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Editor’s Note 

The phenomenon of radicalization in Pakistan has been analyzed in two 
contexts: one, as part of the larger global phenomenon and exploration of 
regional and global linkages; and second, as analysis of radicalization’s 
possible connection with religion. Analyses in both contexts have sought to 
determine the causes of radicalization. The evidence indicates with almost 
uniform consistently that religion is at the heart of the issue. However, that 
alone has been of little help in comprehending the phenomenon as a whole in 
Pakistan’s context, largely because only a handful of studies have endeavored 
to analyze historical, political and psychological aspects vis-à-vis 
radicalization in Pakistani society.  

Pak Institute for Peace Studies (PIPS) launched a program in 2008 to fill that 
void by focusing exclusively on research aimed at a greater understanding of 
the phenomenon and related aspects. PIPS has produced 24 research studies, 
both empirical and theoretical, since the launch of the program. The institute 
has also initiated an exhaustive study to measure and analyze the extent and 
trends of radicalization across Pakistan by combining both quantitative and 
qualitative data.  

The current issue carries the outcome of the study, including a comprehensive 
survey and five in-depth papers based on the survey’s findings. Abdul Basit 
and Mujtaba Rathore identify the patterns and trends of radicalization in 
Pakistan. A paper by Safdar Sial and Tanveer Anjum expands the scope to 
militant landscape and attempts to understand the people’s perspective of the 
phenomenon. The gender perspective is a critical and largely overlooked 
aspect of radicalization in Pakistan. Saba Noor and Daniela Hussain have 
attempted to develop an empirical base regarding the issue for the first time. 
Intellectual response to radicalization also remains an area neglected by 
academics and researchers in Pakistan. An effort has been made to shed light 
upon this important aspect.  

It is hoped that these studies will help create a thorough understanding of the 
phenomenon and lead to an expanded discourse on radicalization. The next 
issue will cover two other important aspects of the subject: radicalization of 
youth in Pakistan and the State’s response to the phenomenon.  
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Survey 

Radicalization in Pakistan: Understanding the 
Phenomenon 

Introduction 

Pakistan has adopted a two-pronged strategy to fight the menace of religious 
militancy: it has tried to undertake development activities in the troubled 
northwest of the country, hoping to wean its people from militant influence 
by addressing their economic grievances; and it has launched numerous 
clear-and-hold military operations in militant-infested areas, trying to prevent 
terrorist threat from reaching its urban centers. 

Militant violence has, however, become endemic in recent years. In 2009, 
militants killed at least 3000 people in Pakistan.1 While the top leader of 
Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), Baitullah Mehsud, was targeted in a drone 
strike, the militant outfit managed to regroup and launch audacious attacks 
against the country’s security forces.2 The group also extended the area of 
conflict to Azad Kashmir where, for the first time, two suicide attacks were 
recorded.3 Apart from that, the local Taliban started targeting civilians with 
greater impunity, killing hundreds of innocent women, children and 
university students.4 

It became amply clear in this context that military prowess and economic 
incentives, while necessary to win the war, were not enough to prevent 
religious radicalization in the country. The Pak Institute for Peace Studies 
conducted the following survey to examine the phenomenon more closely. 
The target population consisted of all urban and rural territories of the four 
provinces, Federally Administered Tribal Areas, Gilgit-Baltistan and Azad 
Jammu and Kashmir (excluding military restricted areas). 

General Profile 

The survey population was selected through probability/random sampling. 
Most of the people (53.4 and 14.8 per cent, respectively) belonged to urban 
areas and small towns. Yet a significant proportion (29.9 per cent) also came 
from the rural community. A large majority of the respondents were either in 
intermediate (29.3 per cent) or pursuing a graduation or master’s degree (37.5 
per cent). Barely 8.3 per cent of the people were illiterate and 2.2 per cent had 
only received madrassah education. 
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Most of the respondents were not very affluent: only 21 per cent used private 
vehicles while 50.1 per cent relied on public transportation. A large number of 
these people belonged to the salaried class – as many of them were employed 
in public (19.6 per cent) and private (21.1 per cent) sectors – while only 15.3 
per cent ran their own business. Meanwhile, 14.6 per cent of the people were 
without a job. 

Despite the meager resources of these people, they seemed to be well-
entrenched in their community, with 77.4 per cent living in their own houses. 
However, there were signs of family pressure and about 79 per cent people 
said they were living in a joint family system. 

A large proportion of these people displayed their conservative streak when 
asked about women in the social arena: 67.2 per cent of them thought it was a 
woman’s “religious duty” to veil herself. Similarly, 48.8 per cent believed that 
she should not get the right to divorce. 

Meanwhile, nearly 23 per cent people did not listen to music. Many of them 
(15.8 per cent) attributed their decision to religious reasons. Interestingly, 51 
per cent of the total sample endorsed Junaid Jamshaid’s decision to quit 
singing. 

Religious Concerns 

The participants of the survey were visibly concerned about religion: 77.7 per 
cent of them thought that Muslims were lagging behind other nations in the 
world. Most of them (31.2 per cent) claimed this was because they had 
deviated from Islam. Only 18.1 per cent maintained that it was due to their 
scientific and technological backwardness. 

It is also important to note that a significantly large number of people (46.8 
per cent) said that religio-political parties should get a chance to rule the 
country. This is despite the fact that these parties only showed an impressive 
electoral performance in October 2002 when many analysts attributed their 
success to the strong anti-American sentiment in the country.5 Interestingly, 
63.6 per cent of the respondents believed that Pakistan’s decision to join the 
US-led war on terror was incorrect. 

However, a majority of people participating in the survey (46.3 per cent) was 
also wary of the Taliban. They categorically denied that the militant group 
was fighting for Islam. Even a large percentage of those who looked 
sympathetic to the radical outfit either condemned (37.9 per cent) its acts of 
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violence – such as attacks on CD shops, girls’ schools and cinema etc – or did 
not know (21.9 per cent) how to react to them. 

Most of the respondents also expressed interesting views on jihad. Very few 
(2.7 per cent) maintained that Muslims had failed to progress in the world 
since they had lost their passion to fight against their enemies. Similarly, 
about 28 per cent people believed that jihad amounted to fighting against 
cruelty, not to spread Islam in every corner of the world (5 per cent). Many of 
them (20.4 per cent) were also concerned about internal religious differences. 
They maintained that these disagreements had led to sectarianism and 
religious extremism. However, a bigger proportion of people (21.6 per cent) 
took them casually, claiming that they were preordained and prophesied. 

Conclusion 

The question is: what do these findings signify? 

The survey clearly captures growing religiosity among the masses. It is not 
surprising that 65 per cent of the respondents said that a person who did not 
pray five times a day could not become a better Muslim. Nearly 59 per cent of 
them contended that the struggle for the implementation of Shariah was also 
jihad. But despite their conservatism, about 81 per cent of the survey 
population also considered female education as “extremely necessary”. Only 
a small percentage (12.5) thought it was “not very important”. Similarly, 58.7 
per cent of the people felt that women should be allowed to work outside 
their home. However, nearly 40 per cent of them disagreed with the 
proposition. 

All these findings indicate that the average Pakistani takes his religion 
seriously and wishes to see it in the public domain. But, unlike the Taliban, he 
does not want to make it claustrophobic for other people. The average 
Pakistani thus wants to look progressive in a conservative framework. He is 
caught between two competing narratives: the first one, which is primarily 
grounded in religion and is now championed by militant groups, makes him 
want to see his religion triumph; the other, usually trotted out by the 
government and the media, is mostly based on information and rational 
analysis, making him realize the significance of progressing in the world. 

It seems that both of these narratives are not resonating with him beyond a 
certain point. The religious discourse developed by militant groups, for 
instance, emphasizes the significance of the “Afghan jihad”. Many of the 
groups that were previously passionate about fighting in Indian Held 
Kashmir shifted their focus of attention on Afghanistan to defeat the 
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“crusading” foreign forces. They almost put their struggle in IHK on the 
backburner, as the two South Asian nuclear neighbors began the 
normalization process in the region in 2004. 

Interestingly, the general perception about the wars in Afghanistan and 
Kashmir is at variance with the recent militant discourse. Nearly 55 per cent 
of the people maintained that the bloodshed on the western side of the 
Durand Line was a “political war”. Yet, 56 per cent of them thought that 
fighting in Kashmir was the real jihad. 

It is also interesting to note that most people (31.2 per cent), despite their 
passion for religion, were shaken by Benazir Bhutto’s assassination instead of 
the Lal Masjid operation (29.1 per cent) or the military campaigns in the 
northwestern territories of the country (8.4 per cent). 

It is important to remember, however, that militant groups can use the 
growing religious fervor among the people to their own advantage. The state 
must, therefore, try to transform the ideological mindset by developing 
counter narratives and challenging the literal and extremist interpretations of 
Islam. 

 
Notes
                                                 

1 Pak Institute for Peace Studies (PIPS), Pakistan Security Report 2009, p. 3 
2 In October 2009, the TTP attacked Pakistan’s military headquarters in Rawalpindi. 

The attackers were wearing army uniforms and took a number of hostages in an 

adjacent building. For details, see “Six soldiers, four assailants killed in attack on 

GHQ,” Dawn, October 10, 2009. http://www.dawn.com/wps/wcm/connect/dawn-

content-library/dawn/news/pakistan/04-firing-outside-ghq-qs-04  
3 Pakistan Security Report 2009, p. 14 
4 Ibid, p. 29 
5 There were other factors as well. Some analysts believe that the Musharraf 
administration had unwittingly created a space for these parties by keeping the top 
leadership of the two mainstream political parties (the Pakistan Peoples Party and 
Muslim League-Nawaz) outside the political system. See “The buck stops at General 
Musharraf” by Najam Sethi in The Friday Times, (Oct 18-24, 2002). 
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Trends and Patterns of Radicalization in Pakistan 

Abdul Basit and Mujtaba Muhammad Rathore 

The phenomenon of radicalization has played a major part in the ongoing 
militancy in Pakistan’s restive tribal regions along the Pak-Afghan border 
and elsewhere in the country. Islamabad’s obvious strategic importance in 
the US-led war on terror and the extent of religious radicalization in the 
country have made Pakistan a special focus of discourses on religious 
extremism and fundamentalism. The growing trends and patterns of 
radicalization in Pakistan and the underlying factors are anything but 
straightforward. The dynamics of such trends and patterns may be different 
from each other but they are interlinked. The roots of radicalization in 
Pakistan can be traced back to the beginning of violent sectarian divisions 
between the Shia and Sunni sects and to General Ziaul Haq’s Islamization 
policies in the 1980s. This paper studies the various manifestations of 
radicalization across the socio-cultural, ideological and religio-political 
spectrums, highlighting varying tendencies of this rather complex 
phenomenon. In the light of an empirical study, it has been argued that 
religious extremism is the common prevalent factor in all the visible trends 
and patterns of radicalization in Pakistan.  

 

Jihad, Extremism and Radicalization: The Public Perspective 

Safdar Sial and Tanveer Anjum 

Pakistani society has been facing multiple threats on account of 
phenomena such as jihad, extremism and radicalization since 9/11. The 
people of Pakistan, who largely lack awareness about radicalization and 
extremism and the threats they pose, are the ultimate victims of such 
threats. At the societal level, people provide ideological support for 
radical and extremist forces and facilitate them in waging jihad. In a 
society like Pakistan, where religiosity is an inborn trait and education 
and critical thinking have been largely ignored, such ideological 
initiations can have implications for public opinions and perceptions. This 
study is an attempt to explore the genesis and evolution of certain public 
perspectives in their historical settings, particularly across the socio-
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cultural, religious, political and educational aspects. It has been disputed 
that the concepts of radicalization and extremism overlap with the concept 
of jihad in public perception. Certain state-led ideological patterns along 
with assertions of religious scholars and clerics have had a great impact on 
people’s perceptions about these issues. Although no religious-political 
party enjoys popular support in the country, but people’s perceptions 
endorse the need for two things: an increased role of religion in politics, 
law and society; and the need for social development. 

 

Women Radicalization: An Empirical Study 

Saba Noor and Daniela Hussain 

Radicalization has emerged as a grave challenge to Pakistan’s diverse 
society. However, research into reasons of radicalization of Pakistani 
women and their involvement in terrorist activities has received little 
attention. This study explores trends of radicalization among Pakistani 
women. The focus on women is crucial in the context of Pakistan where 
women form 53 percent of the population but have little say in policy and 
decision making at the local or national level. They are not even free to 
make vital decisions regarding their own life and do not have equal access 
to the opportunities available to men. The causes of radicalization among 
women are varied and complex. Women’s involvement in terrorism is 
motivated by ideological reasons and their role has until recently been 
confined to providing logistic support and assistance to male militants. The 
trends of radicalization among Pakistani women can be traced back to the 
Afghan Jihad when women played an active role by providing logistic help 
and facilitation as mothers, daughters and wives to male militants fighting 
on the battlefield. At times women have got involved in terrorist activities 
by choice and at other times they have been forced to do so. However, an 
active role of women in Pakistan in terms of radicalization became visible to 
the world during the Lal Masjid/Jamia Hafsa standoff in Islamabad in 2007. 
A survey forming the basis of this empirical study found that though 
evidence of large-scale radicalization among Pakistani women has not been 
found, but women are vulnerable to both radicalization and exploitation in 
the name of religion, on account of ignorance at societal, political and 
religious levels.  
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Litterateurs’ Response to Extremism in Pakistan 

Muhammad Amir Rana 

Extremism is defined in Pakistan in a number of ways, mainly in political, 
religious, and social contexts. A lack of consensus even on definitions make 
it difficult to arrive at a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon, 
further complicating efforts aimed at countering extremism. This study by 
Muhammad Amir Rana is based on a survey that aimed to analyze the 
opinion of intellectuals, mainly individuals associated with literature and 
creative arts, in order to assess their opinion about the reasons for the 
steady rise of extremism in Pakistan. The study finds that Pakistani 
litterateurs are not only well aware of the extent and the various 
manifestations of extremist trends—they declare extremism to be “a real 
problem” for Pakistani society—they also offer comprehensive 
recommendations to address the rise in extremism. However, a comparison 
of litterateurs’ views with opinions of other segments of society, recorded 
through surveys conducted by PIPS earlier, reveals considerable differences 
with regard to the preferred course to counter extremism. The litterateurs 
emphasize ideological and empirical aspects for countering extremism. 
However, religious scholars assert that extremism is a political issue, which 
they insist would resolve itself if Pakistan distances itself from the US-led 
war on terror. Finding a middle path among such divergent stances would 
obviously be difficult. However, efforts for convergence of views is 
indispensable as differences at such an elementary level would weaken 
efforts aimed at an effective response. 
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Trends and Patterns of Radicalization in 
Pakistan 

Mujtaba Rathore and Abdul Basit  

 

Introduction 

Radicalization is the process by which people adopt extreme views, including 
beliefs that violent measures need to be taken for political or religious 
purposes.1 The phenomenon of radicalization, which has played a major part 
in the ongoing militancy in Pakistan, is of immense importance in the 
prevailing volatile security landscape of the country. Researchers, scholars, 
theoreticians of social sciences, policy makers and practitioners of diplomacy 
have been studying various aspects of radicalization in order to understand 
religious extremism and radicalization in different Muslim societies, 
especially in Pakistan. 

Understanding the various trends and patterns of radicalization and their 
root causes is somewhat complex in the context of Pakistan, a society that is 
ethnically heterogeneous and divided along ethno-linguistic, ideological, 
sectarian and political lines. The behaviors and attitudes of radicalization at 
the sub-national levels differ to varying extents. The radical trends and 
patterns of some areas at times bear considerable similarities to trends and 
patterns elsewhere in the country. The main causes of radicalization across 
the country are political marginalization, poverty, economic deprivation and 
other inequalities, social injustice, sectarian divisions, illiteracy, the role of 
madrassas and the indoctrination agendas of militant organizations, which 
exploit these factors.2 

Pakistan’s critical strategic significance in the US-led war on terror and 
prevalence of religious radicalization here has made the country a special 
focus of such discourses. Despite the emergence of a new paradigm with the 
war on terror, the tendency has been towards studying radicalization in 
Pakistan with its potential regional and global implications through Western 
theories and prisms thus leading to reductionism.3 Such works have at times 
tended to jump to hasty conclusions through sweeping generalizations. Most 
of the studies on radicalization are centered on certain areas of Pakistan, most 
often the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) that border 
Afghanistan. There is a dearth of studies that examine the issue with its 
varying trends and patterns at the sub-national levels. Such analysis would 
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pave the way for identifying the similarities and disparities in trends and 
dynamics of radicalization in the state at the societal level. This paper 
explores different trends and patterns of radicalization in Pakistani society 
based on a survey conducted by Pak Institute for Peace Studies (PIPS) with a 
sample of 1,568 respondents nationwide. 

Before discussing the findings of this empirical study, it is relevant to look at 
the journalistic and academic works of local and foreign authors on the 
subject. Though there is a plethora of literature available on terrorism and 
religious extremism in Pakistan, none of the works have dealt with the subject 
directly in the local context. The exiting body of literature on radicalization in 
Pakistan has looked at the phenomenon in the context of the ‘jihad’ culture 
spawned by military dictator General Ziaul Haq’s regime in the 1980s, as well 
as religious extremism and Islamic militancy, sectarianism and 
Talibanization. 

Most of these works trace the roots of radicalization in Pakistan to the start of 
violent sectarian divisions between the majority Sunni and minority Shia 
sects. Muhammad Qasim Zaman’s Sectarianism in Pakistan: The Radicalization 
of Shi’i and Sunni Identities explores the pattern of radicalization of the two 
sects in the backdrop of the Iranian Revolution 1979, implementation of Zakat 
Ushr Ordinance 1979 in Pakistan and resultant awakening of the Shia sect.4 
The Islamization of Pakistan, 1979-2009, a report of the Washington-based 
Middle East Institute reviews the history of radicalization in Pakistan in the 
context of the Iranian Revolution, the beginning of the violent Iran-Saudi 
Arabia proxy sectarian war in Pakistan and its implications for the social 
fabric of the country.5 International Crisis Group’s Asia Report 2005 is also 
helpful in understanding the links between sectarianism and the trends of 
radicalization in Pakistan.6 

The overwhelming majority of work on religious extremism in Pakistan has 
held Ziaul Haq’s Islamization policies and the ‘jihad’ culture promoted 
during the Soviet-Afghan war responsible for the growth of religious 
extremism in Pakistan. Ayesha Jalal’s Partisans of Allah: Jihad in South Asia, 
Oliver Roy’s Islamic Radicalism in Afghanistan and Pakistan and Hassan Abbas’s 
Pakistan’s Drift into Extremism have studied the growth of religious extremism 
and the ‘jihad’ culture in the backdrop of the anti-Soviet ‘jihad’. 

The literature also highlights the role of madrassas during the anti-Soviet 
‘jihad’ in promoting religious extremism in Pakistani society. These madrassa 
networks, which are scattered across the country, have inherent differences 
along sectarian lines and political attitudes and promotion of the ‘jihad’ 
agenda have contributed to the existing wave of radicalization in Pakistan. 
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Muhammad Amir Rana’s Gateway to Terrorism, Amir Mir’s The Fluttering Flag 
of Jihad and International Crisis Group report, Pakistan: Madrassa, Extremism 
and the Military, have highlighted the role of madrassas in this context. 

The rise and fall of the Taliban regime in Afghanistan and the impact of their 
retreat along with Al Qaeda remnants into the restive tribal region of Pakistan 
in the aftermath of the US invasion of Afghanistan have also led to the rise of 
different Taliban-like militant movements in Pakistan. Muhammad Amir 
Rana’s Al Qaeda Fights Back inside Pakistani Tribal Areas, Aqeel Yousafzai’s 
Talibanization: From Afghanistan to FATA, Swat and Pakistan, Naveed 
Shinwari’s Understanding FATA and Ahmed Rashid’s Taliban: The Story of 
Afghan Warlords have underlined the role of Taliban and Al Qaeda in 
Pakistan. Movements by different groups such as Tehrik-e-Nifaz-e-Shariat-e-
Muhammadi in Malakand and Lal Masjid clerics and militants in Islamabad, 
demanding the implementation of their own version of Shariah, have also 
played a critical role in further radicalizing Pakistani society.7 

Muhammad Amir Rana’s A to Z of Jihad Organizations in Pakistan, Aqeel 
Yousafzai’s Talibanization: From Afghanistan to FATA, Swat and Pakistan, 
Mujahid Hussain’s Punjabi Taliban, and International Crisis Group’s Pakistan: 
The Militant Jihadi Challenge are among the few works that have discussed the 
militant landscape and networks in different geographical regions of Pakistan 
and helped in understanding the dynamics of varying patterns of 
radicalization in the country. 

C. Christine Fair’s Islamic Militancy in Pakistan: A View from the Provinces is the 
only empirical study conducted at the social level that assimilates the 
different views of the Pakistani people in the provinces.8 She has analyzed the 
public’s beliefs about the militancy, militants’ activities, objectives and the 
views of the Pakistani government and its response to the militancy. The 
work underscores the fact that the level of support for different Islamist 
groups and consequent government action against these militant groups have 
differed widely in form, severity and consequences in different provinces of 
Pakistan.  

A review of the literature also reveals another dimension of the phenomenon 
of radicalization in Pakistan. The prevailing anti-US and anti-Western 
sentiments among the people of Pakistan are largely due to the US invasion of 
Afghanistan, while US drone attacks in the country’s FATA region have also 
contributed to radicalizing the views and attitudes of the people. Pakistan’s 
partnership with the United States as a frontline state in war on terror has 
also radicalized the views of many in Pakistan.9 
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Methodology 

The empirical method of inquiry has been employed in conjunction with the 
mixed methods approach to ascertain the trends and patterns of 
radicalization at different sub-national levels. For this purpose a nationwide 
survey, an extensive literature review and interviews of people from different 
walks of life have been conducted. 

A PIPS survey was conducted in Urdu with a total of 1,568 respondents 
across the country, with 71 percent urban and 29 percent rural representation. 
The survey had a margin of error of 2.5 percentage points. The number of 
respondents from each of the four provinces and other administrative entities 
reflects the ratio of population of each area vis-à-vis the total population of 
the country. As many as 34 percent of the respondents were from Punjab, 18 
percent from Sindh, 23 percent from NWFP, 11 percent from Balochistan, five 
percent from Azad Jammu and Kashmir (AJK), three percent from Gilgit-
Baltistan and over two percent each from FATA and federal capital 
Islamabad. An effort was also made to ensure representation of respondents 
from different age groups, literacy levels and status of employment. Twenty-
nine percent of the respondents were from the 15-20 year age group, 47 
percent were between 20-35 years, and 23 percent were 35 years or above. 
Eight percent of the respondents lacked even basic education, 19 percent were 
educated to the middle level, 29 percent to the intermediate level, and 37 
percent beyond the intermediate level, two percent had received madrassa 
education and 2.8 percent had received both madrassa and regular education. 
On the social status, as many as 14 percent of the respondents were 
unemployed, 28 percent were still students and not working yet and 55 
percent were employed by the government or the private sector or had their 
own businesses. 

Provincial differences are an important feature in the context of radicalization 
in Pakistan. Some behaviors are purely individual and not specific to any 
province or other administrative entity. An effort has been made to 
distinguish between the two factors, through a section of the survey where 
the questions specifically deal with the provinces and other administrative 
entities.  

A sense of alienation and deprivation, disenfranchisement and denial of 
rights and other variables such as geographical proximity and ethnic links 
have been considered in determining the trends and patterns of radicalization 
in each province or other administrative entity. Ethnic linkages of a 
substantial part of the population of FATA, the North West Frontier Province 
(NWFP) and Balochistan with the Pashtun majority in militancy-hit 
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Afghanistan make these regions more susceptible to radicalization than those 
that do not share a border with Afghanistan. The mushroom growth of 
militant organizations in different parts of the country was also observed 
during the study. 

The input of respondents from the four provinces, as well as from AJK, FATA 
and Gilgit-Baltistan regarding the socio-cultural, ideological and religio-
political questions has been analyzed in order to determine the views of the 
people about radicalization at different sub-national levels. 

Socio-Cultural Trends 

In the socio-cultural domain no visible features or manifestations of 
radicalization were witnessed during the study. The respondents generally 
did not think that there is a conflict between culture and religion. When the 
respondents were asked if they listened to music or not, an overwhelming 
majority responded in the affirmative, while the largest section of 
respondents not listening to music was from FATA. In NWFP, FATA and 
AJK, 30.6 percent, 40 percent and 27.3 percent respondents, respectively, 
prefer not listen to music. The absence of enthusiasm for music among the 
people of FATA and NWFP comes partly due to threats from a specific group 
of hardliner clerics who have declared music un-Islamic through religious 
edicts. The ban on music echoes rules enforced by the Taliban regime in 
Afghanistan in the late 1990s. The edicts and sermons broadcast through 
illegal FM radio stations in Malakand Division by Maulvi Fazlullah, chief of 
Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan Swat chapter, and in Khyber Agency of FATA by 
Mangal Bagh Afridi, chief of the proscribed Lashkar-e-Islam, have attempted 
to create an aversion for music among the people of these areas and have at 
least managed to scare the population of the violent consequences for anyone 
found selling, or listening to music. The militants have frequently attacked 
and torched CD shops, music centers, internet cafés, and publicly flogged and 
beheaded dancers and musicians for defying their ban.10 

1. Do you listen to music? 

Response11 
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Yes 79.7% 68.8% 79.0% 75.3% 54.3% 80.0% 92.2% 72.7% 

No 18.4% 30.6% 20.0% 23.6% 40.0% 20.0% 7.8% 27.3% 
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Asked whether their choice of dress was influenced by religion, a clear 
majority replied in the negative. However, they said they preferred the 
traditional dress over western clothes. 

2. Do you consider that choice of dress is any way linked to religion? 

Response   
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Yes 25.3% 22.6% 13.8% 25.8% 14.3% 37.5% 27.5% 29.9% 

No 54.8% 59.9% 66.6% 54.5% 71.4% 60.0% 58.8% 55.8% 

 

As is apparent from the findings above, the attitudes of the people are not 
radicalized per se in the socio-cultural context. Although, people devotedly 
practice their religion in some areas but religiosity is not a manifestation of 
radicalization in a country like Pakistan where religion is an innate attribute 
almost from birth.12 Traditions and culture in different parts of Pakistan have 
not been radicalized by actions of religious extremists.13 Even in the areas 
where culture or traditions had been subdued by radicalization in the name 
of imposition of militants’ versions of Islam on the local masses, the culture 
reasserted itself once this militant influence faded.14 

Religious/Ideological 

Before looking into the survey findings about religious or ideological views of 
the respondents, it is worthwhile to consider the historical context. Whether 
Pakistan was created in the name of Islam and what should be the place of 
religion in the affairs of the state are questions that have confused the 
discourse on national character since the country’s independence from British 
rule. Pakistan has never attained a distinct national identity of its own. The 
lingering tug-of-war between a Western-oriented liberal bureaucracy and a 
right-leaning clergy has further confused the discourse on the national 
character.15 

Pakistani people are traditionally religious. Asked about the path to receiving 
their religious education, the largest section of respondents across Pakistan 
said that they had received their basic religious education from their parents, 
and not from madrassas.  



 
 
 
 
 
 

Trends and Patterns of Radicalization in Pakistan 

 21 

When the respondents were asked about their preferred mode of 
understanding or seeking guidance on religious teachings, contrary to the 
common perception of the clergy’s domination in the religious domain, the 
majority in all the regions surveyed except Gilgit-Baltistan said that they 
relied on religious books. Among other significant findings, the responses 
also showed that the people either rely on religious commentaries and books 
or the local prayer leaders and religious clergy. The mixed responses from 
NWFP and FATA were due to a higher number of madrassas in those areas 
and the prominent role the clergy, which is held in high esteem in the 
Pashtun tribal society, plays there.16  

3. What was the source of your basic religious education? 

Response 
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Parents 27.0% 19.2% 25.5% 28.1% 31.4% 17.5% 37.3% 26.0% 

School 6.3% 7.2% 4.5% 10.7% 2.9% 5.0% 13.7% 6.5% 

Mosque 3.7% 8.1% 7.2% 7.9% 8.6% 2.5% 2.0% 3.9% 

Madrassa 3.5% 1.9% 1.4% 7.9% 2.9% -- 3.9% 3.9% 

Reading 1.7% 4.2% 4.1% 6.7% -- 2.5% 2.0% -- 

 

4. What is your preferred mode of understanding Islamic teachings? 

Response 
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Parents 15.1% 7.5% 19.3% 23.6% 2.9% 17.5% 15.7% 9.1% 
Common 
course     
books 

4.5% 3.6% 5.9% 10.1% -- 2.5% 3.9% 2.6% 

Religious 
books 

38.8% 38.2% 29.3% 25.8% 28.6% 30.0% 25.5% 35.1% 

Prayer 
leaders/ 
clerics 

10.2% 22.6% 8.3% 13.5% 20.0% 10.0% 33.3% 15.6% 
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Sectarianism 

Many scholars believe that sectarianism is a permanent feature of radical 
trends in Pakistan. The debate on sectarian radicalism propounds that people 
in the country are divided along sectarian lines at various sub-national levels. 
The discourse portrays that sectarianism takes people towards radicalization 
as they are accustomed to devotedly following the interpretations and beliefs 
of their own sects and are unwilling to consider alternative views. The people 
in Pakistan are divided into four major Muslim sects—Barelvi, Deobandi, 
Shia and Ahl-e-Hadees. The four sects have their separate mosques and 
networks of madrassas. These divisions have further accentuated the 
sectarian cleavage. 

The survey elicited mixed response at various sub-national levels about 
sectarian divisions and differences among Muslims. The largest section of 
respondents in Punjab, NWFP, Sindh, Gilgit-Baltistan and AJK considers 
sectarian divisions are based in subjective interpretations, while the largest 
group of respondents from Balochistan and Islamabad holds that sectarian 
divisions are based in differences of approach. In Punjab, 35 percent 
respondents consider sectarianism to be a matter of interpretation, 21.2 
percent consider it a matter of differences of approach and 23.6 percent 
believe it is based in fundamental religious differences. In Sindh, 39 percent 
hold that sectarian divisions are based on subjective interpretation, while 20.3 
percent believe it is linked to differences of approach. In NWFP, 30 percent 
consider it a matter of interpretation, 21 percent refer to it as fundamental 
religious differences while 19 percent call it differences of approach. 
Respondents from all the areas surveyed also consider sectarianism harmful 
and think that it promotes radicalization and extremism. 

5. What is the real difference among Deobandi, Barelvi, Shia and Ahl-e-
Hadees sects? 
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Interpretation 35.5% 30.9% 39.0% 28.1% 22.9% 20.0% 43.1% 37.0% 

Fundamental 
religious 
differences 

23.6% 21.2% 14.8% 12.4% 31.4% 22.5% 17.6% 22.1% 

Political 
differences 

8.6% 9.2% 15.2% 13.5% 5.7% 2.5% 9.8% 11.7% 

Differences of 
approach 

21.2% 19.8% 20.3% 33.1% 28.6% 35.0% 19.6% 20.8% 
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The respondents gave mixed reactions when asked about their views on 
religious divisions. In Sindh, Islamabad and Gilgit-Baltistan, the largest 
section of respondents considers religious divisions to be the outcome of 
ignorance, while the respondents from Punjab, NWFP, AJK and FATA mainly 
consider these divisions as borne out of ignorance or as nothing unexpected. 
Irrespective of the aforementioned perceptions of sectarian divisions, people 
strictly adhere to the Fiqh (jurisprudence) of their respective sects for 
interpreting religious commands.  

6. How do you look at religious divisions? 

Response 

P
u
n
ja

b
 

N
W

F
P
 

S
in

d
h
 

B
a
lo

ch
is

ta
n
 

F
A

T
A

 

Is
la

m
a
b
a
d
 

G
il
g
it
-

B
a
lt
is

ta
n
 

A
JK

 

Expected as 
it had been 
predicted 
that Islam 
will have 73 
sects 

30.5% 27.3% 19.7% 3.4% 40.0% 12.5% 17.6% 16.9% 

Necessary 7.2% 7.5% 10.3% 13.5% 5.7% 2.5% 11.8% 5.2% 

Beneficial 6.5% 7.5% 6.9% 18.0% 5.7% 2.5% 11.8% 3.9% 

Harmful, 
they 
promote 
sectarianism 
and 
extremism 

21.2% 22.8% 13.4% 2.2% 28.6% 20.0% 15.7% 35.1% 

Logical/ 
rational 

2.0% 4.2% 4.1% 16.9% 8.6% 7.5% 5.9% 1.3% 

Ignorance 27.7% 15.0% 32.8% 3.4% 2.9% 40.0% 23.5% 28.6% 

 

The core reason for violent manifestations of sectarianism is the existence of 
various sectarian groups within different schools of thought who try to garner 
support for their agendas among the followers of their respective sect. 
Deobandi sectarian organizations are in a majority among these sects and 
have their networks in almost all parts of the country. There are few militant 
wings associated with Ahl-e-Hadees, Shia and Barelvi organizations. Further 
research into the linkage between radicalization and sectarianism is required 
to explore the dynamics of this issue. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Trends and Patterns of Radicalization in Pakistan 

 24 

Politico-Religious 

In the politico-religious domain, the underlying trends and patterns have 
been studied in the context of the ‘jihadi culture’ promoted during the Zai 
regime, Talibanization in Pakistan, especially after 9/11 and different 
movements demanding the implementation of Shariah in the country. 

a. ‘Jihadi Culture’ 

The current wave of radicalization in Pakistan is attributed to the support of 
General Zia’s regime to the anti-Soviet ‘jihad’.17 The support extended to 
militant groups at the time laid the foundation of the ‘jihadi culture’ in 
Pakistani society. The continuity of state assistance to Kashmiri jihad groups 
further molded the views of Pakistanis towards jihad which is why the public 
largely continues to consider the militancy in Indian-held Kashmir as jihad. 
Respondents from all parts of Pakistan, with the exception of Gilgit-Baltistan, 
generally regard the militancy in Kashmir as jihad. 

7. Are the militants in Indian-held Kashmir engaged in jihad? 

Response 
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Yes 57.1% 64.6% 39.7% 57.3% 60.0% 65.0% 11.8% 89.6% 

No 19.5% 14.8% 28.3% 25.3% 8.6% 12.5% 58.8% 3.9% 

Don’t 
know 

21.2% 17.0% 29.3% 13.5% 25.7% 20.0% 25.5% 3.9% 

 

The public lacks the knowledge of what real jihad is according to Islamic 
principles. The opinions surveyed indicate that a considerable number of 
people in NWFP, Sindh, FATA and AJK believe that jihad means striving 
against cruelty. A substantial number of respondents from Punjab, Islamabad 
and Balochistan believe that jihad means fighting against adversaries of 
Islam. The respondents from Gilgit-Baltistan state that jihad is resisting 
worldly desires. The respondents from AJK, FATA and NWFP consider 
waging a defensive war as the most preferred jihad. In Balochistan, the 
respondents’ preference was equally divided between defensive and 
offensive jihad. The findings show that people’s views about jihad are 
confused. Militant organizations such as Jaish-e-Muhammad and Lashkar-e-
Taiba exploit this confusion to their own ends and continue to operate openly 
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even after being banned by the government.18 All jihad organizations in 
Pakistan espouse Al Qaeda's ideology of waging jihad against all those 
powers which they believe have conspired against the Muslim world. 
Enamored by the religious merit of jihad, or what these militant organizations 
call jihad, people become prone to radicalization, considering that they are 
serving the religion by shedding blood and that the promised reward awaits 
them in the hereafter if they embrace martyrdom. 

8. What does jihad mean to you? 

Response 
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Fight 
against 
cruelty 

17.7% 44.0% 30.3% 19.1% 51.4% 17.5% 25.5% 41.6% 

Fight 
against 
adversaries 
of Islam 

27.3% 20.1% 10.3% 22.5% 14.3% 20.0% 11.8% 18.2% 

Spreading 
Islam to all 
parts of 
world 

7.1% 5.0% 3.4% 3.9% 8.6% 5.0% 2.0% -- 

Fight 
against 
one’s 
desires 

17.5% 8.4% 12.4% 23.0% 2.9% 7.5% 49.0% 13.0% 

 

9. What is the preferred mode of armed jihad? 

Response 
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Defensive 35.5% 54.0% 20.0% 32.0% 54.3% 40.0% 17.6% 62.3% 

Offensive  11.5% 12.0% 7.2% 31.5% 5.7% 12.5% 25.5% 7.8% 

Don’t 
know 

48.1% 25.6% 69.7% 30.9% 37.1% 37.5% 52.9% 26.0% 
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Militant organizations in Pakistan are currently engaged in trying to influence 
young Muslims to wage jihad on two fronts—Kashmir and Afghanistan. A 
clear majority of the respondents considers the war in Afghanistan to be a 
political war. A substantial number of respondents from NWFP and FATA 
consider the US invasion of Afghanistan to be an act of aggression, which 
they think justifies jihad. However, the support shown by the respondents in 
those two areas could be, at least in part, influenced by a shared ethnicity 
with the Pashtun majority of Afghanistan, rather than a common religion.19 

10. How would you describe the unrest in Afghanistan? 
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Jihad 12.6% 29.8% 10.0% 19.1% 37.1% 10.0% 9.8% 23.4% 

Tribal 
conflict 

21.0% 11.1% 17.9% 27.0% 5.7% 12.5% 15.7% 15.6% 

Political 
war 

59.7% 47.9% 57.9% 48.3% 47.5% 52.5% 68.6% 54.5% 

 

As with the confusion among Muslims regarding the concept of jihad, the 
notion of struggle for the implementation of Shariah is also far from 
straightforwardness. A clear majority of respondents from all regions 
surveyed, except Sindh and Gilgit-Baltistan, considers the struggle for 
implementation of Shariah jihad. In Gilgit-Baltistan, 47 percent of the 
respondents stated that the struggle for the implementation of Shariah is not 
jihad, while in Sindh the opinion was almost equally divided between those 
who believed it to be jihad and those who did not express their views. 

11. Do you consider the struggle for implementation of Shariah jihad? 

Response 
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Yes 63.0% 70.8% 36.6% 69.7% 65.7% 62.5% 27.5% 59.7% 

No 13.4% 9.2% 23.4% 12.4% 14.3% 2.5% 47.1% 15.6% 

Don’t 
know 

20.8% 16.4% 37.6% 14.0% 20.0% 25.0% 19.6% 23.4% 
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b. Talibanization20 

The emergence and spread of Talibanization is considered an indicator of 
radicalization of Pakistani society. The Taliban movement in Pakistani tribal 
areas is not a distinct organization but an alliance of different organizations 
which espouse the ideology of the Afghan Taliban. After the US invasion of 
Afghanistan, the Afghan Taliban and Al Qaeda remnants fled to the tribal 
areas of Pakistan where they reorganized and encouraged different tribes to 
form their own Taliban-affiliated militias. The phenomenon of Talibanization 
started from South Waziristan Agency and within a few years not only 
engulfed almost the entire tribal belt, but, also spread to some settled districts 
of NWFP, such as Swat. Different militant and sectarian organizations in 
Pakistan joined hands with Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan, founded in South 
Waziristan in 2007 under Baitullah Mehsud, and started an insurgency 
against the state in 2007 that is still raging. The Taliban established a ‘state’ 
within the state, with parallel administrative and judicial structures under the 
garb of implementing their version of Shariah.21 

c. Shariah Movements  

Movements by other groups for the implementation of Shariah, such as 
Tehrik-e-Nifaz-e-Shariat-e-Muhammadi in Malakand and Lal Masjid clerics 
and militants in Islamabad, also joined the Taliban and claimed to be striving 
for Shariah rule. The militant landscape of Pakistan presented an ideal 
environment for them to flourish. Al Qaeda and other international groups 
actively supported them. The militants portrayed the military operations 
against them as an effort to deny the implementation of Islam. The 
propaganda seemed to work for some time as Taliban and other militant 
movements managed to persuade the people that their violent actions were 
necessary to realize Shariah rule. There was a time when these groups were 
even held in high esteem in Pakistan. However, there has been a sea change 
in the last two years. The increasing number of terrorist attacks, including 
suicide attacks, against civilians and the security forces has turned public 
opinion against the militants.22 

Around half the respondents from Sindh (61.7%), NWFP (42.3%), Islamabad 
(50%), Gilgit-Baltistan (80.4%) and AJK (49.4%) said that the Taliban were not 
fighting for Islam. In FATA, nearly half the respondents questioned (45.7%) 
were not sure if the Taliban were fighting for Islam, while a further 31.4 
percent said they were not.  

A considerable number of respondents from Punjab (30.1%), NWFP (25.3%), 
Balochistan (49.4%), FATA (22.9%) and Islamabad (27.5%) consider Taliban 
soldiers of Islam. However, 33.7 percent respondents in Balochistan, and 31.4 
percent in FATA do not think that Taliban are fighting for Islam. The majority 
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in all the areas surveyed condemns violent acts of Taliban, including attacks 
on girls’ schools, and CD/video shops, etc.23 

12. Are Taliban fighting for Islam? 
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Yes  30.1% 25.3% 12.1% 49.4% 22.9% 27.5% 3.9% 14.3% 

No  41.8% 42.3% 61.7% 33.7% 31.4% 50.0% 80.4% 49.4% 

Don’t 
know 

25.7% 28.1% 23.4% 15.2% 45.7% 20.0% 15.7% 31.2% 
 

13. How do you see Taliban attacks on girls’ schools, cinemas, CD/video 
and barber shops? 

Response 

P
u
n
ja

b
 

N
W

F
P
 

S
in

d
h
 

B
a
lo

ch
is

ta
n
 

F
A

T
A

 

Is
la

m
a
b
a
d
 

G
il
g
it
-

B
a
lt
is

ta
n
 

A
JK

 

Condemn 
these acts 

29.0% 41.8% 42.4% 51.1% 45.7% 32.5% 54.9% 23.4% 

Support 
these acts 

9.7% 9.7% 2.8% 10.1% 5.7% 10.0% 5.9% 2.6% 

Don’t 
know 

22.7% 18.7% 30.3% 24.7% 22.9% 12.5% 2.0% 11.7% 
 

Episodic Tendencies of Radicalization 

It is not unusual for public opinion to quickly swing from one end to the 
other in the face of unprecedented incidents. Such opinion shift can result in 
short-lived tendencies or patterns of radicalization which decline as quickly 
as they emerge. The respondents were asked questions regarding the security 
forces’ action against militants holed up in Lal Masjid in 2007, the 
assassination of former prime minister Benazir Bhutto in 2008 and the crisis 
triggered by military dictator General Pervez Musharraf sacking superior 
court judges, in order to gauge which of the three events in as many years 
had influenced people the most. In Punjab, Balochistan and AJK, almost a 
similar percentage of respondents cited the Lal Masjid operation and Benazir 
Bhutto’s murder. In Islamabad, NWFP and FATA, the biggest section of 
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respondents said they had been influenced the most by the Lal Masjid 
operation. The response from Islamabad was understandable because events 
surrounding Lal Masjid unfolded in the heart of the capital city, which had 
never before seen violence of such magnitude.24 In Sindh and Gilgit-Baltistan, 
a large number of respondents said that Benazir Bhutto’s assassination had 
affected them the most.  

14. Which of the following events influenced you the most? 
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Lal Masjid 
operation 

31.4% 46.2% 8.6% 23.6% 48.6% 30.0% 9.8% 26.0% 

Benazir 
Bhutto's 
assassination 

34.4% 7.2% 68.6% 18.0% 8.6% 10.0% 37.3% 27.3% 

Judiciary 
crisis 

5.8% 8.1% 2.8% 6.7% 8.6% 17.5% 13.7% 18.2% 
 

Anti-US/Western Sentiments 

Another factor feeding radicalization in Pakistan is the anti-US sentiment, due 
partly to US drone strikes in FATA. The counter-terrorism operations 
launched by Pakistani security forces in NWFP and FATA have also 
radicalized views of the people against the government. The responses of the 
public about Pakistan’s decision to join the United States in the war on terror 
have been mapped. Clear majorities in all parts of Pakistan consider 
Islamabad made a mistake in joining hands with the US in the war on terror. 

15. Was Pakistan’s decision to join US-led alliance in war on terror correct? 

Response 
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Yes 20.1% 13.1% 13.8% 18.0% 11.4% 15.0% 31.4% 27.3% 

No 59.7% 71.9% 58.6% 70.8% 74.3% 55.0% 52.9% 61.0% 

Don’t 
know 

17.7% 12.0% 23.4% 8.4% 8.6% 27.5% 13.7% 9.1% 
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Conclusion 

Religious extremism is the common factor in all visible trends and patterns of 
radicalization in Pakistan. The dynamics of such trends and patterns in 
various parts of the country are different from each other but are largely 
interlinked. The fundamental cause of such trends and patterns is people’s 
ignorance of the religion. People either rely on the prayer leaders or religious 
clergy for religious education or books authored by clerics of their respective 
sects, and both tend to fan sectarianism. State policies also play a vital role in 
formulating the views of the people. Except some episodic incidents, the 
major trends and patterns of radicalization are constants with a consistent 
history, the phenomenon of sectarianism being a case in point. 

Though this study has endeavored to highlight the general trends and 
patterns of radicalization in the country, further empirical study of each trend 
and pattern with their underlying dynamics is required for the formulation of 
de-radicalization policies. A one-size-fits-all approach towards de-
radicalization has proven counterproductive in the past wand would do so in 
the future as well. An informed discourse on each trend and pattern should 
enable policy makers to formulate trend-specific de-radicalization policies. 
The hostile attitude of the people to such phenomenon of extremism and 
radicalization is the biggest hurdle in the way of an objective analysis of such 
issues. 
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Jihad, Extremism and Radicalization: A Public 
Perspective 

Safdar Sial and Tanveer Anjum 

 

Introduction 

It is important to study what Pakistani people think about religious 
extremism, radicalization and Jihad and what contributes and/or has 
contributed over time to make them think so. Among many reasons for the 
importance two of them are significant. First, Pakistani state and society are 
facing extensive threats from these ‘phenomenon’ and knowing people’s 
perceptions, who are the ultimate victims, is fundamental in dealing with 
these threats and the related emerging challenges. Secondly, it is important to 
look into convergence and polarization of public views, at societal level on 
these issues to assess the levels and dynamics of tacit or open public 
support/approval or rejection to extremist and radical forces. 

Most of the Pakistani people may not be familiar with the academic or even 
literal explanations of the concepts of radicalization and extremism, especially 
when the commonly accepted definitions are borrowed from the West. These 
definitions, as believed, by Pakistani scholars and academics, are generally 
not relevant in Pakistani context.1 Hence it is useful to understand the public 
perceptions of extremism and radicalization by employing reductionism; 
taking violence, militancy and also terrorism as reducible phenomenon for 
this purpose. Nonetheless, people’s understanding of Jihad can be studied 
and analyzed as it is. Meanwhile an effort could be made to see as to what 
extent extremism and radicalization are overlapped or confused with the 
concept of Jihad in the public perceptions.       

Academics and scholars make a conscious effort to treat radicalization and 
radicalism as distinct from extremism and terrorism. The reason is found in 
the fact that both positive and negative connotations are associated with 
radicalization. It, however, does not mean that radicals cannot be extremists 
or terrorists.2  Radicalization can generate extremism, which is the acceptance 
or adoption of an irrational and extreme position about an issue.3 The 
Communism or Marxism was considered a radical ideology because it 
questioned the legitimacy and advocacy of existing institutions.4 The term 
began to be used for rightwing ideas and movements after the Iranian 
Revolution of 1979. After the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991, leftwing 
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radicalism greatly weakened as a world of force and thereafter Islamism in its 
different sectarian garbs and regional manifestations became synonymous 
with radicalism.5 Islamism simplifies Islam to a set of beliefs and practices 
which are apparently anti-intellectual, anti-modern, anti-liberal, and anti-
democratic. Thus, as a political ideology, Islamism – also known as Islamic 
fundamentalism, militant Islam, radical Islam etc – generates a mindset that is 
invariably hostile to non-Muslims, deviant sects, women and liberal Muslims. 
Such a mindset translated into political actions tends to be violence-prone and 
can give impetus to terrorism.6  

There are countless studies available on the issues of Jihad, extremism and 
radicalization in Pakistan. But a focus on the public perspectives on these 
issues has rarely become a topic of empirical or theoretical researches, though 
a significant number of opinion polls is available.  Indeed, only a few studies 
have tried to explore the understanding and viewpoint of the Pakistani 
people on Jihad, extremism and radicalization, and the public support or 
denouncement for these phenomenons. Even if it has been done, that is also 
from a theoretical perspective evading an empirical input, in most of the 
cases. 

It is useful first to review some Pakistani focused key researches on religious 
extremism, radicalization and terrorism before discussing the available 
literature on public perspectives on the subject. Studies on the extremism and 
radicalization in Pakistan tend to discuss the phenomenon in any of these two 
ways. A considerable group of studies treats these phenomenon in Pakistan 
as part of a global phenomenon; either to compare the Pakistani radicalization 
and extremism with radicalization and extremism in other Islamic countries 
(Mahmood, 1995; Roy, 2002) or to explore the global and regional links of 
Islamic radicalized movements (Hegghammer, 2006). A second comparatively 
larger group of studies attempt to understand the phenomenon through 
religion and radicalized religious groups as the major causative factors. Most 
of these studies have exclusively explored the role of the radicalized and 
extremist/militant groups in Pakistan (Rana, 2003, 2005; Chitkara, 2003; 
Haqqani, 2005; H. Abbas, 2004, Waseem etc.) whereas some have tried to 
discover the links of religion (Kaul, 2002), sectarianism (ICG, 2008) and 
religious seminaries (Stern, 2004; Roy, 2002; ICG, 2002) with the said 
phenomenon.  

Books and literature produced on Jihad have two main discourses. The first, 
the interpretational, ideological and intellectual discourse undertakes exegesis 
of Quran-o-Sunnah, and debate on legal (with regard to Islamic 
jurisprudence) and historical explanations to understand divine settings for 
Jihad and its obligations for Muslims.  The second discourse tries to 
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understand Jihad through the waves of militancy and terrorism where the 
Muslims are involved in. The first discourse is by exclusively a group of 
experts on Islamic theology and jurisprudence and evades - perhaps by 
default - the common Muslim’s views and opinions. The second discourse, 
nonetheless, has also remained evasive of public perspective with few 
exceptions and falls largely in the second group of studies mentioned above.     

These various approaches have been used to (i) explore mostly the causes of 
extremism and radicalization with less emphasis on empirical studies. (ii) The 
evidence is almost uniformly consistent in indicating that religion is at the 
heart of the issue. (iii) Only a handful of studies have endeavored to 
undertake historical (Rana, 2003), political (Kaul, 2002), educational (Davis, 
2007) and psychological (S. Abbas, 2008) aspects as undercurrents of the 
radicalization and extremism in Pakistani society. (iv) People’s perceptions of 
Jihad, extremism and radicalization and eventual possibility of tacit and/or 
open sympathy or support for or denouncement of the extremist, radical and 
‘Jihad’ groups have been out of scope of these studies.  

Some studies and opinion polls, however, have tried to bridge this last 
mentioned gap that is to explore the public perspectives of Jihad, extremism 
and radicalization, and which is the focal point of this paper.  

Nasim A. Jawed (1999) interviewed some 163 respondents in 1969 (91 in 
Lahore and Karachi and 72 in Dhaka) from four occupational categories 
belonging to two social classes - professionals (practicing lawyers, university 
teachers and journalists) and the ulama from the traditional religious 
leadership. He used his survey findings viz-a-viz Muslim political ideas 
reflected in Islamic texts - both traditional and contemporary – in order to 
explore the public attitudes towards national identity, desirability of an 
Islamic state, role of religion and religious leaders in politics, Jihad as national 
defense, and desirability and character of Islamic law etc.7 The research work 
is a unique blend of social scientific approach and humanistic perspective but 
its findings may not be as valid today as they were 40 years before due to 
much changed geographical, sociocultural, political, ideological and global 
realities for Pakistan. 

C. Fair and B. Shepherd (2006) used the data of the Pew Institute – a survey 
conducted in 2002 in 14 Muslim countries including Pakistan – to study the 
demand-side determinants or support patterns of terrorism. They used 
survey inputs describing public views on threat to Islam, suicide bombing 
and role of religious leaders in politics.8 They have provided some useful 
findings on support to terrorism in Pakistan but the study is neither country-
specific nor does it provide an insight into public perspectives on social 
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phenomenon of radicalization and extremism, which are said to lead to 
terrorism; it was obviously out of scope.   

In another study, C. Fair (2004) has tried to explore the reasons which compel 
people to join militant organizations. Her discussion on militant recruitments 
on individual level offers a set of views of militant recruits, but her exclusive 
focus remains on militant and terrorist landscape wherein she focuses on 
ideological frameworks, mainly based on religious schools of thoughts in 
Pakistan, to understand the group dynamics of militant recruitments.  An 
almost similar study, but more empirical in methodology and wider in scope, 
was conducted by Sohail Abbas (2007). He endeavoured to explore the 
‘Jihadi’ mindset by conducting two case studies of the “Afghan Jihad” 
militants detained in Haripur and Peshawar jails. Contrary to C. Fair’s 
ideological groupthink framework he focused on individual psychological 
analyses (psychoanalytic perspective) of detainees to understand their 
mindset. But the societal narrative, description of views/opinions emanating 
from different layers of social fabric of Pakistan as a whole in support or 
denouncement of Jihad, extremism and radicalization is not the subject of 
these studies. 

Shinwari (2008) has nevertheless recorded tribal people’s socio-cultural, 
political and religious perceptions of the issues of Jihad, militancy and 
Talibanization etc. by surveying 1,050 tribesmen from Federally Administered 
Tribal Areas (FATA). His study provides deep insight into the subject but 
from perspective of only one of the seven demographic units of Pakistani 
federation. 

The surveys and opinion polls mainly by the Pew Global Attitude Project, the 
Gallup and others provide an empirical insight into Pakistani public’s 
perceptions and concerns about issues related to terrorism, war on terror, 
Pakistan’s alliance with US, religious extremism, Taliban, Al-Qaeda, Islamic 
law, female education and the role of religion in politics and compatibility 
with democracy etc.  

The Pew survey (released on July 14, 2005) titled “Islamic Extremism: 
Common Concepts for Muslim and Western Public” encompasses 17 
countries including Muslim and European with Pakistan. It seeks public 
opinions, along with other topics, on threat of Islamic extremism, suicide 
bombings, the role of religion in politics and Osama bin Laden. Another 
survey by the Pew (released on August 13, 2009) focuses exclusively on 
Pakistani people’s opinions on religious extremism, Pakistan’s alliance with 
the US, Al-Qaeda, Taliban, Islamic laws and girls’ education.  
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The focus of the most of the Gallop surveys in understanding Pakistani public 
perspective in issues related to religious extremism remains on Pakistan’s 
alliance with the US (Julie Ray, Dec. 29, 2008; Rajesh Srinivasan and Julie Ray, 
Oct. 3, 2008), war against terrorism (Julie Ray, Dec. 17, 2008), Taliban and 
Talibanization (Julie Ray, May 12, 2009), religion and democracy and role of 
Shariah (Dalia Mogahed, Oct. 3, 2007).  

The International Republican Institute collected public responses in Pakistan 
in 2009 on Pakistan’s alliance with the US on war against terrorism. Another 
survey by <WorldPublicOpinion.Org> asked people about their views on Al-
Qaeda, Taliban and other militant organizations in Pakistan.9  The 
<WorldPublicOpinion.Org> and United States Institute of Peace (USIP) 
carried out a joint study Pakistani Public Opinion on Democracy, Islamist 
Militancy, and Relations with the US, which was conducted by C. Fair, Clay 
Ramsay and Steve Kull in 2007. The study surveyed only urban adults in 19 
cities to explore their views on the role of Islam, democracy, militant groups, 
and Pakistan’s relations with the US etc. The study lacked a homogenous 
sample representative of entire Pakistani populations and public perspectives 
on social, cultural and ideological fronts. 

Opinion polls and surveys are extended to assess the public opinions at 
certain intervals of time. Their credibility in academic and research domains 
in understanding certain social phenomenon is limited in measuring instant 
responses of the people sans a qualitative analysis and background 
investigation. 

This paper will try to explore the public perspectives – understanding, 
perceptions/views and also concerns – to analyze the responses at societal 
levels to the phenomenon of extremism, radicalization and ‘Jihad’. An 
underlying theme will be to assess the ideological support and 
accommodation at societal level for radical and extremist forces. The genesis 
and evolution of certain public perspectives will be explored in historical 
settings particularly the socio-cultural, religious, political and educational 
aspects. This diachronic analysis will be then used to explain and elucidate 
the empirical findings with regard to people’s views of the set of 
phenomenon under study.    

Methodology 

The character of this study is defined by its two key aspects related to 

empirical and theoretical explanations. Besides relying on the empirical 

findings of a survey it analyzes the relevant literature, books, documents and 

other texts to have, firstly, an insight into previous findings and approaches 


