing  Pakistan’s  counter-terrorism
capabilities (SIPRI, 2023). China has also provided Pakistan
with surveillance equipment worth over $400 million since
2015, including drones, radar systems, and monitoring
technology to help track militant movements along the border
with Afghanistan (China Daily, 2023). Additionally, China has
conducted multiple joint anti-terrorism drills with Pakistan’s
military, including exercises that focus on countering
asymmetric threats and intelligence sharing. These military
collaborations are central to enhancing the overall security
framework in South Asia.



299

Vol. 2, No. 1, Serial No. 2, Spring & Summer 2025

3. Diplomatic Initiatives: China advocates for multilateral

Impact

frameworks to address terrorism. It supports regional
organizations like the Shanghai Cooperation Organization
(SCO) in fostering collective counter-terrorism efforts. The
SCO’s Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS) is a key
platform for coordinating counter-terrorism initiatives among
member states (Bhat, 2019). Since its establishment in 2001,
RATS has facilitated over 70 joint operations targeting militant
groups in the region, leading to the seizure of more than 15,000
tons of illegal arms and the arrest of over 1,200 suspects in
counter-terrorism efforts (SCO, 2023). In 2022, the SCO held a
counter-terrorism exercise in Tajikistan, involving over 1,000
personnel from member states, including China, Russia, and
Pakistan, which showcased its growing diplomatic and security
influence in the region.

China's counter-terrorism efforts have had notable impacts:

l.

Economic Stabilization: China's investments, particularly
under the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), have
significantly contributed to Pakistan's economic development.
By 2023, over 30 energy and infrastructure projects had been
completed, adding 10,400 MW of electricity to Pakistan’s
national grid and creating an estimated 75,000 direct jobs for
locals (CPEC Authority, 2023). These initiatives address
underlying economic grievances that extremist groups exploit
for recruitment. The Gwadar Port, a cornerstone of CPEC, is
projected to boost Pakistan's GDP by $5 billion annually by
2030, fostering economic stability and reducing the socio-
economic conditions that fuel terrorism (World Bank, 2022).

Enhanced Security Cooperation: China’s  military
collaboration with Pakistan has markedly improved counter-
terrorism capacities in the region. For example, in 2022, joint
exercises under the Shaheen series involved over 500 troops,
advanced aerial tactics, and counter-insurgency simulations,
showcasing enhanced operational readiness (SIPRI, 2023).
Furthermore, China's provision of surveillance drones and
advanced monitoring systems has led to successful operations
against groups like the Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP).
Reports from Pakistan’s National Counter Terrorism Authority
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in 2023 indicated a 12% reduction in cross-border attacks
compared to previous years, attributing this to improved
security technologies (Pakistan Ministry of Defence, 2023).

3. Regional Influence: China's active engagement in South Asia
has significantly bolstered its geopolitical influence. By
positioning itself as a reliable partner for Pakistan and other
nations, China has created a counterbalance to U.S. and Indian
dominance in the region. However, this has intensified strategic
rivalries. India, perceiving CPEC as encroaching on its
sovereignty (due to its route through Gilgit-Baltistan, a disputed
territory), has increased its defense spending, growing by 6% in
2022 alone, to counter Chinese influence (SIPRI, 2023). These
tensions have, at times, undermined broader regional counter-
terrorism cooperation.

4. Comparative Analysis of the U.S and China s Counter-Terrorism
Efforts
Strategic Differences
1. Military vs. Economic Approach:

o The United States adopts a predominantly military approach,
including operations like drone strikes and targeted counter-
terrorism missions. Since 2001, the U.S. has spent over $2.3
trillion on military campaigns in Afghanistan, highlighting its
commitment to immediate threat elimination (Watson Institute,
2022).

o China, on the other hand, emphasizes economic development
as a counter-terrorism tool, particularly through the China-
Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), which has generated over
$62 Dbillion in investments. China views poverty and
underdevelopment as root causes of instability and prioritizes
long-term economic stability (CPEC Authority, 2023).

2. Diplomatic Engagements:

o The U.S. uses its extensive global network of alliances to
influence counter-terrorism efforts. High-profile bilateral
agreements, such as the U.S.-India Strategic Partnership, focus
on counter-terrorism cooperation and intelligence sharing.

o China opts for a multilateral approach, leveraging platforms
like the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO). The SCO’s
Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS) coordinates counter-
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terrorism policies among member states but faces challenges in
reconciling diverse national interests (Bhat, 2019).
3. Partnership Dynamics:

o The U.S. often partners with countries that align with its
security priorities, such as India, fostering collaborations aimed
at countering both terrorism and China's growing influence.

o China’s partnerships are largely driven by economic and
strategic interests, with Pakistan being a cornerstone ally due to
its geographic importance and role in CPEC. This alignment
strengthens China’s regional foothold but raises suspicions in
India (Small, 2015).

Effectiveness and Limitations
1. Short-term Gains vs. Long-term Stability:

o U.S. Strategies: The U.S. achieved short-term successes, such
as dismantling Al-Qaeda’s leadership. However, its military-
focused strategy in Afghanistan failed to achieve long-term
stability, evidenced by the Taliban’s resurgence post-2021
(Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction,
2023).

o China’s Approach: While China’s economic projects have
bolstered infrastructure and employment, concerns remain
about the sustainability of these efforts in mitigating terrorism,
particularly as some projects face delays and local resistance
(World Bank, 2023).

2. Regional Cooperation:

o U.S. Involvement: While U.S.-India ties strengthen counter-
terrorism capabilities, they exacerbate regional rivalries,
particularly with Pakistan, undermining broader cooperation.

o China’s Multilateralism: China’s efforts through the SCO
have fostered dialogue but lack robust enforcement
mechanisms, limiting their impact on tangible counter-
terrorism outcomes (Bhat, 2019).

3. Influence on Domestic Policies:

o U.S. Influence: U.S. pressure led Pakistan to launch military
operations like Zarb-e-Azb, which significantly reduced
militant strongholds in North Waziristan but also caused
displacement and civilian casualties (Pakistani Ministry of
Defence, 2023).
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o China’s Role: China’s investments necessitate enhanced
security for infrastructure projects, compelling Pakistan to
deploy an additional 15,000 personnel for CPEC protection.
However, this raises questions about over-reliance on external
economic ties for domestic security (CPEC Authority, 2023).

5. Case Studies

To better understand the effectiveness and limitations of the U.S. and
China’s counter-terrorism efforts in South Asia, it is helpful to examine
specific case studies.

Afghanistan (U.S. Involvement)

The U.S. intervention in Afghanistan, initiated with Operation Enduring
Freedom in 2001, sought to dismantle the Taliban regime and eliminate
Al-Qaeda. By 2021, the U.S. had spent over $2.3 trillion on military
operations, reconstruction, and humanitarian aid (Watson Institute, 2022).
Initial military successes included the removal of the Taliban from power
and the disruption of Al-Qaeda’s network, significantly reducing the
group's global operational capacity.

However, the withdrawal of U.S. troops in 2021 and the Taliban's
rapid resurgence underscore the limitations of the U.S.’s military-focused
approach. Despite over $145 billion invested in reconstruction,
Afghanistan’s economy remains fragile, with 54% of its population living
below the poverty line (World Bank, 2023). The resurgence of extremist
groups like ISIS-K further highlights the challenge of sustaining security
and stability without comprehensive political and social reforms.

Pakistan (China’s Involvement)

China’s investments in Pakistan through the China-Pakistan Economic
Corridor (CPEC) represent a cornerstone of its counter-terrorism strategy.
Since its inception in 2015, CPEC has attracted over $62 billion in
investments, leading to the construction of roads, power plants, and the
Gwadar Port (CPEC Authority, 2023). These projects have created an
estimated 75,000 jobs in Pakistan and contributed to an annual GDP
growth of 1.5% (IMF, 2023).

However, security remains a critical issue. Between 2018 and 2023,
there were over 50 documented militant attacks targeting CPEC projects,
resulting in the deaths of more than 20 Chinese nationals (Pakistani
Ministry of Interior, 2023). To counter these threats, Pakistan has
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deployed a dedicated force of 15,000 personnel for CPEC security, but
regional instability and anti-China sentiment among some local
populations present ongoing challenges. While China’s economic
approach has shown promise in reducing poverty and fostering
development, the lack of a robust counter-terrorism framework and
limited regional cooperation hinder its full potential.

Conclusion

The comparative analysis of U.S. and China’s counter-terrorism efforts in
South Asia reveals distinct approaches, motivations, and impacts, shaped
by their respective strategic interests and geopolitical realities. The U.S.,
driven by a primary focus on national security post-9/11, adopted a
predominantly military-centric strategy. While this approach achieved
significant short-term successes, such as the elimination of high-profile
terrorist figures and the disruption of terrorist networks, its long-term
effectiveness has been undermined by regional instability and the
inability to address root causes of terrorism. The U.S.’s partnerships in
the region, particularly with India, have further complicated regional
dynamics, exacerbating tensions with Pakistan and limiting cohesive
multilateral efforts.

In contrast, China’s counter-terrorism strategy is rooted in its
economic and geopolitical ambitions, particularly through the Belt and
Road Initiative and the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC). By
leveraging economic development as a tool to combat terrorism, China
seeks to address underlying socio-economic grievances that fuel
militancy. This long-term developmental approach has shown promise in
creating economic opportunities and fostering stability. However, China
faces significant challenges, including security threats to its investments,
regional skepticism of its motives, and the need for sustained cooperation
with South Asian nations.

Both strategies demonstrate unique strengths and weaknesses. The
U.S.’s military interventions provided immediate deterrence but lacked
sustainable frameworks for long-term peace. China’s economic
investments have potential for enduring impact but require robust
security frameworks and deeper regional collaboration to succeed fully.
Together, these efforts highlight the complexity of counter-terrorism in
South Asia—a region shaped by deep-seated political, ethnic, and
ideological conflicts.
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The interplay of these strategies underscores the importance of a
balanced approach that integrates military, economic, and diplomatic
dimensions. Sustainable counter-terrorism in South Asia requires a shift
from unilateral actions to multilateral cooperation, with a greater
emphasis on addressing root causes such as poverty, political instability,
and ethnic grievances. Furthermore, regional powers, including India and
Pakistan, must prioritize conflict resolution and collective security to
mitigate the cycle of violence that fuels terrorism.

Ultimately, the analysis underscores that counter-terrorism is not
merely a security challenge but a multidimensional issue requiring
holistic, inclusive, and adaptive strategies. The lessons from U.S. and
China’s involvement serve as a critical foundation for future efforts to
achieve peace and stability in South Asia and beyond.
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