
1

VOICES OF 
PAKISTANI YOUTH

Jasmeet Sahotay, Sarah Ashraf, Zain Hakim

Lessons for Civil Society in the Development 
of Effective Counter-Narrative Campaigns



1

CONTENTS

Contents ............................................................................................................... 1

YouthCAN ............................................................................................................. 2

Executive Summary ........................................................................................... 3

Methodology ........................................................................................................ 6

Lessons for Developing Counter-Narratives in Pakistan .......................... 7

Discussion .......................................................................................................... 28

Endnotes ............................................................................................................ 29

Understanding the Problem ...................................................................... 8

Crafting a Message .................................................................................... 14

Using Social Media .................................................................................... 18

Taking Action .............................................................................................. 22

Knowing Your Allies .................................................................................. 25



2

YOUTHCAN

The Youth Civil Activism Network (YouthCAN) was founded in 2015 and works across the globe 
to empower young activists to challenge hate and polarisation, prevent extremism and promote 
peace. It fosters a global community of young activists created to understand, enable and amplify 
positive grassroots efforts against violent extremism and hate. By providing training, support and 
opportunities to act, YouthCAN enables young activists to find their voice and take action to help 
build a more peaceful world.

While it was created first and foremost to support grassroots action, YouthCAN also works to 
promote greater inclusion of youth in policy-making. In 2018 YouthCAN began working with the 
Strong Cities Network, another ISD Global programme, to better integrate young people into 
municipal approaches to countering hate and extremism through a new programme called Young 
Cities.

To help enhance the role of young people in preventing and countering violent extremism (P/CVE) 
globally, YouthCAN offers activists:

Access to a community of over 1,800 activists, like-minded young people who are 
working to promote peace in their own communities and beyond the world

Research and resources to inform and enable their activism, including up-to-date 
information about new trends in extremism, technology and media, as well as 
opportunities for young activists

Holistic capacity-building programmes that offer a hands-on approach to training; 
these programmes not only increase an activist’s knowledge and skills, but create 
opportunities for them to gain real-world experience by managing their own 
initiatives, building their local network and connecting with important stakeholders 
in their community

Seed funding and campaign support to enable innovative P/CVE activities that are 
truly youth-led; from 2018 to 2019, YouthCAN awarded over £50,000 in grants to 
youth activists and facilitated the delivery of 29 community-based campaigns in 
Kenya, Senegal, India, Pakistan, Lebanon, and across Europe. These campaigns 
addressed challenges that young people faced in their communities and were 
delivered through a range of online and offline mediums, including: art, performance, 
research and dialogue.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In 2019, The Institute for Strategic Dialogue’s (ISD’s) Youth Civil Activism Network 
(YouthCAN) conducted eight focus groups with 70 young people in Islamabad, 
Pakistan, to explore how youth in the country understand extremism and hate 
speech, and how these issues affect their daily lives. 

An investigation into the nexus between youth and extremism is particularly pertinent 
in Pakistan, where 55% of its estimated 207 million people are below the age of 25.1  
While the vast majority of Pakistani youth will never engage in any form of extremism, 
perpetrators of terrorist attacks have been almost exclusively young males in their 
teens or early twenties.2

There are a range of factors that make this particular demographic vulnerable, 
including an under-regulated ulama (scholarly class) system of religious education3 

that enables extremists to indoctrinate youth with their own interpretations of Islam; 
a lack of economic opportunities for young men;4 and a growing sense of frustration 
among young people set against the backdrop of a state-driven Islamisation of 
nationhood in the country and a resentment of Western foreign policy in Pakistan 
and its neighbouring countries.5

Extremist groups have proven adept at exploiting these, and other, vulnerabilities 
through targeted messaging and recruitment campaigns. As a report from Bytes for 
All on the narratives of extremism in Pakistan puts it, the ‘government is not doing 
enough, and the disseminators of hatred and extremism are far ahead in propagating 
their message’.6

In the digital age, extremist narratives spread quickly as their messages have the 
potential to reach many more people than in the past, can be targeted specifically to 
the audience that would be most vulnerable, and can be disseminated and adapted 
in real time.7 Notoriously, the Islamic State showed the extent of this threat, adeptly 
combining effective media use with a narrative that can offer a ‘participatory identity’ 
to draw sympathy from its target audience.8 Equally, therefore, in order to develop 
counter-narrative campaigns to counter or prevent violent extremism, civic actors 
must effectively employ a strategic approach: gather the perceptions of youth, draw 
on their own notions of their identity, and use social media to reflect the patterns of 
online behaviour of Pakistani youth.

To counter extremist narratives among vulnerable young people effectively, it is vital 
to understand how youth understand extremism and hate speech: how they define 
it, whether they encounter it in their lives, and whom they see as responsible for it. 
It is equally important to appreciate how notions of their own identity shape their 
perceptions, and what their media consumption patterns are, to provide a set of 
lessons for the development of counter-narratives in the country. It is, therefore, vital 
to speak with youth. 
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Although this study builds its recommendations on a relatively small sample for this 
study, YouthCAN decided to speak with young people directly through targeted focus 
groups that would allow for open and frank discussion in a safe space where anonymity 
could be guaranteed. In this way, any answers that the participants provided could 
accurately reflect their ‘lived experiences’ and help shape a common understanding 
of the issues.

Drawing from these focus groups and extensive desk research, YouthCAN compared 
youth perceptions with publicly available literature to establish ten lessons for 
activists, civil society organisations and others when implementing counter-narrative 
campaigns in Pakistan. The lesson structure has been broadly categorised in line 
with the methodology for creating counter-narratives that YouthCAN developed 2018.9
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TOP-LINE FINDINGS
Youth participants’ understanding of the definitions of extremism and hate speech varied 
across focus groups, with madrassah-educated participants offering definitions of extremism 
that characterise it as harbouring anti-state sentiments. 

Most of the youth who took part in the focus groups had not been subjected to direct forms 
of extremism or hate speech in their daily lives. But they understood that minority groups 
– such as the Ahmadi community and women – experience hate and extremism with more 
frequency and intensity than other groups.

Only female focus group participants shared experiences of being directly subjected to 
extremism or hate speech. They emphasised the importance of their feminine identity and 
the need for female empowerment. 

Youth identity in Pakistan is fluid, despite state narratives centred on Islamic nationalism. 
Most participants did not define themselves by stolid representations of simply being 
Pakistani Muslims, and were proud of the country’s diversity.

Some madrassahs have been exploited by bad actors, who spread extremist, hateful or 
sectarian narratives among students. Most participants of the madrassah-educated focus 
groups were deeply troubled by these threats in their educational institutions.

Facebook is very popular among Pakistan’s urban youth and offers a valuable platform for 
connecting them with different young audiences, though proliferation is still limited in much 
of the country and among women.

Youth participants have encountered the most misinformation on Facebook, and perceived 
it to be a platform where hate speech and extremism are rife.

Extremist groups are effective at deploying strategies that exploit cultural expressions that 
are preferred by Pakistani youth, such as qawwalis and nasheeds. These cultural strategies 
could be valuable when crafting counter-narratives.

Extremist groups have also overcome low literacy rates among some demographics and 
linguistic variation by deploying visual and audio content.

Young people view the central government and news media as complicit in the spread of 
extremism and hate speech. Therefore, these potentially valuable allies in the fight against 
extremism could actually hinder attempts to connect with some young people. 
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METHODOLOGY
In order to gain insights into the experiences and attitudes of Pakistani youth on extremism and hate 
speech, YouthCAN adopted a qualitative methodology. Marshall and Rossman describe this approach 
as ‘pragmatic, interpretive, and grounded in the lived experiences of people’.10
YouthCAN’s research sought answers to the following questions:

A civil society organisation, HIVE Pakistan,11 helped to organise a series of eight focus groups made 
up of individuals living in the Islamabad Capital Territory, bringing together a total of 70 young people. 
There were: 

To facilitate the focus groups, an extensive discussion guide was developed collaboratively between 
ISD and HIVE with an emphasis on sharing experience and perception. Questions were open-ended 
to encourage participants to express themselves in their own words. To ensure participants’ safety 
and security, all responses were anonymised and only invited participants were allowed to attend the 
event. HIVE staff oversaw recruitment, while a research team from ISD facilitated the discussion. Two 
audio recordings and two transcriptions were taken to guarantee that discussion could be accurately 
and faithfully analysed. 

To account for different rates of literacy, data collection relied solely on oral discussion rather than 
written or digital tools. Some terms were simplified for greater understanding – for example, the terms 
‘disinformation’ and ‘misinformation’ were replaced with the perhaps more recognisable term ‘fake 
news’.

How do young people in Pakistan define, understand and experience extremism 
and hate speech in their daily lives?

How do national and religious narratives surrounding Pakistani identity affect those 
of young people in Pakistan?

To what extent do Pakistani youth experience extremism and hate speech on social 
media?

What is the role of pop culture and cultural narratives in normalising extremism or 
hate speech in Pakistan?

What role do Pakistani youth feel the government, political parties and media play 
in contributing to these issues in Pakistan?

two focus groups totalling 22 males, aged 22–26, who are or were educated at 
public and private schools

two focus groups totalling 20 males, aged 18–21, from the same educational 
background

two focus groups totalling 14 females, aged 18–26, from the same educational 
background

one focus group of 9 males, aged 22–26, who are or were educated at madrassahs 
(religious seminaries, usually attached to a mosque)

one focus group of 5 males, aged 18–21, from the same educational background.
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LESSONS FOR 
DEVELOPING COUNTER-
NARRATIVES IN PAKISTAN
Counter-narratives are an important tool in countering hate speech and extremism, and engaging 
with youth. They enable practitioners to address the drivers and motivations of hate speech and 
extremism by dispelling myths, challenging stereotypes and providing positive alternatives to 
extremist propaganda or to delegitimise and deconstruct the narratives on which they are based.

In Pakistan, certain extremist groups such as the Islamic State12 are very effective at persuading 
young people of their ideologies, because they play on complex identities, use social media in a 
way that young people understand, exploit a lack of education or digital literacy, take advantage of 
government missteps and employ narratives that reflect otherwise mainstream norms and values. 
In creating counter-narratives that address this effort, it is critical, therefore, to work with young 
Pakistanis, both to understand their perceptions and to include their insights in the design process. 
They can provide on-the-ground experiences, understanding and knowledge of how and why 
extremism and hate speech affect them.

In the Pakistani context, while exploring young people’s insights, it is important also to gauge what 
identity signifiers – the self-attributed markers that define them – are particularly salient, as well as 
what media they use and consume, especially in the digital realm. 

This report ties together young Pakistani people’s experiences of hate and extremism – with 
contextual research and questions put to young people in Pakistan, centred around their views 
on identity, media consumption patterns and perceptions of the state and national news media. 
This research has resulted in a series of ten lessons for creating more effective counter-narrative 
campaigns that will help practitioners better understand the perceptions, media habits and 
experiences of Pakistani youth in relation to hate speech and extremism. The lessons have been 
modelled according to the methodology for creating counter-narratives, as developed by ISD’s 
YouthCAN project in 2016.13
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ISD defines extremism as: ‘the advocacy 
of a system of belief that posits the 
superiority and dominance of one “in-
group” over all “out-groups”, propagating 
a dehumanising “othering” mind-set that 
is antithetical to the universal application 
of human rights. Extremist groups 
advocate, through explicit and subtler 
means, a systemic change in society that 
reflects their world view.’14

EXTREMISM HATE SPEECH

Young people have a limited, and simplified, understanding of hate 
speech and extremism. Civil society organisations should work to 
help youth build more nuanced understandings so they can identify, 
and potentially help counter, hate and extremism.

Defining ‘hate speech’ is more challenging, 
and its conception varies across countries, 
social media companies or international 
institutions.15 The working definition applied 
to this research is the general presumption 
that most definitions envision a willing 
expression of hostility towards a certain 
group, minority or gender based on a set of 
xenophobic, racist, sexist or ableist values 
or attitudes. 

LESSON ONE

UNDERSTANDING
THE PROBLEM

It is important to gauge how youth define the concepts of ‘extremism’ and ‘hate speech’ before 
gauging how they understand how the issues affect their communities. By doing so, research can 
contextualise the experiences they share according to their frames of reference – thus enabling 
more nuance when developing a series of lessons for counter-narratives. 

All the young participants in all the focus groups agreed that hate speech and extremism were 
important concepts and that understanding them within the Pakistani context was necessary. 
However, when asked to explain these complex concepts, most of them struggled to do so.
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Some participants defined ‘hate speech’ as ‘bullying’, being ‘hurtful’ or ‘hurting someone by 
words’, but most were unable to capture some essential characteristics of hate speech, including 
anti-minority prejudice, racism or xenophobia, or attitudes reflecting in-group versus out-group 
thinking. Only a few participants gave more accurate definitions: ‘attacking someone’s background 
– their ethnicity, their religion’, ‘bashing [someone’s] belief’, and ‘disrespecting diversity’. 

Similarly, most participants offered over-simplified definitions of ‘extremism’, such as ‘overreacting’, 
‘being intense’ or ‘focus[ing] a lot on one thing’, while just a few captured the weight of the 
concept, explaining it as, ‘being inhumane’, ‘fanaticism’ and ‘religious or political intolerance’. 

While there was little consensus between any of the focus groups about extremism and hate 
speech, it is interesting to note that the greatest differences could be seen between madrassah-
educated students and others. In the two madrassah-educated groups, participants offered 
definitions that were characterised by their relation to the state. For example, ‘extremism’ was 
seen by some as harbouring treacherous or anti-state sentiments:

One consequence of this limited understanding is that the participants often failed to identify 
extremism or hate speech accurately in later discussions. Participants were more likely to use 
the term extremism too liberally, describing certain organisations or individuals as being extremist 
when research could not substantiate the claim. Conversely, participants were likely to under-
identify hate speech; in some cases, participants would describe clear examples of hate speech, 
but failed to identify them as such. 

The findings suggest that Pakistani youth have a limited or over-simplified grasp of these two key 
issues that affect them, as demonstrated in background research. This could pose a challenge to 
campaigns that try to address them or educate youth on their dangers. It is important, therefore, 
to build educational components into campaigns that enhance young people’s knowledge and 
understanding of hate speech and extremism, in order to contribute to their resilience and to 
augment the role that young people can play as partners in P/CVE efforts.

Most of the youth who took part in the focus groups had not been subjected to direct forms of 
extremism or hate speech in their daily lives. But they understood that minority groups –such as 
the Ahmadi community and women– experience hate and extremism with more frequency and 
intensity than other groups.

An extremist is an enemy of the state, 
any person inside or outside the country 
who wants to create disturbance in the 
country and sabotage peace.

Extremists are those 
who are against the 
country, who spread 
terror.
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Most of the youth who took part in the focus groups had not been subjected to direct forms of 
extremism or hate speech in their daily lives. Instead, many were exposed 
to it indirectly; some had been witness to it in their homes or at school:

It was clear that these exposures had left an impression on focus group participants of the ways 
in which minority groups were impacted by extremism or hate speech.

In Pakistan, many cultural norms – stereotypes, myths and prejudices – drive religious discrimination. 
These include notions of a Sunni–Pakistani identity,16 the denial of Ahmadis as Muslims,17 the fear 
that Hindus could subvert the nation in favour of India,18 or an assumed antagonism between Islam 
and Christianity.19

While Hindus and Christians were mentioned in specific examples, the consensus among most 
focus groups was that Ahmadis were predominant targets of hate speech 
and political or religious scapegoating. As one participant put it:

Focus group participants, therefore, understood extremism and hate speech to affect various 
religious minority groups in different ways – with Ahmadis perceived to be singled out. This reflects 
contemporary evidence with regards to the status of religious minorities in Pakistan. A survey 
gauging the perceptions of 199 university students from a range of religious backgrounds found 
that while Shia, Hindu and Christians were still more likely to feel persecuted than Sunnis –

Counter-narratives should draw on the keen awareness that Pakistani 
youth have regarding how religious groups are differently impacted 
by extremism and hate speech. They should represent the ethnic, 
religious and gender plurality of Pakistan. 

LESSON TWO

We see extremism at family gatherings over political and religious debates, 
for example against Hindus, Indians.

We had a teacher here in Islamabad. There was a Christian boy in class 
and the teacher would hate on him a lot. Once he was talking to his friend 
during an Islamiyat class, and [the teacher] slapped him and kicked him out 
of the class, saying that a Christian shouldn’t be here.

If we bring to this Pakistan, this is about the Ahmadis. Like the incident that 
happened in Chakwal. They claimed that they found alcohol in their mosque so 
they burnt the mosque down.
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who make up the majority in Pakistan – Ahmadis were especially likely to be ‘subjected to religious 
intolerance’ in the form of hate speech, extremism or persecution.20 And much of this persecution 
is as structural as it is cultural: Ahmadis have been denied status as Muslims and the National 
Commission for Minorities has excluded them from a list of minorities with protected status.21

A female participant gave an example of this institutionalised marginalisation: a policy that requires 
passport applicants to declare that Ahmadis are not Muslim,22 which she said dissuaded her from 
applying for one. 

While private and public school educated participants were most concerned with religious 
persecution, for many of the madrassah-educated students, religious sectarianism 
was more relevant: 

If two people are of different religions, there is respect. But with particular 
schools of thought [within Islam], one will call the other ‘Kaffir’.

A 2012 survey measuring religious hostilities globally, conducted by the Pew Research Centre, 
found that 78% of Pakistanis believed relations between Sunnis and Shi’a were a ‘moderately big’ 
or ‘very big’ problem.23 In another Pew survey a year later, 50% of Sunnis respondents did not 
consider Shi’a to be Muslims.24 It is important to highlight this out-grouping because – in a country 
where the issue is already extremely divisive – madrassahs, especially, have become ‘breeding 
grounds… for sectarianism’.25 This fact perhaps demonstrates why discussions of extremism and 
hate speech revolved around sectarianism among both madrassah-educated focus groups. 

The complexity of the relationship between religion, hate speech and extremism in Pakistan is 
apparent. However, it should also be noted that other groups suffer too. For example, the lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgender, questioning, plus (LGBTQ+) community has little to no protections offered 
by the state26 in a religiously conservative country where homosexuality is taboo.27 Additionally, 
some ethnicities such as Hazara are marginalised,28 and lower caste Dalits must face intersectional 
ethnic, class and religious relegation.29

Participants clearly felt that the problems of extremism and hate speech were entwined with 
religious narratives, and that some religious minorities suffer more than others. There was also a 
palpable sense among focus groups – most of whom were from the Sunni majority – that these 
issues were deeply troubling, and the majority of participants expressed a desire to see them 
addressed. Campaigns would benefit from capitalising on these common concerns among youth of 
different communities, creating strategic networks of young activists who denounce any structural 
and cultural persecution of religious minorities in Pakistan. 
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Several studies have shown that women are more likely to be victims of extremism than men.30 

Since the 1970s and the resurgence of Islam as a political doctrine, the contradictions and 
tensions between modern secularism and the demands of shari’ah (the religious law of Islam) have 
meant that the rights of women have become a policy and cultural battleground in many Muslim 
countries.31 Certainly in Pakistan, systemic violence and limited education, economic opportunity 
and legal protections facing women32 have made them especially vulnerable to discrimination and 
disempowerment.33

Pakistani news media has been noted to stereotype and disempower women as normal practice.34 

A study of two mainstream Pakistani newsprints – Dawn and The News – showed that women 
portrayed in the media were devalued, and subjected to ageist, female victimhood and sexist 
stereotypes.35

It is unsurprising then that gender bias and the normalisation of gender-based 
violence were named by focus groups as pervasive in Pakistani society: 

When working with women and girls to counter extremism and hate 
speech, civil society organisations should consider the gendered 
dimension of religiously justified violence and cultural norms, 
empowering them and reflecting their unique lived experiences.

LESSON THREE

It’s Pakistan’s favourite thing – you bring women into everything and then you 
drag them.
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It’s important that civil society organisations and their counter-narrative campaigns consider how 
women may uniquely experience extremism and hate speech in the country, and work to deconstruct 
the myths or cultural norms that exist at the intersection between religion and gender issues in 
order to reduce gender-based violence. Furthermore, they should work to empower women as 
active agents of change. In P/CVE practitioner circles, women are seen as hugely important in 
preventing and countering violent extremism – providing insights based on lived experiences into 
patriarchal norms and values, as well as having unique capacities in mobilising communities and 
facilitating trauma healing.36

Many of the female participants therefore felt that being a Pakistani woman was very unlike being 
a Pakistani man, as one has to adhere to different norms, customs and laws. A significant majority 
of female participants in both focus groups emphasised the importance of their femininity, that 
being a Pakistani meant being a Pakistani woman. While most were proud of being a Pakistani, one 
respondent felt disempowered as a woman in the country:

During this section of the discussion female participants made it clear that 
in their experience, violence done to women was often justified on religious 
grounds:

One participant recounted her experience of being a victim of this gendered 
hate, which was not subtle:

Only female focus group participants shared experiences of being directly subjected to extremism 
or hate speech. In one of the all-female focus groups, every participant claimed 
to have been subjected to a form of hate speech online. Generally, female 
participants were clear that, in their experience, issues of extremism and hate 
speech take on a gendered dimension: 

It’s usually very subtle; someone will pass a comment on something very small.

Someone said to me that if in Islam it was allowed to bow down to anyone after 
God, it would be the husband. And I was like, ‘That’s why it’s not allowed!’

I had this incident where a friend and I were taking a stroll at around 3 am. There 
were these men coming from the mosque, essentially after praying. And I heard 
one of them saying – he had this long beard – and he’s like: ‘Women like these 
should be strangled to death’.

So everyone said such nice stuff about being a Pakistani, but personally me – I 
feel like it’s a major pain in the ass. Because being a woman in Pakistan is very 
hard. You can’t be yourself. You have to sit in a certain way, you have to behave 
in a certain way. I would honestly jump at any chance I get to get out of here.
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CRAFTING
A MESSAGE

Evidence consistently suggests that, regardless of the social, economic or cultural backgrounds of 
its adherents, extremism in Pakistan is intrinsically rooted in religious doctrine and practice. It was 
under General Zia’s government that Pakistan went through a process of ‘Islamisation’ in the 1980s, 
professing among its population a sense of confrontation between Islam and ‘Western’ paradigms 
such as communism and capitalism.37 Pakistan has a rich ethno-cultural heritage, although the vast 
majority of the population – estimated to be at least 85% – are Sunni Muslim.38

In Pakistan, a decades-long strengthening of religious institutions, and the financial and political 
empowerment of Sunni madrassahs, created a generation of youth whose identity was shaped 
by Sunni-centric, ‘political Islam’.39 Dunne et al. analysed Pakistani youth through focus groups, 
finding that ‘for the Pakistani youth, Islam is the locus of the collective symbolism as it supplies 
them the myths, symbols and memories which serve to form the basis of Pakistani nation’.40

Those whose adolescence was defined by the rapid Islamisation of Pakistan and decades of 
sectarian conflict across the Middle East and South Asia are now the leaders, influencers and 
educators responsible for shepherding the country’s future.41 They have over time defined the 
Pakistani nation-state’s narrative as centred on Islam and nationalism, and the lens through which 
many young, 21st-century Pakistanis view their identity is undeniably coloured by the zealous 
rhetoric of their forebears.42

Despite this, most focus group participants – who were predominantly Sunni Muslims themselves 
– did not see their Islamic and Pakistani identities as inextricably linked. Conversely, there was a 
significant breadth of opinion when discussing how national and religious narratives surrounding 
Pakistani identity affect those of young people in Pakistan. 

Counter-narrative campaign messaging should build on a notion 
of a Pakistani identity that is broad and inclusive. It should reflect 
the diversity of religious, cultural, ethnic and gender groups that 
constitute the country, and resonating with their individual identities 
and histories.

LESSON FOUR
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They further associated Pakistan’s national identity with a range of signifiers, some but not 
all of which were related to religion: being a nation founded on the principles of Islam; being 
a leader in the Muslim world and in world politics; being contextualised in the wider sub-
continent – with a set of ‘common cultural values and moral grounds that define [us]’; and as 
being inextricably linked to its colonial past.

The general consensus among this group was that there was no simple answer to what it 
means to be ‘Pakistani’. Any narrative that reinforces the perception of a homogenised Pakistani 
identity, and the cultural and structural forces that underpin that narrative, could undermine a 
necessary self-reflection process. As one older respondent put it:

Some focus group participants suggested that the variation between heterogeneous and 
homogeneous notions of the Pakistani identity could be factors in incidents of hate speech and 
extremism seen in modern Pakistan. One participant likened Pakistan’s fascination with identity 
to a ‘crisis’ that is acting as a crucible for these issues. Two participants from different focus 
groups felt that because of the increasing equation between being Pakistani and being Sunni 
Muslim, there was an associated pressure to persecute those that do not fall into that category.

Perhaps these views and contradictions are not surprising. Dunne et al. found in their own 
focus group discussions with youth a deep sense of pride in being both Pakistani and Muslim.43 

They also felt that much of their pride stems from the religious and cultural diversity that the 
Pakistani state is founded on – they ‘deploy discourses of secular democracy and citizenship 
in the construction of the nation’.44

Most participants were very aware that their country’s internal pressures to synonymise being 
Pakistani with being Muslim were potentially damaging to its societal fabric. Many felt proud 
of being Muslim, but were equally proud of the diversity of the country’s makeup, its history 
and the inclusive principles on which it was founded. Because of the comparatively limited size 
and highly educated nature of these focus groups, it is not clear whether these views would 
be reflected among Pakistani youth as a whole. Nonetheless, campaigns should build on these 
inclusive, multicultural views, and promote the same values – drawing on the rich heritage and 
constitution of Pakistan.

Participants found the concept of having a Pakistani identity to be subjective and fluid, 
particularly those who were not madrassah-educated; they thought that being ‘Pakistani’ 
means potentially having a range of cultural, religious or ethnic heritages. They consistently 
recognised the diversity of Pakistan and saw the country as being part of an even more diverse 
Indian sub-continent:

In every conversation that we try to initiate on this [subject of identity], we 
are shunned because of the same very reason: that people themselves are 
not aware of who they really are, who they represent as Pakistanis.

My paternal family is Muslim and Pathan; my maternal family is Punjabi and 
Christian; but my great-great grandfather converted from Sikhism. So there’s a 
lot of difference.
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Religion occupies an important role in the life of the average Pakistani youth. A British Council 
survey in 2009 of over 1,000 youth from all over the country revealed a growing religiosity and 
political awareness among the educated youth. It found that 92.4% of youth considered religion 
an important factor in their lives.45

Despite its importance across demographic boundaries, madrassah-educated youth are more 
likely than non-madrassah-educated young people to take their religious identity as a determining 
factor in other parts of their life.46 The same determinant was reflected in discussions: while both 
madrassah and non-madrassah-educated groups agreed that being Muslim was as much a part 
of their identity as any other factor, the former were much more ready to conflate their religious 
and national identities. Only one student challenged the assumption that to be Pakistani was to 
be a Muslim. One example stands out from the discussion:

The participant was not only unquestioning of the association between Islam and 
Pakistan, but also an advocate for it. In contrast to the non-madrassah-educated 
groups, he downplayed the role of ethnicity or culture in Pakistani identity: 

Counter-narrative campaigns should address issues of 
sectarianism and rigid conceptions of identity among madrassah 
students. They should promote the pluralistic nature of Islam and 
religion in Pakistan, with an emphasis on developing dialogue 
channels between sects and encouraging tolerance and mutual 
respect.

LESSON FIVE

Being a Punjabi or a Pathan are only differentiators for us.

Firstly, there are two groups of people in the world: Muslims and non-
Muslims. Pakistanis needed a separate country because there were 
difficulties in India. Being a Pakistani is based on this two-nation theory. 
Firstly, there is Islam, then there is Pakistan.

This association may also affect how madrassah-educated students feel 
about their national identity. Another student from the same group placed a 
great deal of salience on their Pakistani identity, demonstrating a zeal not 
observed among non-madrassah-educated participants: 

I am ready to sacrifice my life for Pakistan. Whenever my life, my education, 
my money is required, I will be ready to give it.



17

As mentioned, participants in madrassah-educated focus groups almost universally identified 
sectarianism as the major issue with regard to hate speech and extremism in Pakistan. Similarly, 
while both nationalism and religion seemed to be key drivers in their identity formation, sectarianism 
was an issue that threatened to undermine the notion that to be a Pakistani is to be a Muslim. 

Across Pakistan, sectarianism is an ‘unfortunate product of the madrassah system’.47 It has been shown 
that extremists have the ability to exploit this failing in the ulama (scholarly class) system of religious 
education, which has been noted as a ‘neglected area of educational reform’ that lacks the ability 
to adapt to ‘cultural and intellectual modernity’.48 Spurred by the financial and political empowerment 
over successive governments,49 privately run madrassahs now wield significant influence on the tiny 
minority of the population they educate, and some take advantage of this by promoting sectarian 
values.50

Exemplifying this, one participant blamed particularly zealous molvis (religious scholars and teachers) 
in his home city of Mardan for the sectarian ‘clashes between Deobandi, Barelvi and Ahl-e-Hadiths’.

Many madrassahs are under-regulated, financially empowered educational institutions; some of 
which have been exploited by bad actors. In some, extremist or hateful narratives have taken root, 
while others may be vulnerable. This helps explain why some madrassah-educated participants were 
deeply troubled by the threat of sectarianism in their educational institution. Together, these findings 
suggest that madrassah-educated youth should be a key priority target audience, and that messaging 
should help to build critical awareness and resilience in madrassahs. As one madrassah-educated 
participant put it: 

There should be a broader conversation that should be called ‘Reinventing the 
Pakistani Identity’, which should involve academia, scholars, and activists so that 
things get clearer. We’re basically groping in the dark in that sense.
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When designing digital campaigns, Facebook and WhatsApp are 
priority platforms. However, online campaigns cannot replace 
offline activities, especially when targeting rural communities and 
women.

LESSON SIX

Internet penetration in Pakistan is relatively low, standing at around 35%.51 As a result, social 
media has limited reach in the country as a whole: in 2019 only 17% of the population had 
a social media account, compared with a global average of 49%.52 Nonetheless, 17% of the 
population equates to around 36 million people, most of whom are urban youth between the 
ages of 18 and 34. Facebook is by far the most popular social media platform, and WhatsApp 
the most popular messaging platform in this demographic. Men are far more likely to have 
social media accounts than women, especially on Facebook where over 80% of users are 
male.

Perhaps because our focus group participants were aged 18–34, they were prolific social 
media users, some professing to use social media for up to 10 hours a day. The primary social 
media platform they used was Facebook, followed by WhatsApp for direct communication. 
Some participants of the female focus groups mentioned Instagram as their go-to platform.

Our focus groups were held in urban areas, and participants assumed that youth across Pakistan 
had access to Facebook and WhatsApp. They mistakenly identified rural 
areas as places where Facebook had significant reach: 

It’s local, available and accessible. Even in villages two hundred 
kilometres from here, if people have a phone they would have 
Facebook. Everyone has an account on Facebook.

USING
SOCIAL MEDIA

Digital sources such as news apps and podcasts, as well as traditional forms of news media, 
such as newspapers and television, were thought to be less popular than digital media. 
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Madrassah-educated participants generally had similar preferences as and 
drew similar conclusions to those in the other groups, although, because 
of restrictions in using social media and smartphones during class at 
madrassahs, they consumed traditional news media slightly more: 

At the Jamiya [their madrassah], it’s newspapers. [And] we have access to 
TV at some special events.

They were also more likely to consume news via radio during school hours than their non-
madrassah-educated counterparts, although this happened rarely. 

The findings of the focus groups reinforce the understanding that campaigns targeting urban 
youth should use Facebook and potentially WhatsApp. But campaigns that target rural youth or 
women should rely less on social media and more on offline initiatives to engage them.
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In addition to addressing discrimination and extremism, online 
campaigns should educate youth about misinformation and 
disinformation, with a focus on improving digital literacy, verifying 
sources and countering ‘fake news’.

LESSON SEVEN

Focus group participants consistently identified Facebook as being the medium with the most 
‘fake news’ – ‘it’s mostly fake’, claimed one participant – with WhatsApp coming second. They 
suggested one explanation for the prevalence of misinformation on these platforms is that 
they’re so widely used by people of all levels of digital literacy, especially Pakistani youth. 
Another explanation was that these two platforms relied mostly on sharing video content and 
links, which can be easily and rapidly disseminated. Twitter, in contrast, was perceived to host 
less misinformation. 

Much of the online misinformation or disinformation participants have encountered demonstrate 
familiar characteristics, typically associated with fake news: videos taken out of context, news 
tickers that have been edited, memes, photo-shopped images, chain texts, conspiracy theories, 
health or security scares, and character assassinations of politicians or celebrities.

As avid social media users,53 Pakistani youth are increasingly turning to social media platforms 
such as Facebook and Twitter to consume both hard and soft news54 and express their political 
views.55 Furthermore, because journalism in Pakistan ‘still enjoys a little more freedom’ in the 
online space56 and does not face the same restrictions as traditional media, news on social 
media is prolific and diverse. 

A main challenge facing youth seeking information via non-traditional routes is that ‘fake news’ 
– misinformation spread unintentionally, and the more narrowly defined disinformation that is 
spread intentionally – is becoming ever more present on their news feeds.57

The high social media usage among focus group youth combined with the proliferation of 
misinformation, or ‘fake news’, could be why participants felt very exposed to it, but also were 
confident at identifying and countering it. They mentioned ‘clickbait’, ‘a lack of references’, 
‘clear bias’, ‘untrustworthy sources’ such as political parties or unheard of news sites, or edited 
photographs as indicators that a piece of information or article could be fake. Googling facts, 
seeing how many followers a source has, and checking whether rival or international news 
sources had repeated a source were popular methods of testing for veracity. 

Our focus group participants believed social media companies to be culpable precisely because 
algorithms that enable disinformation or misinformation to reach target audiences were seen 
as profit-enabling:

At the end of the day social media is all about marketing. It’s about SEO 
[search engine optimisation]; people make money from shared content, 
regardless of if its negative or positive content.
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While some misinformation can be relatively harmless, other types of ‘fake news’ 
are not: bomb scares or threats of terrorism, anti-Ahmadi tropes, anti-feminism 
tropes, fake hadiths, religious ‘miracles’ and accusations of blasphemy. This 
last type was seen as particularly problematic across focus groups: 

It’s sectarian. The differences that exist between different schools of thought 
in Islam, those differences are exaggerated and fake posts are created from 
them. Like somebody has committed blasphemy – they create hatred in 
people’s hearts.

Reflecting their education, madrassah-educated participants were more likely to highlight 
religiously themed ‘fake news’ than others: ‘Imran Khan saying something regarding the 
Sahabahs… being sinful’ one participant suggested. Another claimed of the ‘fake news’ he has 
witnessed:

Sectarian misinformation and disinformation is propagated to an extent by religious political 
parties like the Tehreek-e-Labbaik Pakistan party, led by Khadim Hussain Rizvi, who have 
expanded their reach into wider society, particularly vis-à-vis their broad social media presence. 
They have been noted to further instrumentalise extreme sectarian-Barelwi Islamist rhetoric 
and symbolism to gain wider political influence, especially among youth.59

Extremists groups, in line with their increasing capability in controlling traditional forms of media 
such as newsprint and radio, are equally capitalising on these digital opportunities to spread 
their own forms of information as propaganda – spreading disinformation to sow dissent and 
recruit vulnerable youth.60 According to a report on the narratives of extremism in Pakistan from 
Bytes for All, the ‘disseminators of hatred and extremism are far ahead in propagating their 
message’61 because of a lack of effective government control in the online space, growing use 
of social media and the strong religious identities held by youth,62 despite strong censorship 
laws.

Campaigns deployed by civil society organisations should therefore try to build critical 
consumption of news on social media platforms among youth. Doing so will not only help to 
decrease the proliferation of misinformation, but will help young people identify and counter any 
disinformation or propaganda spread by malign actors, such as sectarian or extremist groups.

If you don’t like someone, you can just say that he has said something against 
the prophet. Basically for personal benefit. Two years ago they murdered 
Mashal [Khan] because of this.58
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TAKING
ACTION

Civil society organisations should harness pop culture trends 
effectively when campaigning, to appeal to different groups and 
embed critical narratives in content that young people seek out.

LESSON EIGHT

Pakistan has a rich history of popular culture stemming from their ancient antecedents in 
South Asian Sufi mystic music and poetry,63 theatre64 and dance.65 Although pop culture is 
primarily made for entertainment, it wields substantial influence in shaping norms and values 
in Pakistani society, including how people understand their national identities and minorities 
are portrayed. As cultural theorist Nadine Dolby argues, popular culture is so much more than 
simple entertainment; it is a site of real power that can ‘alter social conditions at the very 
foundation of people’s lives’.66

During the 1970s and 1980s, as the notion of a singular Pakistani identity began to take 
shape, pop culture began to take on an increasingly nationalistic and religious dimension. For 
example, there are many examples of Pakistani films stereotyping minorities, especially Hindus 
and Christians,67 and internationally renowned Pakistani films have been noted to have had 
a ‘tumultuous relationship’ with nationalism and gender-stereotypes68 that rivals Bollywood.69  
This trend took root in mainstream television and news media too,70 as well as in music where 
traditional Sufi music such as qawwalis [traditional Sufi devotional songs] and nasheeds [songs 
usually sung in a capella that often have Islamic themes], which have been noted to promote 
nationalistic and fundamentalist narratives.71

Focus group participants consumed a mix of global and Pakistani cultural outputs, including 
reading Sufi poetry or listening to their musical remixes, watching ‘Lollywood’ (Pakistan’s 
answer to Bollywood) films, and listening to qawwalis and nasheeds. Many of the youth noted 
that Pakistani popular culture is rife with pro-government, pro-army and religious (‘pop Islam’) 
sentiments, especially in films and music. For example, according to one participant, ‘1968 war 
songs [are] considered cool’ but amount to an ‘institutionalised bias’ towards the army. Another 
told us, ‘a lot of it is propaganda’.
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A male participant from a different focus group echoed this:

But just as popular culture has helped to entrench exclusionary values, it is also leading 
to some more inclusive perspectives developing. Some participants noted that feminism is 
increasingly perceived as being cool: ‘men are considered cool if they talk about feminism’. 
Likewise, a burgeoning, if small, pro-LGBTQ+ movement is emerging, responding to liberal 
international influences: 

The contradiction in Pakistan is that despite the nationalistic and religious demands put on its 
media industry, with each generation Pakistani pop culture becomes more gender-inclusive, 
more representative and more socially liberal without losing popularity. It both reaffirms 
state-sanctioned values to establish its bona fides with conservative gatekeepers and older 
audiences… at the same time [as it allows] space for embracing artistic influences that are 
contemporary.74

Pakistani dramas are famous for this [stereotyping of women]. They have 
always set up this very sad setting where there is abuse happening, there is 
a pregnancy-related issue, there is the issue of [them] running away.

Women exist in boxes… Either they will sing songs or make good tea.

Taking influences from outside of Pakistan has become really cool in this 
generation, the millennial generation.

Further, cultural norms that focus group participants identified included values that prop up 
violence against and towards minorities, women and the LGBTQ+ community, in a context 
where these minorities don’t have equal representation or a mainstream platform of their own. 

For example, certain religious talk shows and celebrity mawlanas (religious leaders), which 
were popular among many participants of the focus groups, espouse sometimes controversial 
and potentially intolerant views. One example was Mufti Menk, whose ‘Twitter page is viral’, but 
who has described gay people as ‘filthy’ and ‘worse than animals’72 in the past. Another, Zakir 
Naik, was seen by participants as very popular among the broader Pakistani youth, but has 
advocated the death penalty to be used for homosexuals and justified domestic violence.73

Pop cultural norms deeply affect minority groups, especially women. In TV and films women 
are often stereotyped. One female participant told us that in most films:

Counter-narrative campaigns should build on this, carefully navigating the fine line that has been 
etched by certain elements of Pakistan’s popular culture. By harnessing the influential power 
of popular culture, campaigns can capture the attention of youth and deconstruct stereotypes 
without overtly challenging the status quo or signalling that they are trying to exert strategic 
influence. 
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Campaigns should use visual and audio content to account for 
literacy rates and the preference of Pakistani youth.

LESSON NINE

In addition to using social media – especially Facebook – effectively, extremist and terrorist 
groups are often adept at using visual and audio content to propagate ideology.75 Social media 
offers an invaluable platform that is unencumbered by government control.76 Many social media 
platforms – most notably Facebook and Instagram – are designed for visual content, and highly 
emotive imagery delivers a powerful message that can bridge literacy gaps and language 
barriers.77

In the focus groups, participants agreed that visual content was crucial for 
any kind of counter-narrative campaign and suggested that campaigns use 
posters, songs and infographics. They thought short videos around three to 
four minutes long were the most effective content:

And although they were all prolific social media users, participants suggested 
balancing social media campaigns with offline activities in the communities:

No matter the content, participants though it important that any counter-
narrative campaign should have emotional weight, comparable to whichever 
extremist narrative is being deconstructed:

Clips are good because when you create a clip of your own, using your [own] 
lyrics and expressions, it leaves a good impression.

It depends on what kind of people you are addressing and in what 
geographic location you are addressing.

Exploiting the viewer emotionally is of paramount importance because that’s 
what makes them remember.
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Extremist targeted messaging draws on individual vulnerabilities, including critical grievances that 
young people may hold towards the government. 

This was reflected in a study in 2014 of 500 Pakistani security officials who ranked risk factors 
of extremism according to their perceived importance,78 and a study in 2016 found that those 
related to poor governance were the most important, for example dishonest leadership, a lack of 
accountability and corruption.79 A further study in 2016 found that government-led public education 
schemes were positively correlated with radicalisation, and that teaching and the curriculum may 
be a ‘more effective radicalisation tool than madrasa [sic] education’.80

According to participants, one of the reasons the government is failing to address the issue of 
extremism properly is because it applies definitions of extremism and hate speech selectively 
and narrowly to mean sectarianism or seditious activity, which they viewed 
as potentially a mechanism to ‘maintain power’. One participant called this:

Civil society organisations can benefit from working with governments 
and the media to strengthen their initiatives, but should also 
understand the drawbacks, using collaboration to address youth 
concerns and build trust.

LESSON TEN

THE GOVERNMENT

KNOWING
YOUR ALLIES

a conscious effort [by the Pakistani government], especially after the Zia-ul-Haq 
era. Before that Pakistan was very liberal.
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LESSON TEN

However, madrassah-educated participants showed some departure from others and did not rank 
the problem of extremism in Pakistan nearly as highly as their counterparts. Participants in one of 
these groups emphasised that levels of extremism have been drastically reduced over time and 
credited the government and army for this reduction: the army ‘for holding them [the extremists] 
back’ and the government for ‘controlling [extremism] to quite an extent’. 

Indeed, successive Pakistani governments have taken several multifaceted approaches to counter 
violent extremism, from effective counter-radicalisation strategies to ‘contradictory’ counter-
terrorism policies.81 For example, they have successfully limited the power of Lashkar-e-Taiba, the 
group responsible for the Mumbai hotel attacks. Nonetheless, shadow influences may be preventing 
the government from eliminating Lashkar-e-Taiba effectively through procedural justice.82 

It’s important to examine the variation between these focus groups’ perceptions of the government’s 
role in preventing and countering extremism. Where one group saw failure, another saw success, 
and it is evident that the government’s efforts can be read either way. In the wider context, therefore, 
when deciding whether to bring government into implementing or supporting counter-narrative 
campaigns, it’s essential to understand more deeply how each target audience might perceive the 
government, so as not accidentally to undermine the effort. 

When trying to understand how extremism and hate speech spread, it is important to 
examine the role of media, misinformation and disinformation, as well as how these relate 
to youth. A report from the United States Institute of Peace, summarising a convention of 
Pakistani journalists and media experts in 2011, concluded: ‘Pakistan’s media landscape 
has increasingly been used as a battleground between those seeking to promote violent 
conflict and others seeking to manage or deter it.83’

According to participants – especially those from the private and public school groups – 
mainstream Pakistani news media, especially television channels and many newspapers, 
is widely distrusted for three reasons.

First, much of the media is seen as politically biased, usually either pro or against the 
government.84 Participants had different but overlapping perspectives as to the political 
affiliations of various news channels. One stated, ‘There’s a reputation for every news 
channel, that’s how it works in Pakistan.’

Second, these sources of news are perceived as being sensationalist85 in order to increase 
their ratings and public consumption. Examples of sensationalism included exaggerating 
certain stories, encouraging overly heated televised debates, and focusing on violent 
incidents. One participant shared a personal experience of this:

THE MEDIA

I had a business teacher who worked on the radio and then Pakistani news 
channels. They would wait for bomb blasts to happen so they could put it on 
screen. It was shocking to me that they were manipulating a loss for their 
own benefit.
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Third, the government exercises high levels of censorship exercised on news channels in 
Pakistan.86 The government either own, sponsor87 or otherwise heavily regulate88 almost all of 
the main television news channels and newspapers. 

Being caught between a lack of a wider strategy for countering extremism, the demand for 
sensationalism, and government control and censorship ‘leav[es] the anchor-person who comes 
from a certain perspective [the ability to use] the media for their own purpose and objectives’.89

Because of the unreliability of news on social media, the distrust of private news channels – 
digital and non-digital – and government censorship and control of the media, Pakistani youth 
are extremely mistrusting of national media in general: ‘We’re in a dilemma as to whom we 
should believe. The problem is that.’

In a country where the government and intelligence services exercise such high levels of 
censorship, with a media that relies on sensationalism to survive and forced to choose sides in 
a battle for the media space, it’s not easy to bring these actors in as allies in a counter-narrative 
campaign. There is nonetheless clearly a willingness by the media and young people to tackle 
many of the issues the country faces, and media outlets have the potential to disseminate 
campaign messages to a very wide target audience. 
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DISCUSSION
In order to better understand how the findings of the eight focus groups might help shape the development 
of counter-narrative campaigns, it is important to remember that their members do not represent Pakistani 
youth as a whole. Instead they serve an important function in giving practitioners who work to counter 
violent extremism a snapshot into the lived experiences and perceptions of Pakistani youth, in order to 
appreciate and reflect on the wider context of youth and extremism in Pakistan. 

Our review of the literature showed that hate and extremism are prominent phenomena in Pakistan, and 
young people are entangled by them – more often as victims than as perpetrators. While only a handful 
of participants in our focus groups came from minority backgrounds and did not experience hate and 
extremism first-hand, many were very aware of the issues in their communities and some had witnessed 
them. Women felt particularly vulnerable to hate and extremism, showing that any effort to counter 
extremism in Pakistan could benefit from examining wider gender issues in the country. 

Even though sectarianism and anti-minority prejudice are problematic in Pakistan, our discussions 
demonstrated that young people have a particular concern with solving these issues – many celebrated 
the diversity of Pakistan and its rich inter-cultural history, and sought to build cohesion between divided 
communities. They identified the most common victims as being the Ahmadi, Hindu and Christian 
communities, which ties in with state and religious narratives surrounding their status – Ahmadis not 
recognised as Muslims, Hindus being associated with India, and Christianity being an import from the 
West. 

Youth recognise that these issues are systemic, sustained by certain elements in government and minor 
political parties. The views of these actors are to a degree coloured by the decades-old convergence of 
Pakistani politics with Islam. Young people should be brought in to assist with running CVE programmes, 
but with the understanding that faith in their intention and ability is fragile.

Echoing our desk-based research, participants perceived that trends in pop culture, a demand for 
sensationalism in news media, and profit-driven social media companies undermine efforts to counter 
these norms, thus enabling them to spread further, more rapidly and without adequate mainstream 
narratives being offered as alternatives.

Lessons for developing effective counter-narratives can therefore be drawn from these findings, but it is 
equally important to consider future research that examines these perceptions in more detail and tailor 
programmes around it. Our participants had diverse types of educational background, but were relatively 
homogenous in the level of education they had achieved: they were mostly professionals or university 
students, and all lived in Islamabad Capital Territory. Future research and programming could benefit from 
looking into the perceptions of the less literate or digitally adept, in different areas of Pakistan, to get a 
truer picture of the experiences of extremism and hate speech among a wider group of Pakistani young 
people, and to counter them more effectively.
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