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Competition inundates every field. The sphere of terrorism offers no exception. The drift of terrorism surfaced in the ongoing month of November is a telling reminder that competition has crept in the field of terrorism.
In November, two incidents of note are relevant so far. First, an attack on the Cadet College Wana in South Waziristan, on November 10. Reportedly, the Tehreke Taliban Pakistan (TTP) carried out the attack. Second, a suicide bombing incident near a police van parked adjacent to the district courts Islamabad on November 11. In this case, the Jamaat-ul-Ahrar (JUA) claimed responsibility for the attack. The JUA is considered a faction of the TTP, which departed the TTP in August 2014 and rejoined it in August 2020. The factor common between the two gruesome incidents was that attackers were on a suicide mission. They were ready to die for the cause of terrorism promoted by their respective clusters.
The question is simple: if the JUA has been merged into the TTP, why does the JUA feel a need to claim a separate responsibility for an attack? Omens are many that the JUA has been trying to establish itself once again detached from the TTP. The reason could be that the leadership of the TTP is under pressure to mend its ways, whereas the JUA emerges as a rebellious group trying to present itself as an alternative doer, and hence attracting a pool of willing fighters to its fold.
It is known that, under the purported leadership of Omar Mukaram Khurasani, the JUA tried to make its distinct mark as a fierce and ruthless terrorist organisation. Compared to the TTP, the JUA enjoyed more penetration beyond Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. For instance, in August 2014, the JUA introduced itself by launching a suicide attack on the flag-lowering ceremony held on the Wagah border Lahore. Later on, the JUA’s attacks on churches (Roman Catholic Church and Christ Church) in Youhanabad, Lahore, in March 2015, was a testament to this fact. Similarly, in March 2016, the JUA launched a suicide attack on members of the Christian community in a park in Lahore on the eve of Easter. At that time, the JUA was in a stiff competition with the TTP to establish itself as the most aggressive and violent militant organisation to outclass the TTP. To meet such an aim, in February 2017, the JUA consumed the lives of DIG City Traffic Police Ahmad Mobin Zaidi and acting DIG (Operations) Zahid Gondal on the Mall in Lahore.
The point to understand is simple: terrorist organisations fight for prominence. By so doing, they attract more fighters, besides broadening their expanse to recruit volunteers ready to launch suicide attacks. In the past, the emergence of the Daesh in Afghanistan spreading its tentacles into Pakistan could be seen in the same context of competition to outperform the others.
Generally speaking, the Daesh is a countenance of a difference of opinion prevalent amongst militants. The dissimilarity is showcased in ideologies and modus operandi. For instance, the Daesh remained active in attacking Shia communities of Central and South Asia. It simply means that Afghanistan has been reduced to a hub of terrorism with no other purpose of life than to continue fighting in the name of one sectarian ideology or the other, consuming lives of the innocent, be they Shias or Christians. Moreover, sparing soft targets such as civilians and devouring the lives of hard targets such as uniformed personnel in Pakistan is no compassion. The underlying purpose is to continue fighting under one ruse or another.
It has also been reported in the media that the TTP criticized the inclination of the JUA to attack Christian minorities and apparently, after 2016, the JUA has spared the Christians, who otherwise have been an easy target of any militant organization. Since then, the prime focus of the JUA is men in uniform (be they in the police or army), who are considered a hard target. However, the recent functional bifurcation between the TTP and the JUA may be an attempt to establish its separate identity in the realm of terrorism. The same speaks volumes for a change in the hierarchal structure of the TTP. The other possibility could be that the splinter groups which had been lump together to form the TTP are once again getting loosened (if not separated) from the TTP to make their own space for survival.
It other words, there might be a point of vulnerability of the TTP, which may shed more strength if the interim government of the Afghan Taliban falls to the demand of a regime change, as being envisioned by many local and foreign beholders. Of course, an interim set up working since August 2021 cannot be prolonged enough for an indefinite period of time. The word “interim” itself means that the government in Kabul was a temporary arrangement, and the same point offered solace to those who were yearning for a share in power sprouting from Kabul. On the one hand, negotiations with Afghanistan over curtailing the activities of the TTP are failing, whereas on the other hand, Pakistan believes that Kabul still enjoys the requisite sway over the TTP to stop terrorism in Pakistan.
Hitherto, there is no formal declaration portending a divide between the TTP and the JUA. Similarly, there is no formal announcement of the rightsizing of the TTP. As apparent, the Afghan Taliban are under pressure to disown and dismantle the TTP, which has been carrying out attacks on the land of Pakistan. The pressure may not crumble the TTP completely but it can cause dissociation of the loosely attached splinter groups. It may also be possible that, consequently, disparate groups like the JUA surface and jockey for registering their presence through spectacular terrorist attacks embodying specific traceable signatures. It is expected that Pakistan is alert to this change of dynamics.

