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Abstract 
 

Terrorism is one of the menaces that inflicted huge human losses to the 

state and society of Pakistan. On December 16, 2014, the brazen attack 

on the Army Public School (APS) in Peshawar killed 141, including 132 

children and nine members of the school staff. In reaction, on January 7, 

2015, the government adopted the 21st amendment to the Constitution of 

Pakistan, which entailed the establishment of military courts to punish 

the terrorists and their facilitators. This study gauges the opinion of 

young students towards this new counter-terrorism policy. The results 

suggest two outcomes: firstly, the public admits that terrorism is one of 

their main problems and secondly, there is an ethnically diverse view on 

the military-led public policy to curb terrorism.  

 

Keywords: Counter-terrorism Policy, Terrorism, Punishment of 

Terrorists, Criminal Justice System, National Security, 

Human Rights. 

 

Introduction 
 

Army Public School (APS) attack in December 2014, changed Pakistan’s 

counter-terrorism policy. Adopting a unanimous stance, both state and 

society called for bringing the perpetrators of this attack to justice. 

 

Nevertheless, a holistic approach to punish terrorists is hard to find. 

Moreover, although the state institutions and political governments in 

Pakistan seem to be on the same page in terms of the need to punish the 
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terrorists, but as noted by the American academic, Eric Lambert,
1
 

determining punishments for criminals has remained a controversial issue. 

The passage of the 21st constitutional amendment and the establishment of 

military courts to punish the terrorists and their facilitators
2
 engender mixed 

support, especially among some quarters of civil society who have shown 

reservations on the military-led criminal justice system to penalise terrorists.  

 

There are a number of factors: for instance, social values, socialisations, 

crime
3
 and race/ethnicity

4
 that tend to shape public attitude towards the 

punishment of terrorists. Interestingly, research reveals that although the 

public believes that criminals should be sentenced as harshly as possible, yet 

their views are liable to change when they see a sentencing in practice.
5
 

Since the establishment of military courts, dozens of convicted terrorists 

have been hanged. As Pakistan is a multi-ethnic society, this study is aimed 

at finding the difference among the opinions of various ethnic groups 

regarding the punishment of terrorists in Pakistan. It is significant to find out 

that the opinion of different ethnic groups would be an addition to our 

understanding of this subject.  

 

At the social level, public opinion is important because Pakistan is a 

democracy and the opinion of the public can have reflection on the political 

decisions. If wider public opinion is not congruent with this punitive process 

then these efforts to counter terrorism may not bear any fruit.  

 

The term “ethnicity” refers to the division of population on the basis of 

geography, culture, religion, language and genealogy; and there is a 
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relationship between ethnicity and attitude towards punishment.
6
 As “the 

problem of 20th century is the problem of colour line,”
7
 a number of studies 

have been conducted involving attitudes, ethnicity and punishment. 

Mallicoat and Radelet 
8
 in their studies on public attitude towards capital 

punishment found that public opinion about the death penalty remains 

uncertain. Studies before and after 9/11 reveal the public support for death 

penalty remained quite low.
9
 

 

From an ethnic perspective, the results of a study conducted by Sun, Wu 

and Poteyeva 
10

 in the US confirm that a modest number of Arab Americans 

believe that the state has ultimate authority to take aggressive measures in 

order to curb crimes. Moreover, studies also suggest that the ‘White’ 

Americans are more supportive of the death penalty than other minorities.
11

 

This leads us to argue that people with different ethnic origins may have 

different attitudes towards the punishment of terrorists.  

 

There exists a relationship between terrorism and mass media.
12

 Being 

the chief source of information and knowledge for the people, the media 

helps a lot in shaping public opinion towards punishment of crimes. The 

tragic events tend to organise and unite people
13

 and this has happened in 

Pakistan as well. The attack brought military, intelligentsia, media, 
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politicians as well as the civil society organisations on the same page. The 

brutality to which students were subjected shocked the whole nation. The 

tragic incident was given full coverage by the media for many days. The 

state, too, made it a watershed moment in its fight against terrorism.  

 

Initially, this united front called for taking severe measures for curbing 

the menace of terrorism and, therefore, the National Assembly of Pakistan 

not only incorporated the 21st Amendment in the Constitution of 1973, but 

also amended the Pakistan Army Act 1952. In order to make amends for the 

pitfalls in the criminal justice system, military courts have been established 

and dozens of convicted terrorists have been executed. This leads us to 

hypothesise that: “Pakistani public opinion of different ethnicities is unified 

regarding the punishment of the terrorists.” This hypothesis will be tested by 

the survey of the youth from different ethnicities.  

 

Undergraduate and graduate students at three main universities in 

Islamabad and two other universities in Punjab and Sindh were surveyed. 

The Quaid-i-Azam University (QAU), Islamabad, stands as top-tier 

public sector research institute of Pakistan, being the oldest seat of 

scholarship in the federal capital, it also forms the most vibrant 

community of multi-ethnic students. Also, International Islamic 

University (IIU), Islamabad, as well as National Defence University 

(NDU), Islamabad, are multicultural universities in terms of enrolled 

students. In Islamabad, some of the questionnaires were administered by 

the researchers personally in the class rooms and libraries of the selected 

universities. Therefore, before distribution of the survey, the purpose of 

the study was explained to the students. 

 

There are seven main ethnic groups in Pakistan
14

 Punjabi (44.1 per 

cent), Sindhi (14.1 per cent), Balochi (3.7 per cent), Seraiki (10.5 per cent), 

Pashtun (15.4 per cent), Urdu speaking Mohajir community (7.5 per cent) 

and Balti languages. However, owing to geographical proximity and 

cultural affiliation of the people, Kashmiri language has also been made a 

part of this study. 

 

The sample was divided into eight ethnic groups and a quota of 50 

students was assigned to each of them, thus making the total sample size, 

                                                
14

 Jacqueline McCann, Changing the World Pakistan (London: Encyclopaedia 

Britannica, 2010), 7. 



Strategic Studies 

90 

n=400. During the pilot testing phase of the study, some of the students 

especially from Balochistan showed reluctance towards participation in the 

study, therefore, as noted by Podesva and Sharma
15

 the services of 

facilitators were acquired. Besides knowing the structure of their 

community very well, they also had an authoritative say in the community 

of students in the universities wherein they were enrolled. 

 

Most of the questionnaires were personally administered in the class 

rooms and hostels of QAU, NDU and the IIU Islamabad. The rest of them 

were filled with the help of facilitators who were clearly explained the 

purpose of the research and method of administration of the questionnaires. 

In total, 362 surveys were collected. Thus, the overall response rate was 

90.5 per cent.  

 

About 77 per cent of the respondents were male. 31.2 per cent were 

from Bachelors, 53.6 per cent and 14.6 per cent from Master and MPhil 

classes while 0.6 per cent were enrolled in PhD classes respectively. Around 

22.4 per cent and 18.0 per cent indicated that they were from Punjab and 

Sindh respectively while 6.1 per cent and 18.2 per cent belonged to the 

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KPK) and Balochistan. 8.6 per cent of the students 

were residents of Islamabad Capital Territory. While 1.4 per cent while 6.1 

per cent were inhabitants of Federally Administered Tribal Area (FATA), 

another 11.6 per cent and 13.8 per cent belonged to Azad Jammu and 

Kashmir and Gilgit-Baltistan respectively. Moreover, 80 per cent of the 

respondents had an average age of 21-25 years.  
 

The questionnaire comprised two parts. One part contained 

demographic information as well as the ethnic affiliation that was designed 

as independent variable for the sake of this study. The second part consisted 

of 20 items dealing with the scope of terrorism, rights of terrorists, 

punishments of terrorists, military courts, ethnicity and terrorism. A five-

point Likert scale was used, ranging from ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly 

agree’ to measure the responses of the students. These questions/items are 

given in table no.1.  
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Findings 
 

Table no.1 presents the frequency of responses of various ethnic groups 

against 20-items dealing with scope of terrorism, rights of terrorists, 

installation of military courts as well as ethnicity and terrorism. The overall 

view of all eight ethnic groups overlaps on many items of the scale that was 

developed to test the hypothesis. The scope of terrorism is measured via 

frequency responses on seriousness of terrorists’ threat, composition of 

terrorists groups and perception of the students on public policy on counter-

terrorism. About 88 per cent of the surveyed students either strongly agreed 

or agreed that terrorism poses the most serious threat to the national security 

of Pakistan.  

 

However, there was a mixed response to the status of members of the 

armed groups and militia that are operative in Pakistan. While 33 per cent of 

the students agreed that armed groups, militias or their member are all 

terrorists, another 38 per cent disagreed with this statement while remaining 

28 per cent were uncertain on the status of such a group or their members. 

Similarly, against 46 per cent of the respondents who believed that speaking 

against the public policy on counter-terrorism did not mean that they 

supported terrorism, 37 per cent held opposite views. 

 

Out of 20 items in the questionnaire, four were reserved for legal rights, 

privacy rights, detention without court warrants and choosing between 

rights and national security. Only two-third of the students either agreed or 

strongly agreed with the point that terrorists deserve the same legal and 

constitutional rights that are endowed on ordinary citizens. Of all the ethnic 

groups, about 49 per cent agreed and 30 per cent disagreed in some form 

that violating the privacy of households by civilian law enforcement 

agencies and armed forces while searching for the suspected terrorists is a 

justifiable act.  

 

Besides this, nearly half of the sampled population believed that it is a 

lawful act to detain terrorists without court warrants. Additionally, more 

than half of the students either agreed or strongly agreed that national 

security deserves priority over individual human rights. This was further 

supported by another statement when students were asked whether it was 

right to detain suspected terrorists because of national security, only 15 per 

cent strongly disagreed to this statement and 45 per cent strongly agreed to it.  
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Next six items of measurement scale dealt with the punishment of 

terrorists. It encompassed the discretionary powers of agencies; death as the 

ultimate penalty and the attitude towards the death penalty; frequency of 

attacks in the event terrorists were given safe exits by courts due to 

discrepancies in the criminal justice system; the right to appeal against the 

death penalty and the issue of prosecution. While no part of the country is 

spared from attack, around 63 per cent of respondents either agreed or 

strongly agreed that state’s law enforcement agencies should be given a free 

hand to curb the menace of terrorism. However, only 12 per cent of them 

did not agree with that statement. Compared with 75 per cent of the 

respondents who supported or strongly supported the death penalty for 

detained terrorists, only 7 per cent strongly disagreed with the same statement. 

 

Similarly, responses of the respondents showed that nearly two-thirds of 

them would be unhappy if terrorists were not sentenced to death. Also, 76 

per cent of the sampled population believed that the frequency of terrorists’ 

attacks would surge if they were not brought to justice. Against 24 per cent 

of the respondents, 60 per cent believed that convicted terrorists should not 

be given the right of appeal even if they are sentenced to death. In addition 

to this disagreement on the right of appeal, nearly two-third of the students 

either agreed or strongly agreed that terrorists who are in Pakistan must be 

prosecuted without taking note of their nationality and proximity of attacks.  

 

Two items dealt with military courts and opening of fire on suspected 

terrorists. Against 53 per cent of the students who agreed or strongly agreed 

with the statement that military and civil armed forces have the right to open 

fire on suspected terrorists, 30 per cent were opposed to that statement and 

the remaining respondents remained neutral. Around 62 per cent of the 

students were in favour of military courts and agreed or strongly agreed that 

they would do justice with the terrorists and 26 per cent of them disagreed 

with this statement.  

 

The last portion of the scale was aimed at measuring the relationship 

between ethnicity and terrorism. While 40 per cent of the students agreed 

that ethnic affiliation has to do with potential terrorists, another 40 per cent 

rejected this statement and the remaining 20 per cent were uncertain. In 

addition to this, more than 50 per cent of the students rejected the statement 

that violence committed by ethnic groups for the realisation of their political 

ends and for the betterment of their province/region was a justifiable act. 



Punishing Terrorists 

93 

However, against 53 per cent of the respondents, 29 per cent either agreed 

or strongly agreed that carrying out criminal activity for the cause of a 

province/region was justifiable act. Lastly, nearly two-thirds of sampled 

population trusted in military courts and believed that ethnic militant groups 

should also be tried in military courts.  

 

If we observe frequency responses of individual ethnic groups on 

various dimensions of terrorism we find that they are united on various 

fronts. As far as the scope of terrorism is concerned, all of the eight major 

ethnic groups in Pakistan showed an almost similar response on first item, 

which states that terrorism is one of the most serious threats to the security 

of Pakistan. 76 per cent of the Mohajirs (the Urdu speaking community in 

Sindh, particularly in Karachi and Hyderabad) and 94 per cent of Seraikis 

either agreed or strongly agreed to that statement and the response of other 

six ethnic groups lay in between the two. 

 

Contrary to this, with a slight variation, all ethnic groups had a similar 

response to the question whether armed groups, militias and their members 

are all terrorists. While the frequency ranged between 41-62 per cent for 

disagreeing or strongly disagreeing with the statement that reads “speaking 

against government’s policies is to support terrorists” and uncertainty 

ranged from 12-18 per cent from all other ethnic groups, 29 per cent of the 

Mohajirs were uncertain about their response and 24 per cent either 

disagreed or strongly disagreed with the same statement 

 

Balochi and Mohajir students showed a similar attitude towards the 

legal and constitutional rights of terrorists. More than one half of both ethnic 

groups agreed that terrorists do not deserve any legal and constitutional 

rights. On the same issue, 28 per cent and 12 per cent of the Pashtu speaking 

respondents were uncertain and showed disagreement. In addition to this, 

against the other six groups of students, those having either Baloch or 

Pashtun ethnic affiliation showed a different attitude towards privacy. For 

instance, while one half of the former agreed that violating privacy in order 

to search for terrorists was justifiable, only one-third of the latter had the 

same response.  

 

Similarly, around 60 per cent of Mohajir, Punjabi and Kashmiri 

speaking respondents, with slight variation, agreed that detaining suspected 

terrorists was a rightful act. Contrary to this, nearly half of the sampled 
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population, having affiliation to Balochi and Pashtu languages, disagreed 

with the same statement. Moreover, half of the respondents of all the major 

ethnic groups agreed to accord priority to the national security over 

individual rights; the remaining half respondents were either uncertain or 

disagreed with the statement. In addition to this, for one-third of Punjabi, 

Saraiki, Kashmiri and Balti respondents and one-half of Sindhi, Pashtu and 

Urdu speaking students, detaining suspected people for the cause of national 

security was a rightful act. 

 

With regards to curbing terrorism through punishment, the frequency of 

either agreeing or strong agreeing on giving a free hand to the law 

enforcement agencies, the responses ranged between 36 per cent and 78 per 

cent While Punjabi, Mohajir and Saraiki were on one end of this frequency 

line, Saraiki, Balti and Balochi ethnic groups were on the opposite end. 

Additionally, nearly two-thirds of the respondents of all of the ethnic groups 

unanimously agreed on the statements that “terrorists deserve death penalty; 

I will be angry if terrorists are not sentenced to death, if terrorists are given 

safe exit, they will commit more attacks; terrorist should have no right of 

appeal even if they are sentenced to death and wherever the act of terrorism 

is committed, a terrorist must be prosecuted.” 

 

However, some of the ethnic groups showed differing patterns. For 

example, 40 per cent of the Seraiki, Balti and Balochi students either agreed 

or strongly agreed and another 40 per cent showed opposite response on 

statement relating to giving full discretion to law enforcement agencies to 

tackle the menace of terrorism. Similarly, all the responses of Balochi 

students against the above given statement ranged from strongly agreed to 

strongly disagreed and there was not any one kind of responses. 

 

In response to the establishment of military courts and opening up fire 

on suspected terrorists, there was no unanimous response. 71 per cent of the 

Mohajirs held view that military and civil armed forces should have right to 

open fire on terrorists. While more than half the rest of respondents agreed 

to the same statement, 46 per cent of the Balochi students disagreed and 40 

per cent agreed to the same statement, while the remaining were neutral. 

Moreover, around two-thirds of the students believed that military courts 

would do proper justice with the terrorists and more than one third of 

Sindhi, Balochi and Pashtu speaking students held opposite views.  
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While 65 per cent of the Mohajirs and 56 per cent of the Seraikis agreed 

to the statement that ethnic status was an important indicator to identify 

potential terrorists, 64 per cent of the Pashtu speaking respondents disagreed 

with the same statement. In addition, with little deviation in responses from 

the Balti, Balochi and Pashtu speaking respondents, more than half of the 

rest of the sampled population denounced violence for the realisation of 

political purposes. Similarly, all of the respondents showed disagreement 

with the statement relating to the pursuance of criminal activities for the 

cause of a region/province. While Balochis were divided in two camps on a 

statement relating to the trial of ethnic militant groups in military courts, 82 

per cent of the Mohajir and near two-third of the rest of the respondents 

agreed with the same statement.  
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Table No.1 

Normal and Percentage of Frequency Distribution  

of Ethic Groups and Punishment of Terrorists 
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An analysis of frequency response showed that although a majority of 

the students belonging to eight different ethnic groups, the participants 

posed same attitude towards many of the items in the questionnaire, yet 

some of them have different outlooks towards terrorism, human rights and 

terrorism, punishment of terrorists, military courts as well as watching 

terrorism from angle of ethnicity. According to Verma,
16

 when there are 

more than two independent variables influencing a dependent variable, for 

drawing differences in the means of the responses, one-way ANOVA is 

used. As there were eight major ethnic groups that were identified as 

independent variables and punishment of terrorism as dependent variable, to 

account for differences in the attitude of the respondents, one-way ANOVA 

was run and results are presented in table no. 2.  

 

The results reveal that irrespective of the ethnic background, all of the 

respondents agreed on the 35 per cent of the items (with p ≤ .1), which were 

presented in the questionnaire. The respondents agree that terrorism is one 

of the most serious threats to the security of Pakistan; they do not hesitate to 

claim that armed groups, militias and their members are terrorists; they 

believe that speaking against policies on terrorism means to support the 

terrorists; they advocate sanctity of individual rights vis-à-vis national 

security; they support denying right of appeal to those terrorists who are 

sentenced to death and prosecution of terrorists and hold that ethnic violence 

for political purpose is a justifiable act.  

 

On the rest of the items, linked with counter-terrorism policy of the 

states, the respondents did not put up a united front. While on statements 

related to legal and constitutional rights of terrorists, giving terrorists safe 

exist and frequency of attacks as well as justification of criminal activity to 

promote provincial cause; the respondents simply disagreed. The 

respondents strongly rejected the remaining 50 per cent of the items which 

include: search of terrorists at the cost of privacy; detaining terrorists 

without court orders; detaining suspected people for the cause of national 

security; giving free hand to agencies working in the field of counter-

terrorism; giving death penalty to the terrorists; opening fires on suspected 

terrorists; trust in due processes of the military courts; ethnicity as an 

indicator of potential terrorists and trial of ethnic militant groups in military 

court.  

                                                
16

 J P Verma, Data Analysis in Management with SPSS Software (New Delhi: Springler, 

2013), 222. 



Punishing Terrorists 

99 

By examining the differences within the groups it is evident that the 

views of the respondents from Balochistan differ significantly from the 

respondents belonging to the other ethnic groups. Baloch and Pashtuns hold 

similar views on search of terrorists by forces even at the cost of violation of 

privacy, yet the opinion of these two groups differ in significant way from 

the other six ethnic groups. In contrast to the other groups, Punjabis 

significantly differ from Baloch and Pashtun respondents on question of 

detaining terrorists without court orders. 

 

Table No.2 

Differences between Ethnic Groups on Military 

 Courts and Punishment of Terrorists 

 

Interestingly, on the very same statement, Kashmiri respondents hold 

altogether different views from those of the Balochi and Pashtun 
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respondents. Moreover, Punjabi and Kashmiri respondents did not agree 

with the Baloch respondents on the issue of detaining suspected people. In 

contrast to the rest of sample, Baloch and Pashtun strongly opposed that law 

enforcement agencies should be given free hand to curb terrorism. Also, 

Baloch people were singled out in the sense that they were not in support of 

sentencing death to the terrorists. Sindhi, Baloch and Pashtun held opposite 

views from those of the other groups on giving safe exits to the terrorists 

and frequency of terrorist attacks.  

 

Likewise, they believed that military courts would not do proper justice 

with those being tried in cases of terrorism. Sindhi, Mohajir and Baloch also 

agreed that forces do not have the right to open fire on suspected terrorists. 

Conversely, Seraiki, Mohajir, Kashmiri and Balti held the view that race 

and ethnicity was linked with identification of potential terrorists. Kashmiri, 

Seraiki and Balti also believed that it is justifiable to carry out a criminal 

activity for the sake of a province and region. Similarly, Baloch and Sindhi 

also differ from the rest of the respondents on the statement about the trial of 

ethnic militant groups in military courts.  

 

Table No.3 

 Ordered (Ordinal) Regression Result  
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There is a possibility that other facts, for instance, demographic factors 

may have shaped the views of the respondents about terrorism and 

punishment of terrorists. Tyler and Boeckmann
17

 in their investigation of 

support for punishment of rule breakers found that certain demographic 

factors like education and age tended to shape the opinion of respondents. 

Also, young people with lower education tend to support punitive measures. 

Furthermore, in their cross cultural study involving 14 different countries to 

know attitude towards punishment Kuhn
18

 found that gender has negligible 

effect on attitude towards punishment. After analysing empirical data, they 

also concluded that more educated people are less punitive and vice versa.  

 

Our Ordered Ordinal Regression results (presented in table no. 3) show 

that gender does not have much significant impact on attitude towards the 

punishment of terrorists. Likewise, the results partly conform to the results 

of studies cited above. However, both the level of education and educational 

institution had more impact in forming a particular attitude towards 

punishment than the age of respondents. Additionally, R-squared values 

also confirmed that demographic variables do not account too much for 

variation in attitude toward the punishment of terrorists. 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 
 

One of the unresolved issues in Pakistan is the lack of shared ethnicity
19

 

and, therefore, it remains the heart of the matter in the contemporary 

administration of the criminal justice system in Pakistan. While looking 

from ethno-nationalist angle, our results show that the view of Baloch 

students differs from those of the rest of the respondents in the sample. 

Moreover, even within Punjab, Seraiki respondents have different 

perspectives than those of the Punjabi students. Instead of accepting ethno-

diversities, nation building policies on nation-state model in Pakistan seem 

to be producing less effective results and this may have severe 

consequences. To accommodate such diversities, the policy makers may 
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look on the alternative model of “state-nations” advocated by Stepan, Linz 

and Yadav.
20

 

 

The public’s attitude towards the punishment of criminals is not only 

complex but ideologically diverse.
21

 Instead of human, economic and 

material losses, the public’s dwindling support of anti-terrorist measures 

may have three implications: 1) that the elite who form policy attach little 

importance to what the public thinks about politico-administrative issues; 

2), the general population does not see the solution of their problem via 

military channels and 3), a point has come when there is a dire need of 

overhauling the criminal justice system to restore public trust in civilian 

institutions.  

 

Empirical studies also reveal that attitude towards punishment of 

criminals is linked with the social conditions and social values.
22

 The results 

of such studies have an implication for this research as well. For instance, 

during data collection phase of this research, it has been observed that 

Baloch and Mohajir (Urdu speaking respondents of Karachi) were reluctant 

to complete this survey instrument. They feared that expressing opinion 

would have some negative effects on their personal and family life. 

 

Globally, public at least accepts those policies of awarding tough 

punishment to the offenders.
23

 In Pakistan, with the installation of military 

courts and execution of National Action Plan in January 2015, scores of 

terrorists have been awarded death sentences. Still, there are more cases 

being registered against the terrorists, their supporters and facilitators. 

However, strong rejection of 50 per cent of the hypothesis and additional 

mild rejection of 25 per cent of the propositions lets us hold and think: 

where is the fault line? As the anti-terrorism policies as well as policy 

instruments radiate from the military establishment, perfectly matches with 

Finer’s identification of Pakistan with low political culture characterised 
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with weakly organised public, disputed institutions and procedures and fluid 

state of public opinion against military’s influence in politics.
24

 

 

The results can be discerned from an institutional point of view as well. 

In the analysis of tension between strong agencies and political leadership 

Migdal 
25

 notes that in the absence of political mobilisation of public 

support by the political leadership few agencies not only dominate, rather 

the top officials develop a particular view about the purpose, structure and 

functions of the state that threatens the very stability and coherence of a 

state. The past of Pakistan as well as its present point towards this fact.  

 

This research implies that incapacity of the civil administration to 

prosecute and execute the terrorists leaves a big question mark on the 

administration of criminal justice system of Pakistan. This research leaves 

us to further explore: How support for terrorism has been systematically and 

otherwise inculcated in the young minds? What are the other policy 

alternatives and policy instruments to reverse this trend? 
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