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Introduction

In April 2009, U.S. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton declared that the Pakistani Taliban forces that were closing in on the capital having seized much of the Pashtun belt is a "mortal threat" to the world.
 Indeed many if not most of the Islamist terrorist conspiracies disrupted or executed in Europe have had footprints in Pakistan and many of the terrorists of the 9-11 attacks transited through or were based in Pakistan.  In contrast to militancy in other theatres, in Pakistan militancy has been an active state policy for decades.  In 1947, the state used a tribal militia (lashkar) to invade Kashmir in hopes of seizing it while the erstwhile maharaja (king) dithered on whether he would join the dominion of India or Pakistan.  Since then, Pakistan has supported a wide array of militants to prosecute foreign policies in Afghanistan and India and has turned a blind eye to militants targeting Shi’a within Pakistan itself. 


While the will and capacity of the government to abandon using Islamist militants as tools of foreign and domestic policy remain in doubt, too few inquiries have been made into the support that militancy enjoys among Pakistan’s civilians.  In recent years, it has become abundantly clear that Pakistanis have not supported their government’s participation in the U.S. led war on terrorism and have been hesitant to embrace their own war on terrorism despite the encroachment of the Pakistan Taliban, the expansion of suicide bombing against Pakistani targets (police, paramilitary, military, government officials) and persistent sectarian violence.  Given that Pakistan’s militant groups recruit Pakistanis, some sort of support must exist within the public. Indeed, public celebrations of sons achieving martyrdom in Kashmir or elsewhere are not unknown in many parts of Pakistan. While efforts to persuade the Pakistani government to abandon Pakistan is a necessary condition for Pakistan to pose fewer threats to itself, the region and the world; efforts to undermine support for militancy among the population are also required.  

Because Pakistani public attitudes towards these efforts are critical to Pakistan’s ability and political will to stay involved in counterinsurgency and counterterrorism  operations, this essay explores several important clusters of Pakistani public attitudes, including their support for and threat perceptions of a variety of militant groups operating in and from Pakistan; support for the Pakistan government’s handling of various crises and public policies related to militancy; beliefs about the government’s ties to militant groups; and perceived benefits from the various groups. To do so, it employs largely urban data collected in the summer of 2007 in a study commissioned by the author under the auspices of the United States Institute of Peace (USIP) in collaboration with the Program on International Policy Attitudes (PIPA).
  It also draws from the largely urban data collected by the Pew Global Attitudes Project,
 as well as data collected by the International Republican Institute IRI), which was a more nationally representative sample. 
 

The paper is organized as follows. In the next section,  this paper provides an overview of militant groups operating in and from Pakistan and the interconnections that exist among them. This essay explores s data that broadly address the degree to which Pakistanis have supported various forms of violence and the degree to which they perceive a wide array of militant groups as threats to Pakistani security. The essay continues to examine Pakistanis’ beliefs about their government’s approach to handing militancy including military means, negotiating with militants and allying itself with the United States.  Next it exposits what Pakistanis believe about their governments efforts to support or counter militants based in and from Pakistan. In the penultimate section, it presents findings about the perceived benefits that militant groups confer. The essay concludes with some reflection of the policy implications of its principle findings.

Pakistan’s Militant Landscape

Prior to General Pervez Musharraf’s acceptance of the US-given ultimatum to join the US-led global war on terrorism in September 2001, Pakistan’s militant landscape could be meaningfully segregated by the group’s sectarian orientation, its theatre of operation, and its ethnic constitution. For example, there were militant groups (askari tanzeems) that traditionally focused upon Kashmir, including the Deobandi groups of Jaish-e-Mohammad, Harkat-ul-Ansar/Harkat-ul-Mujahideen; Ahl-e-Hadith organizations such as Punjab-based Lashkar-e-Taiba.  While these groups are often referred to as “Kashmiri groups,” this is misnomer as they have few ethnic Kashmiris among their ranks and most of these groups do not operate exclusively in Kashmir. Indeed LeT and JM have long operated throughout India and Deobandi groups have in recent years begun operating in Pakistan. Both LeT and Deobandi so-called Kashmiri groups have also been operating in Afghanistan against U.S., NATO and Afghan forces.
 In contrast, other “Kashmiri groups” are operating under the influence of the Islamist political party Jamaat-e-Islami such as al-Badr and Hizbul Mujahideen, which tend to be comprised of ethnic Kashmiris and have retained their operational focus upon Kashmir. 

Other askari tanzeems (as Pakistanis often refer to the myriad militant groups operating in their country) have been traditionally sectarian in nature and include the anti-Shi’a Lashkar-e-Jhangvi and Sipah-e-Sahaba Pakistan.
 Both of these anti-sectarian groups are under the sway of the Deobandi organization Jamiat-e-Ulema Islami (JUI) and are funded by wealthy Arab individuals and organizations. Notably, many of these Deobandi tanzeems have overlapping membership and they also have strong connections to the JUI.
 In the past, Shi’a sectarian groups were also lethally active. These groups targeted Sunni Muslims and obtained funding from Iran, although these groups have largely disappeared.
 

Since 2006 (and possibly earlier), Pakistan has witnessed the development of a cluster of militant groups whose activists describe themselves as “Pakistani Taliban” and who have successfully established an archipelago of micro-emirates of Sharia within large swathes of the Pashtun belt (in FATA and the NWF).  The rise of this movement seems to have coincided with or was precipitated by the Pakistani military operations in the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) as well as U.S. strikes in FATA by un-manned aerial vehicles (e.g. predator and reaper drones).
  The 2006 U.S. drone strikes at Damadola (Bajaur) in effort to eliminate Ayman al-Zawahiri and the October 2006 drone strike against an al-Qaeda affiliated madrassah in Chingai village (Bajaur) are widely seen as the catalyst for the suicide attacks against security forces in FATA and NWFP. This madrassah in Chingai was run by the Tehrik-e-Nifaz-e-Shariat-Muhammadi (TNSM), a Sunni militant outfit founded by Sufi Mohammad. (Mohammad dispatched 8,000 volunteers into Afghanistan to fight the Americans and Northern Alliance in support of the Taliban during Operation Enduring Freedom (October 2007-present).  While Sufi Muhammad was jailed, his militant son-in-law, Mullah Fazlullah (a.k.a. Maulana Radio) took over the organization.)  Sufi Mohammad’s deputy, Maulvi Liaquat, died in the Chingai attack, along with his sons. 

While various Pakistani Taliban commander were operating in specific agencies (e.g. Baitullah Mehsood, Maulvi Nazir, Mullah Fazlulla, Maulvi Faqir, etc.),  in late 2007, many of these commanders coalesced under the banner of the “Pakistani Taliban” (e.g. Tehreek-e-Taliban-e-Pakistan) under the leadership of Baitullah Mehsood based in South Waziristan in Pakistan’s Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA). Mehsood claims many allies all of whom to seek to establish in various degrees Sharia (Islamic governance) across the Pashtun belt in Pakistan including the FATA and settled areas such as Swat where the TNSM has been active and successful in coercing the state to accede sovereignty.  In late February 2008, two dissident commanders (Mullah Nazir of South Waziristan and Gul Bahadur of North Waziristan) set aside their differences with Baitullah Mehsood and forged the Shura Ittehad-ul-Mujahiden.
 

While the so-called Talibanization of the tribal areas was initially limited to North and South Waziristan, the phenomenon next spread to Bajour. Most recently, the Pakistan Taliban have emerged in areas that had previously been peaceful, such as Mohmand agency, Orakzai, and Kurram. They have also emerged in the frontier areas of Bannu, Tank, Kohat, Lakki Marwar, Dera Ismil Khan, and Swat. Throughout the summer of 2007, the Frontier Corps (along with the Frontier Constabulary) battled the Pakistani militants associated with the TNSM, which seized the Swat Valley in late October.
 The valley was wrestled from the militants when elements from the 11th Corps entered the fray and  Pakistan’s armed forces remained engaged in Swat until the early 2009 peace deal was forged. This deal ceded sovereignty to the TNSM in the guise of government sanctioned imposition of Sharia (Nijam-e-Adil) in Swat and Malakand.
 
Fears that the TTP, which now includes TNSM, will “reach the capital” are misplaced because various TTP allies have already established a presence there.  Pakistani Taliban supporters were ensconced in the Lal Masjid until the Pakistani security forces launched Operation Silence in July 2007 to oust them.
 As many of the students in the associated madaris (pl. madrasah) were from Swat and Chitral, the backlash from this operation was witnessed in those areas and indeed the Swat crisis may have been precipitated by Operation Silence.

In April 2009, the problem of the various militant groups ensconced in Southern Punjab has come to the surface.
 While it is tempting to view this as a “new theatre” or even as a future site of a redux of the Talibanization of Swat in the heartland of Punjab, in fact these sites of militancy are inter-related. Punjab-based groups such as the Deobandi Lashkar-e-Jhangvi (LeJ) and Jaish-e-Mohammad (JM) are allies of the TTP and both have conducted suicide attacks in Pakistan on behalf of the TTP. JM leader, Masood Azhar, was also close to the Taliban.  JM, which shares considerable membership and infrastructure with LeJ,  was the first South Asian Islamist group in to use suicide attacks in the region. In that 2000 attack, Mohammad Bilal (a British Pakistan) attacked the Indian Army headquarters in Srinagar.

In addition to the above noted Pakistani groups, Pakistan also hosts elements of the Afghan Taliban, with leadership committees (shuras) in Quetta, Peshawar, and Karachi.
 The Afghan Taliban remain focused upon ousting foreign forces in Afghanistan, overthrowing the Karzai regime, and restoring their role in governing Afghanistan. As is well known, Pakistani territory is also used by al Qaeda. Al Qaeda operatives are known to reside in North and South Waziristan and Bajaur among other areas in the Pashtun belt. Moreover, many al Qaeda operatives (such as Abu Zubaidah, Khalid Sheikh Mohammad among numerous others) have been arrested in Pakistani cities.

Since late 2001 and 2002, many of Pakistan’s militant groups – particularly those of Deobandi background – have splintered and/or have reoriented in terms of targets and tactics. Many of the Deobandi groups are tightly allied to the Afghan and Pakistan Taliban and are increasingly aiming their resources at the Pakistani state even though some elements within these same groups continue to enjoy various levels of formal and informal state support. While their targets have included President Musharraf, they have also included other high-value military and civilian leaders. Al-Qaeda leaders continue to operate and plan attacks from the tribal areas, including Osama bin Laden, Ayman al-Zawahiri, Abu Ubaidah al-Masri, and Abu al-Yazid. Recent attacks and plots – such as the successful July 2005 attack in London, transatlantic plot foiled in 2006, and plot to attack US and German targets in 2007 – have connections back to Pakistan’s Pashtun belt. Since 2006, militants have launched sanguinary suicide attacks against Pakistan’s national security establishment, including the Frontier Corps, intelligence services, and the army. While the actual numbers of suicide attacks dramatically increased in 2007, the afore-noted innovation in targeting seems to have occurred in 2006 in response to US attacks on sites in Bajour.

While Pakistan considers some of the militant groups to be allies (e.g. Afghan Taliban, the so-called Kashmir groups), it has acted against some other groups such as the TNSM and elements of the TTP. Since 2001, Pakistan has lost an estimated 1,800 or more troops, including the army, paramilitary forces such as the Frontier Corps, and police. (It should be noted that some view this number with scepticism as it has not been independently verified.) Since 2004, the army has suffered several defeats, witnessed several bouts of humiliating surrenders to the Taliban, and has ratified several defeats through various formal deals with Taliban elements in North and South Waziristan, Bajaur and most recently in Swat.  Episodic US strikes (as in Bajour in January 2006) coupled with these Pakistani military inadequacies have fostered a widespread Islamist insurgency along the Afghan border with self-styled local Taliban establishing parallel systems of governance under purported Sharia rule. Since 2004, Pakistan has also witnessed the resurgence of al-Qaeda and concomitant “Pakistanization” of al-Qaeda.

Some analysts fear that this insurgency, while politically framed in Islamist terms, has become a more generalized Pashtun insurgency mobilizing supporters based upon local Pashtun grievances in various localities; threat perceptions of the Pakistani state; the international presence in Afghanistan; and apprehensions about the legitimacy of the Afghan and Pakistan governments under US-allied Presidents Karzai and Musharraf (until 2008) and now Pakistan’s President Zardari. Given that the Pakistan army lacks the counterinsurgency skills needed to combat the threat there and the Frontier Corps is under-equipped, poorly trained, and deeply compromised, the prospects for halting this movement are slim. Worse yet, the Pakistani polity has not embraced Pakistan’s counterterrorism and counterinsurgency (COIN) efforts. Without political support, Pakistan’s leadership will be unable to wage COIN effectively.

Pakistani Threat Perceptions of and Support for Islamist Extremism and Militancy

Unfortunately, there are relatively few robust data sources that provide insights into Pakistani public attitudes about militancy and the groups that engage in violence over several years. One important source of such information is the Pew Foundation, which has been surveying Pakistan since early 2002 as a part of the Global Attitudes Survey. For several years, Pew has asked the below-given question in Pakistan and several other countries to measure support for suicide terrorism and other attacks against civilians to defend Islam:

Some people think that suicide bombing and other forms of violence against civilian targets are justified in order to defend Islam from its enemies. Other people believe that, no matter what the reason, this kind of violence is never justified. Do you personally feel that this kind of violence is often justified to defend Islam, sometimes justified, rarely justified, or never justified?

When Pew first fielded this question to a largely urban sample in 2002, one third of the sample (33 per cent) believed that such attacks were often or sometimes justified. In March of 2004, this number actually increased to 41 per cent. In 2005, this figure declined to 25 per cent and to 14 per cent in 2006. By 2007, only 9 per cent believed that such attacks were always or sometimes justified. Support declined even further by 2008. At the same time, the percentage that believed it was rarely or never justified climbed from 43 percent in 2002 to 91 percent in 2008 (see Figure 1).  This sharp decline in support for suicide attacks and the sharp is likely due to the fact that since 2006 in particular, Pakistan has witnessed  numerous suicide attacks itself as shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Pakistani Support for Suicide Bombings and Annual Numbers of Suicide Attacks in Pakistan
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Source: Survey results for all years are available in Pew Research Center, Pew Global Attitudes Survey Project, “Unfavorable Views of Jews and Muslims on the Increase in Europe,” September 17, 2008, p.64. Data on annual suicide attacks taken from South Asia Terrorism Portal, “Fidayeen (Suicide Squad) Attacks in Pakistan,” updated March 2, 2009. Available at http://www.satp.org/satporgtp/countries/pakistan/database/Fidayeenattack.htm. Note that different sources of counts vary.

The USIP/PIPA team asked a question similar to that used by Pew and obtained similar results. When the USIP/PIPA team posed the below question, 15 per cent indicated that such attacks are often or sometimes justified. Some two-thirds (66 per cent) said they were rarely or never justified. (Twenty per cent did not answer.)

Some people think that bombing and other types of attacks intentionally aimed at civilians are sometimes justified while others think that this kind of violence is never justified. Do you personally feel that such attacks are often justified, sometimes justified, rarely justified, or never justified?

Note that while the question is similar, the USIP/PIPA question does not specifically mention suicide bombings. This –along with different sample structures and temporal affects – may explain the difference between the USIP/PIPA and Pew results.


The Pew Global Attitudes project, in two years, queried a largely urban sample of Pakistani respondents “how concerned, if at all, are you about the rise of Islamic [sic] extremism in our country these days? Are you very concerned, somewhat concerned, not too concerned or not at all concerned.” As shown in Figure 2, there were modest changes between 2006 and 2008 with overall more people indicating that they were “very concerned” and at the same time a slight increase was registered in those who said they were “not at all concerned.”  (I have too little information to see if these are statistically significant differences.)

Figure 2 Pakistani Concern about Islamic Extremism
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Source: Survey results for all years are available in Pew Research Center, Pew Global Attitudes Survey Project, “Unfavorable Views of Jews and Muslims on the Increase in Europe,” September 17, 2008, p.56
A somewhat different picture emerges looking at data collected at regular interals by IRI between June 2007 and October 2008. In IRI’s nationally representative sample (which includes a majority or rural respondents), a fluctuating majority agreed that religious extremism is a serious problem; however, those who agreed actually declined somewhat between June 2007 and October 2008. In contrast those who disagree actually increased in the same period.  Given the different samples, time periods, and questions, these two surveys cannot be directly compared. However, on the main both generally support that solid majorities are concerned about religious extremism in their country in a general sense.

Figure 3.  Agree or Disagree: Religious Extremism is a Serious Problem in Pakistan?
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Source: Data for June-November 2007 is taken from IRI, “IRI Index: Pakistan Public Opinion Survey,” November 19-28, 2007; Data for Jan. and Jun. 08 is taken from IRI, “IRI Index: Pakistan Public Opinion Survey,” June 1-15, 2008; Data for October 2008 is from “IRI Index: Pakistan Public Opinion Survey,” October 15-30, 2008.

While such questions have a general usefulness, previous survey work by the author and PIPA in Iran found that it is most useful to query respondents about particular groups of actors and targets rather than general and broad statements about violence.
  This is likely because the general questions used by Pew (among others) are devoid of the political contexts of the group in question or of the attacks they perpetrate.  Therefore, the USIP/PIPA team asked respondents about a series of militant groups operating in and from Pakistan and whether these groups posed a threat to Pakistan. The survey team provided respondents with a list of groups in Pakistan that conduct various activities. For each one, the respondent indicated whether she or he sees “these activities as a threat OR NOT to the vital interests of Pakistan in the next ten years.” Respondents were asked about the “Activities of Sindhi nationalists in Pakistan”; “Activities of Mohajir nationalists in Pakistan”; “Activities of Baluch nationalists in Pakistan”; “Activities of Islamist militants and local Taliban in FATA and settled areas”; “Activities of al-Qaeda”; and “Activities of ‘Askari tanzeems’ in Pakistan”.

As the data in Table 1 demonstrate, Pakistanis do distinguish across these different groups with ethnic nationalists (Sindhi, Mohajir and Baluch) registering far less concern than do Islamist militants (e.g. local Taliban, al-Qaeda and the “askari tanzeems”). In fact, a plurality finds the Islamist militants to pose critical threats to the state’s vital interests and solid majorities believe that they are either a critical or important threat. This certainly suggests that many urban Pakistanis are not insouciant about these groups or even supportive as is sometimes suggested in the media. While this is certainly encouraging, there are important minorities (14–18 per cent) who do not find these groups to be a threat at all. 

Table 1. Pakistani Threat Perceptions of a Range of Militant Groups (in per cent)

	Group
	Yes, critical threat
	Yes, an important, but not a critical threat
	Not a threat
	Refused/Don’t know

	Activities of Sindhi nationalists in Pakistan
	18
	28
	41
	13

	Activities of Mohajir nationalists in Pakistan
	22
	33
	32
	13

	Activities of Baluch nationalists in Pakistan
	17
	26
	41
	17

	Activities of Islamist militants and local Taliban in FATA and settled areas


	34
	26
	18
	22

	Activities of al-Qaeda


	41
	21
	14
	24

	Activities of “Askari tanzeems” in Pakistan 
	38
	23
	17
	22


IRI also asked whether respondents agree or disagree that “The Taliban and al Qaeda Operating in Pakistan is a Serious Threat.”  In 2008, fewer persons believed that these groups are a threat compared to those in 2007.  (Recall that this is a nationally representative sample and includes a majority of rural respondents in contrast to the rural sample of PIPA/USIP and Pew.) While the overall trends in Figure 3 may be less than encouraging, in all but one time period, a majority of sampled respondents viewed them as a threat.
Figure 3. Agree or Disagree? The Taliban and Al Qaeda Operating in Pakistan is a Serious Threat
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Source: Data for June-November 2007 is taken from IRI, “IRI Index: Pakistan Public Opinion Survey,” November 19-28, 2007; Data for Jan. and Jun. 08 is taken from IRI, “IRI Index: Pakistan Public Opinion Survey,” June 1-15, 2008; Data for October 2008 is from “IRI Index: Pakistan Public Opinion Survey,” October 15-30, 2008.

With respect to al Qaeda, recent fieldwork by the author has found that many Pakistanis may not really understand what al Qaeda is and in fact respond more accurately if they are told that al Qaeda is the group under Osama bin Laden (Osama in Laden ki tanzeem.). Similarly, the author found that many did not really know what the Taliban (either Afghan or Pakistan) are either.
  Pew asked respondents in numerous countries how much confidence they have in Osama bin Laden specifically “to do the right thing regarding world affairs – a lot of confidence, some confidence, not too much confidence, or no confidence at all.” As Figure 4 shows, while the percentage of respondents who expressed either “a lot” or “some” confidence in Bin Laden declined from 45 percent to 34 percent since 2003, those who have “not too much” or “no” confidence at all increased only modestly.  Most notably, the percentage of respondents who indicated that they did not know or who refused to answer increased substantially indicating genuine ambivalence or increased fear in answering the question or both. This raises a number of questions about measurement error on such issues in Pakistan.

Figure 4 Pakistani Confidence in Bin Laden
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Source: Survey results for all years are available in Pew Research Center, Pew Global Attitudes Survey Project, “Unfavorable Views of Jews and Muslims on the Increase in Europe,” September 17, 2008, p.58.

As noted above, many Pakistanis do believe that askari tanzeems do present critical threats to Pakistan’s vital interests. However, other data collected by the USIP/PIPA team do indicate that many Pakistanis also believe that they advance the security of Kashmiris in Indian-administered Kashmir. Thus while Islamist militant groups may threaten Pakistan, clearly they are seen to have some value when operating outside of Pakistan. To probe further the kind of legitimacy that these groups’ actions enjoy among Pakistanis in the context of Kashmir, we put forth the following question to respondents:

In the context of the conflict in occupied Kashmir, for each of the following 
types of people, please tell me if you think that attacks against them are often 
justified, sometimes justified, rarely justified, or never justified?

We included in the list Indian policemen, Indian intelligence agents, Indian military and paramilitary troops, Indian government officials, women and children of the military, and women and children more generally. As the data in Table 2 indicate, nearly one in five believed that attacks against Indian policemen, intelligence agencies and police and paramilitary troops are often justified. When one includes the “sometime justified” categories, support for such targets is as high as 40 per cent. Support for attacks against Indian government officials was somewhat lower with only one in four believing they were often or sometimes justified. Overwhelmingly, Pakistanis rejected wives and children as legitimate targets – even those associated with the military.

Table 2. Pakistani Support for Militant Targets (in the Context of Kashmir) (in per cent)

	Target
	Often justified
	Sometimes justified
	Rarely justified
	Never justified
	Refused/Don’t know

	Indian policemen
	18
	20
	14
	35
	13

	Indian intelligence agents
	19
	17
	16
	34
	14

	Indian military and paramilitary troops 
	19
	20
	15
	33
	13

	Indian government officials


	11
	14
	19
	41
	16

	Wives and children of the military 


	1
	2
	8
	75
	15

	Women and children
	1
	1
	7
	76
	15


While the above set of questions focused upon the context of Kashmir, we also asked more general questions about the legitimacy of targets, including “government institutions (like the national Parliament in Delhi and state assemblies)”; “Attacks conducted against Indian targets like subways, stock exchanges, and tourist sites”; “Attacks in India on families of Indian military personnel”; “Attacks in Pakistan on Shi’a”; and “Attacks in Pakistan on Ahmediya.” 

Among the “Indian” targets, levels of support are somewhat consistent – albeit lower – than the Kashmir-specific targets. Support for attacks against government institutions, civilian infrastructure, and attacks on Indian military personnel within India are deemed “sometimes justified” by 15 per cent, 12 per cent and 13 per cent of respondents respectively. Support for harming Pakistani targets (Shia and Ahmediyya, which have been subject to decades of vilification in Pakistan) is much lower at 5 and 6 per cent. Pakistani respondents appear to differentiate among these targets with substantially more support when groups target persons and institutions in India. This support also seems to increase when the violence is in the context of the Kashmir dispute.

Table 3. Pakistani Support for Militant Targets (in per cent)

	Target
	Sometimes justified
	Never justified
	Refused/ Don’t Know

	Attacks conducted against government institutions (like the national Parliament in Delhi and state assemblies) 
	15
	64
	21

	Attacks conducted against Indian targets like subways, stock exchanges, and tourist sites
	12
	68
	20

	Attacks in India on families of Indian military personnel
	13
	67
	19

	Attacks in Pakistan on Shi’a
	5
	78
	17

	Attacks in Pakistan on Ahmadiyya
	6
	75
	19


It is widely believed outside of Pakistan that some of the askari tanzeems do target civilians even if their preferred target is military, police or intelligence. We asked Pakistani respondents to consider whether Jaish-e-Mohammad, Hizbul Mujahideen, and Lashkar-e-Taiba deliberately target civilians. Majorities simply refused to answer the question or claimed to have no opinion. However, across the three tanzeems, only 6 per cent said that the group in question “has intentionally targeted citizens.” Given the preponderance of media accounts about such attacks on civilians, this low number is rather surprising. Recall LeT’s famed attack on wives and children at Kaluchak in May 2002, which was widely reported with LeT explicitly claiming that attack in its own publications. 

The team also asked a number of questions about the Taliban. As is well known, one of Washington’s concerns about Pakistan is the sanctuary that the Taliban forces enjoy in Pakistan. As the Taliban were the clients of the Pakistani state for several years and given that the reversal encountered some resistance, the team wanted to explore Pakistani beliefs about the Taliban and its activities. 

The team first queried respondent beliefs about Taliban activities by asking them to think about “attacks by the Taliban against NATO [western] troops in Afghanistan” and indicate whether they “approve of them, disapprove of them, or have mixed feelings about them? Do you feel that way somewhat or strongly?” Thirty per cent strongly or somewhat approved. Only 15 per cent disapproved and another 18 per cent had “mixed feelings.” (The remaining 37 per cent were refusals or “do not know” responses.)

Next they were asked about “Attacks by the Taliban against Afghan troops and police in Afghanistan.” Only 5 per cent strongly approved and another 13 per cent approved somewhat. In contrast, 29 per cent disapproved somewhat or strongly while 14 per cent had “mixed feelings.” (The remaining 38 per cent did not provide an affirmative response.)

These responses suggest that Pakistanis are far more likely to condone Taliban activities when they target western forces and much more apprehensive to do so when the victims are Afghan forces.

Pakistani Support for the Government’s Handling of Militancy

With respect to Pakistan’s domestic security, the data in Table 1 and elsewhere demonstrate that many Pakistanis do perceive these groups to imperil Pakistan. However, there is considerable discord among Pakistanis about the way in which the government has handled issues germane to these groups. To probe support for the government’s various public policies, the survey team asked respondents to indicate whether they “approve strongly, approve somewhat, disapprove somewhat, or disapprove strongly of the way Pakistan’s government is handling the following issues.” The team probed beliefs about the situations in Indian-administered Kashmir, FATA and the Lal Masjid.

As the data in Table 4 demonstrate, with respect to the government’s handling of Indian-administered Kashmir, solid majorities approve of the government’s approach and nearly one in three approve strongly. With respect to FATA, there is considerable ambivalence with 48 either approving strongly or somewhat and 34 per cent disapproving somewhat or strongly. Support for the government’s handling of the Lal Masjid is even lower, with 31 per cent lending some degree of support while a majority disapproves.

Table 4: Pakistani Support for Government Policies (in per cent)

	Policy
	Approve strongly
	Approve somewhat
	Disapprove some
	Disapprove strongly
	Refused/Don’t know

	The situation in Indian-admin Kashmir
	32
	36
	13
	9
	9

	The situation in the FATA
	14
	34
	22
	12


	18

	Religious extremism such as the Lal Masjid
	12
	19
	27
	29


	13


The international community has become acutely concerned about developments in FATA both because of the import for the international efforts to rehabilitate Afghanistan and because major terror conspiracies in Europe and the United States have important linkages to militant groups ensconced in FATA. As noted above, the data suggest considerable ambivalence about Pakistan’s approach in FATA. To obtain a more granular understanding of public preferences for FATA, the USIP/PIPA team offered respondents three statements about FATA (Federally Administered Tribal Areas) and asked which “comes closer to your view?” The statements are given below:

Statement A: Pakistan’s government should exert control over FATA, even if it means using military force to do so.

Statement B: The government should not try to exert control over FATA but should try to keep the peace through negotiating deals with local Taliban.

Statement C: The government should withdraw its forces from FATA and leave the people alone.

The plurality (46 per cent) believed that “B” (keep peace through negotiating) best represented their view. Nearly one in four believed that “A” (military force if needed to control FATA) best accorded with their preference. A small minority (12 per cent) identified “C” (withdraw forces and leave the people alone). Only 18 per cent declined to provide an answer. This seems to suggest that the least objectionable aspect of Pakistan’s approach to FATA has been negotiating deals brokered with the militants. 

The USIP/PIPA team found that Pakistanis are somewhat more accepting of Pakistani military action when the target is al-Qaeda. Respondents were asked whether or not they favour or oppose the Pakistani army entering FATA to pursue and capture al-Qaeda fighters. While 44 per cent said they favoured the policy, 36 per cent said that they oppose it.

Similar results were obtained when the USIP/PIPA team asked about hot pursuit of Taliban insurgents who have crossed over from Afghanistan. Nearly half (48 per cent) favoured allowing the Pakistan army to pursue and capture Taliban insurgents who have crossed into Pakistan. However, more than one in three (34 per cent) opposed it.

IRI, using a different series of questions and a nationally representative sample, uncovered similar ambivalence about the best course of action to deal with a variety of threats based in and from Pakistan even if they generally agreed that they posed a threat.  IRI asked respondents whether or not they agree with the statements

· “I Support the Army Fighting Terrorists in NWFP and FATA.”

· “I Support the Army Fighting al Qaeda.”

· “I Support the Army Fighting the Taliban.”

· “I Support the Army Peace Deal with the Militants.”

The results of these queries are detailed in Figure 5.  Most Pakistanis do not support the army fighting in NWFP and FATA; however, this opposition has declined since September 2007 and a fluctuating minority supports such fighting. A similar majority oppose fighting al Qaeda while a minority supports it. Results were similar for the Pakistani army fighting the Taliban.  At the same time, IRI found that a declining majority supports the army’s peace deal with the militants. (They found stronger support for this option than did USIP/PIPA although the two results cannot strictly speaking be compared due to different samples, timeframes, and questions.) The nationally representative IRI data reveals considerably more opposition to fighting an array of militant groups and substantially less support for doing so than does the largely urban USIP/PIPA sample. At the same time, it finds more but declining support for peacedeals.

Figure 5. Pakistani Views Towards Various Military Approaches Towards Different Militant Groups


[image: image6]
Source: Source: “IRI Index: Pakistan Public Opinion Survey,” October 15-30, 2008.

According to the USIP/PIPA data, Pakistanis were also not enthusiastic about the prospects of capturing Osama bin Laden. Participants were asked “Suppose the Pakistani government learned that Osama bin Laden was in FATA and found his exact location. Do you think then that the government should or should not attempt to capture him?” While nearly one in four (24 per cent) believed that they should capture him, a plurality (30 per cent) opposed this. (The rest did not provide an answer.) Such ambivalence may be due in part to the fact that few Pakistanis believe that Osama bin Laden is in Pakistan (2 per cent). In contrast, 18 per cent believe that he is in Afghanistan. (Most respondents simply opted not to provide an answer and 8 per cent even volunteered that he is in the United States.) 

As expected, the USIP/PIPA team found near universal opposition (80 per cent) to allowing the Americans or other foreign troops to enter Pakistan to pursue and capture al-Qaeda and similar levels of opposition (77 per cent) for those troops to engage in hot pursuit of Taliban figures crossing into Pakistan from Afghanistan. 

Since fall of 2006, IRI has asked his nationally representative sample of respondents whether they think that “Pakistan Should Cooperate with the United States on its War Against Terror?”  Similar to the findings of USIP/PIPA that Pakistanis oppose U.S. military action on Pakistani territory, they also largely reject Pakistani cooperation with the United States although it appears to have fallen from a high of 89 percent in January 2008.  By October 2008, opposition had declined to 63 percent. Thus while Pakistanis generally believe that a wide array of militants threaten their own nation’s security, they remain generally opposed to cooperation with the United States and they remain generally opposed to their own army acting against these groups.
Figure 6. Do You Think that Pakistan Should Cooperate with the United States on its War Against Terror?
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Source: Data for June-November 2007 is taken from IRI, “IRI Index: Pakistan Public Opinion Survey,” November 19-28, 2007; Data for Jan. and Jun. 08 is taken from IRI, “IRI Index: Pakistan Public Opinion Survey,” June 1-15, 2008; Data for October 2008 is from “IRI Index: Pakistan Public Opinion Survey,” October 15-30, 2008.

While the military component of the Pakistan’s policy may be unpopular, another USIP/PIPA survey item found that Pakistanis do support political reform for FATA. When asked whether they supported leaving the colonial-era and draconian Frontier Crimes Regulation (FCR) unchanged, modifying it “slowly over time such that the people there should have the same rights and responsibilities as all other Pakistanis”, or abolishing it such that the people there should have the same rights and responsibilities as all other Pakistanis”, only a slim minority (8 per cent) favoured leaving the FCR intact. The largest percentage (46 per cent) favoured modification and more than one in four favoured abolishing it altogether. 

Thus while there may be ambivalence about the government’s policy of military action, appeasement of the militants and political reform seems quite palatable. Unfortunately, while Pakistan’s political leaders have episodically made public proclamations about political reform,  it has not actually initiated any such reforms of the FCR in  FATA. 

Beliefs of the Government’s Involvement in Militant Activities

Many in the South Asian region and beyond believe that Pakistan’s intelligence agencies have long supported – and continue to support – a large number of militant groups operating in Pakistan, Afghanistan, Indian-administered Kashmir and elsewhere in India. Given Pakistanis’ threat perception and the ultimate objective of the USIP/PIPA study to determine whether or not Pakistanis view the war on terror as their own, the team probed respondent beliefs about the relationship between these groups and various Pakistani agencies. Presumably, galvanizing wider action against these groups will only come about when Pakistanis hold their own government to account for its misdeeds and demand a policy shift. This is not likely to happen if Pakistanis believe these groups to be “suis generis” and not arms of the state.

With respect to askari tanzeems (such as Jaish-e-Mohammad, Hizbol Mujahideen and Lashkar-e-Taiba), the USIP/PIPA team asked respondents to identify from a list of options that which “best describes the relationship, if any, between these groups and the Pakistani army and intelligence agencies.” While 51 per cent refused or claimed to not know, one in four believed that “There is no relationship at all.” Fourteen per cent believed that “There are some contacts.” Five per cent selected “Some elements within the army and intelligence agencies provide support such as money, training, advice and weapons” and another 5 per cent identified “The army and intelligence services as a whole work closely with these groups.”Taken together, among those who volunteered an answer, respondents are ambivalent, with as many believing there are no connections (25 per cent) as there are those who believe there is some kind of government involvement (24 per cent).

Regarding the Taliban, we asked respondents whether they think that “the Pakistan government is seriously trying to stop the Taliban from operating in Afghanistan, or is it allowing the Taliban to operate in Afghanistan?” While a plurality of respondents (36 per cent refused to answer or did not know), one in three respondents believed that the government is “seriously trying to stop the Taliban from operating in Afghanistan.” Only 7 per cent believed it was “allowing” or “helping” the Taliban operate in Afghanistan. (The remaining sample offered “depends” (12 per cent) and “neither” (13 per cent).) Clearly, most Pakistanis who answered the question believe that their government is seeking to retard the Taliban, a view which does not accord with views in the United States, Afghanistan or NATO-contributing countries.

We next queried participants about government support for groups operating in Indian-administered Kashmir (or Occupied Kashmir as Pakistanis refer to the area). We asked respondents whether they “think the Pakistani government does or does not give weapons and money to some militant groups that fight in the Indian-controlled region of Occupied Kashmir.” The largest group (47 per cent) were in the refused/don’t know category. However, the next-largest group (40 per cent) believed that it “Does not give weapons and money.” Only 13 per cent believed that the government “Does give weapons and money.” This view too is discordant with popular beliefs about these issues outside of Pakistan.

Perceived Benefits Derived from Militant Activities and Groups

While it is commonplace to hear policy maker opine that poverty and paucity of democracy compels persons to support militancy, there is scant evidence for this claim. The USIP/PIPA survey explored other possible reasons for support including various benefits derived from these groups.  For example, individuals may support specific groups or at least decline to view their activities as a threat if such persons perceive that the group or its actions confer benefits to that person, her or her community or to the state of Pakistan. Similarly, persons who believe that such groups and their actions impose harm may be less likely to support them and to identify them as threats. 

To explore different kinds of perceived benefits, we asked respondents several questions about groups, their actions and their impacts.

To cast light on why some Pakistanis do not  see askari tanzeems as a threat, the USIP/PIPA team asked respondents to consider “Pakistani militant groups [askari tanzeem] that operate in Occupied Kashmir” and to indicate whether they “think that, on balance, they help Pakistan’s security, hurt Pakistan’s security, or have no effect either way on Pakistan’s security.” While the largest group declined to provide an answer (39 per cent), nearly one in five believed that they “Help Pakistan’s security”, which was somewhat higher than the percentage who believed that they “Hurt Pakistan’s security” (17 per cent). Somewhat more than one in four believed that they “Have no effect either way”.

We also asked respondents whether “these groups help the security of people in Occupied Kashmir, hurt it, or have no effect either way.” Again, a high percentage (37 per cent) declined to provide an answer. However, the largest group (39 per cent) believed that they “Help Kashmiris’ security.” In contrast, only 9 per cent believed that they “Hurt Kashmiris’ security”.

Finally, the team asked respondents to think about “groups like Lashkar-e-Taiba, Jamaat-ul Dawa, Hizbul Mujahideen, and Jaish-e-Mohammad among other tanzeems, do you think they provide social and community services, or are these not part of their activities?” While more than one in three refused to answer, the largest group (42 per cent) did not believe that they offered such services. Nonetheless, nearly one in four did believe they offered social and community services.

For the 23 per cent of the sample who did think these militant groups offered such services, the team asked them to “mention a few services you are aware of.” (Multiple responses were permitted.) As the data in Table 5 suggest, respondents identified madaris and other schools along with medical care, humanitarian assistance and financial help with marriages and burials as forms of assistance.

Table 5. Services Believed to be Provided by Pakistani Militant Groups

	Service
	Per cent

	Deeni Madrasas
	22

	Schools that are not deeni madrasas
	15

	Medical care or services
	16

	Humanitarian assistance during floods, earthquakes, famine
	19

	Financial help with marriage and burials
	11

	Refused/Don’t know
	29


Conclusions and Implications

While these data offer many encouraging insights about the degree to which a majority of Pakistanis view most militant groups as a decisive threat, there are important minorities who do not feel threatened by them and consistent minorities who justify a wide array of militant activities. Pakistanis are more likely to justify specific attacks in the contexts of Kashmir and India and attacks in Afghanistan targeting Western forces. The Pakistani polity, however, is ambivalent about the government’s military policies towards the Taliban and towards such events as the Lal Masjid. At the same time policies of negotiating with the militants in the FATA and political reform are popular while policies of military confrontation are less so. Military confrontation of foreign elements (e.g. al-Qaeda and Taliban fugitives in Pakistan who come across from Afghanistan) is more popular although important and sizeable minorities still oppose such operations against these foreign, infiltrating targets. US and other foreign military operations are deeply opposed even when the targets are foreign and seeking refuge in Pakistan from Afghanistan. Taken together, these results do not suggest that Pakistanis have embraced the war on terrorism as their own even though majorities view various militant groups as posing a threat to Pakistan’s own vital interests. 

The policy puzzle that emerges from this effort is how the international community and indeed anti-militant and anti-extremism elements within the Pakistani government and civil society can support the large majorities of Pakistanis who feel threatened by the various militant groups while at the same time mobilizing them to embrace the war on terrorism as a conflict for Pakistan’s own survival as a modern and moderate Muslim state. 

Finally, it should be stated that while there are extreme crises of civilian leadership in Pakistan and pervasive ambivalence about the influence of militant groups among Pakistan’s polity, the largest obstacle to a Pakistan committed to the war on terrorism is the view of the strategic elite.  At this juncture, there is no robust evidence that the state has made a strategic decision to abandon the use of militants for domestic and foreign policy objectives. Reporting in June and July of 2007 does suggest that there is – at long last – a difference of opinion among these elites with growing numbers of persons who believe that these proxies pose more harm than good. Moreover, it is widely believed that the Pakistan army is confronting a serious morale problem having waged military operations against its own citizens as well as foreign elements with numerous setbacks for years. The challenge remains how to galvanize those sceptics of the militants’ long-term utility, sideline those committed proponents of proxy elements and mobilize the important majority of Pakistanis against these groups. Without successfully managing these three feats, the future of Pakistan and the region augurs greater instability with ever more important security threats beyond the borders of South Asia.
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