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Executive Summary

This issue brief explores whether Pakistan can evolve from a traditional
“security contractor” into West Asia’s net security stabiliser. The
September 17, 2025, Saudi-Pakistan Strategic Mutual Defence
Agreement marks a pivotal moment, formalising decades of military
cooperation between the two countries. Historically, Pakistan has
trained Gulf forces, guarded monarchies, and provided military
personnel, often in transactional arrangements. However, shifting
geopolitical dynamics, such as waning U.S. influence, rising Israeli
aggression, and the Gulf states’ pivot toward India and China, have
created a strategic vacuum. Pakistan, with its large, battle-hardened
army and nuclear deterrent, could fill this void. Yet, economic fragility
and internal political instability pose major challenges. The brief argues
that Pakistan must transcend its rentier logic and leverage its military
assets for diplomacy and regional balance. Success depends on
visionary leadership and a shift from short-term gains to long-term
strategic influence. The pact with Saudi Arabia could be symbolic — or
transformative — depending on Pakistan’s choices.
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Beyond Symbolism

Can Pakistan Become West Asia’s
Net Security Stabiliser?

1. Introduction

On September 17, Saudi Arabia and Pakistan signed the Strategic
Mutual Defence Agreement, declaring that “any aggression against
either country shall be considered an aggression against both.”!
Analysts have described this move as a ‘landmark’, ‘watershed’ and a
‘ground-shaking”  development with potentially far-reaching
consequences. Yet, beyond the headlines and hyperbole, the pact is less
a rupture than a formalisation of a partnership that has been decades in
the making, unless there is a change in the Pakistan military
establishment’s strategic calculus in itself.

Pakistan quietly embedded itself in the security architecture of the Arab
Gulf states in the 1970s through different modes. Its armed forces have
played a significant role in training the security forces of Gulf states and,
occasionally, helped man defences, and at critical junctures, directly
guarded monarchies under threat, such as in Jordan in 1970. While this
new agreement has the potential to revive this legacy, it also raises a
deeper question: Can Pakistan move beyond its traditional role as a
“security contractor” and reposition itself as a genuine stabiliser in a
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West Asia which has been unsettled by Israel’s ascendance, America’s
waning trustworthiness, and Iran’s enduring challenge?

2. A Legacy of Military Bonds

The roots of the Saudi-Pakistani defence relationship go back to the
1950s. When Pakistan was established in 1947, the Gulf kingdom was
the first country to offer international recognition, which became an
anchor for establishing ties based on shared religious identity. A
bilateral ‘Friendship Treaty’ followed in 1951, codifying their
engagements, laying the foundation for an all-encompassing
relationship across defence, economic and other spheres.? Interestingly,
having entered into a strategic understanding with Riyadh based on the
1945 USS Quincy meeting between President Franklin D. Roosevelt
and King Abdulaziz Al Saud, Washington quietly encouraged the bond
as part of its Cold War strategy to corral allies against the Soviet Union.>

As Pakistan firmly positioned itself within the Western orbit by the mid-
1950s, it became deeply integrated into U.S.-sponsored security
frameworks, joining both the Middle East Treaty Organisation, or
Baghdad Pact (later CENTO), and the Southeast Asia Treaty
Organisation (SEATO) in 1955. However, its most consequential
regional role emerged in the 1960s, when Egypt’s President Gamal
Abdel Nasser deployed troops to South Yemen to support republican
forces against the Zaidi Shia Imamate, which Saudi Arabia backed.
Riyadh, alarmed by Cairo’s intervention, Nasser’s broader Pan-Arabism
and fearing a spillover into its territory, turned to Pakistan.*
Interestingly, since 2015, Saudis have been fighting the same Zaidis,
who are organised under the Houthis movement and now backed by the
Iranians.

In 1967, the two countries signed their first formal military pact,
allowing Pakistan to station troops for internal security purposes in the
kingdom, as well as conduct training missions and provide security
advisors.’ Ever since, it has trained over 8200 Saudi officers.® At one
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point in the 1980s, the Pakistan Army had over 15,000 troops stationed
in the kingdom alone, in addition to maintaining military training
missions in other Gulf countries.” This arrangement remarkably endured
for more than five decades despite some lows, like in 2015, Pakistan’s
refusal to join Riyadh’s Yemen military campaign.

As Britain withdrew from its Gulf protectorates, Pakistan stepped into
the breach. Take the case of the United Arab Emirates, where Pakistan
played a central role in the creation of its state armed forces.® This was
particularly more visible in raising the UAE Air Force (UAEAF), so
much so that senior Pakistan Air Force (PAF) officer Ayaz Ahmed Khan
became the emirates’ first Air Chief, while other senior officers, such as
Ghulam Haider, Jamal A. Khan, and Farooq Feroze Khan, served as
commanders. Likewise, in Bahrain, retired Pakistani officers form a
significant proportion of its internal security services, providing the
ruling family with a reliable buffer against dissent.

These arrangements, while rarely publicised, have shaped Gulf security
for decades. They also created a lucrative career pipeline for Pakistani
military officers, whose services were compensated generously in riyals
and dinars.” In effect, Pakistan’s armed forces functioned as a kind of
“rental service,” simultaneously securing Gulf monarchies and
enriching their own establishment.

3. Between Patronage and Dependency

For Washington, which maintained ultimate responsibility for the
security of its Gulf allies, Pakistan’s role was complementary.
During the Cold War and after, the U.S. not only tolerated but even
encouraged Pakistan’s deployments.'® Washington perceived
Islamabad’s engagements as a stabilising factor against Soviet
influence and, after 1979, against revolutionary Iran. The
arrangement also suited Gulf monarchies, which had a rental army
at their disposal, without creating strong domestic armies that might
one day threaten their own rule.
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But this transactional character carried long-term consequences.
Pakistan’s military came to see Gulf deployments as an alternative
revenue stream and a source of prestige postings. Islamabad rarely
leveraged its role into broader strategic influence, reinforcing its
standing as a dependable security ‘subcontractor’.

That hierarchy began to shift in recent decades. With the oil-rich
Gulf states diversifying their energy market to target rising Asian
economies like China and India, it catalysed a shift in their policy
outlook towards New Delhi. It is worth recalling that Pakistan
became a factor in how the Gulf States approached India, except for
Oman.!" As Gulf-India relations deepened, enabled by New Delhi’s
vast market and investment potential, Islamabad as a factor
gradually faded. Simultaneously, Pakistan’s reliance on U.S.
military and financial patronage diminished as its relationship with
China grew. For many in the Gulf, it became a secondary partner,
‘useful’ but not entirely ‘indispensable’.

4. A Changed Strategic Landscape

The September 17 pact with Saudi Arabia suggests that this equation
may be changing once again. Just days earlier, on September 9,
Israel targeted the Doha-based leadership of the Palestinian Hamas
group in Qatar. This incident rattled most of the regional regimes
and inflamed anxieties about unchecked Israeli aggression that
rendered even those within the security umbrella of the Americans
vulnerable. Many in the Gulf now see Israel, which has received
unconditional backing from Washington, as a destabilising
hegemon. While Tel Aviv has conducted air strikes in nearly half a
dozen regional countries, its Gaza War has been described by many
international organisations, including a UN Commission of Inquiry,
as ‘genocide’ against Palestinians.'?

At the same time, the reluctance of Washington to restrain Israel
and, worse, back its regional military adventurism or to guarantee
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the survival of Arab regimes against external threats has created
doubts among many in the Gulf. With its erosion of trust and
credibility as the security guarantor of the GCC regimes waning, a
vacuum has been created. It is here that Pakistan, with its long
history of military cooperation with these states and supplemented
by their Sunni Muslim affinity, may be uniquely positioned to fill.

As such, the symbolism of the Saudi-Pakistani pact is powerful,
given that it places Islamabad at the heart of a security commitment
with the Gulf’s largest and most influential state. There is already
talk of Pakistan being ready to extend its military umbrella to other
GCC states, as indicated by the statements of its Defence Minister,
Khwaja Asif.!> But its substance will depend on whether Pakistan
can break with its historical pattern of renting out troops and instead
craft a role as a net stabiliser. It will also depend on whether the Gulf
states will be ready to bandwagon with Saudi Arabia and seek such
an arrangement without offending the United States.

5. Pakistan’s Roadblock?

For Pakistan, the opportunity cannot be more enticing. It possesses
one of the largest standing armies in the Muslim world, with
combat-hardened troops after two decades of counterinsurgency
against dozens of different militant groups in its Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa and Balochistan. Its nuclear arsenal, as well as its
ballistic missile program, while primarily a deterrent against India,
lends it a prestige and weight that hardly any other Muslim-majority
state can claim.

Yet Pakistan’s limitations are equally stark due to its economic
fragility, as it has remained dependent on bailouts from the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and debt deferments from
countries like Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and China. At the same time,
the country’s political system is equally volatile due to the military
establishment’s disproportionate influence over the successive
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civilian governments. However, importantly, its military generals
have historically favoured the immediate financial benefits of Gulf
rental postings over the longer-term strategic positioning of the
country.

The risk, then, is that the new pact could simply reproduce old habits
defined by Pakistani officers competing to get stationed in the Gulf
and collect rental salaries. It is a scenario where Rawalpindi can pat
itself on maintaining influence without altering the regional balance.
And that would be symbolism without substance.

The alternative would require vision. As a stabiliser, Pakistan could
use its unique position to help reorient the existing Iran-centric
system by promoting collective security frameworks and offering
credible deterrence against external aggression. All this could
happen without it being subsumed into sectarian or rentier logics.
As such, in theory, Islamabad could credibly act as a
‘counterweight’ to Israel’s unchecked militarism, providing Arab
states with options beyond reliance on Washington.

However, such a strategic role demands statesmanship, strategic
clarity, and an ability to resist the temptations of rentier logic and its
short-term financial gains. As the most powerful state actor, it would
be up to Pakistan’s military establishment to determine whether it
can leverage its dominance in crafting a coherent foreign policy
vision.

6. Beyond Riyals and Dinars

History offers both inspiration and caution. While the retreat of
British colonial machinery facilitated Pakistan’s role in the security
of Gulf states in the 1970s, today it faces a more fragmented,
polarised, and militarised region than ever. Since then, the
socioeconomic landscape of the region has wundergone a
diametrically opposite change. Now, Gulf monarchies carry
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economic heft that many cannot match and are increasingly willing
to diversify their partnerships with countries such as India and China
to serve their national interests. This means that Pakistan can no
longer assume exclusivity, but the Islamic logic could help its cause,
especially as such a proposition could appeal to the Arab street.

Yet the logic of partnership remains compelling. For Gulf states,
Pakistan offers a pool of disciplined manpower, shared religious
legitimacy, and a nuclear-backed deterrent. However, it is worth
noting that Pakistan has not committed its nuclear shield to Riyadh,
but rather its conventional power. And for Islamabad, these wealthy
states offer vital economic lifelines, political cover, and the chance
to reassert itself on a broader stage.

The question is whether this partnership can transcend the
transactional. Riyals and dinars may have once been sufficient. But
today’s West Asia requires something more: a stabilising force able
to shape regional security rather than just staff it, foremost acting as
a deterrent to Israeli adventurism.

7. Conclusion: The Missed or Seized Opportunity

Ultimately, Pakistan’s potential role as the West Asia’s net security
stabiliser hinges less on Saudi generosity, GCC collective shift, or
U.S. acquiescence than on Pakistan’s own choices. And if the
country’s military elite sees the Saudi pact as yet another money-
making opportunity for personal gains, in that case, this moment will
pass, and Islamabad will remain what it has long been: a useful
subcontractor and not a strategic anchor.

The question is whether Pakistan can imagine a different path,
prioritising regional stability over short-term gain, and carve a role
that reshapes its global standing. And then, it has to be a role that
seeks to balance rather than exacerbate existing schisms and
leverages its military assets for diplomacy rather than presenting
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itself as a rental army.

For a nation whose existence has often been defined by its rivalry
with India and its enduring dependence on great-power patrons —
the U.S. then and China now — such a policy shift would be nothing
short of transformative. The September 17 agreement may prove
symbolic. But symbolism, in the West Asia, has often preceded
reality. The choice of whether to move beyond it lies squarely with
Pakistan.
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