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A supporter of Imran Khan, whose Tehreek-e-Insaaf party ultimately won a plurality of legislative
seats, wears a mask with Khan’s face during a campaign rally. (Photo by Akhtar Soomro/Reuters)

Summary
• After a relatively peaceful start, the
2018 general elections in Pakistan
were marred by violence, including a suicide attack in Balochistan
Province that killed 149 people.
• Karachi, normally a site of political violence, saw relative levels of
calm leading up to the elections,
partly because of an ongoing government paramilitary operation
against criminal and terrorist actors. However, the operation also
weakened and splintered the Muttahida Qaumi Movement, one of
Pakistan’s major political parties;
as a result, it was unable to campaign effectively and fared poorly.

• A survey conducted in Karachi just
before the elections showed that
exposure to violence had a significant impact on political behavior
and views. The survey found that
individuals exposed to violence
are less likely to trust that elections
would be free and fair, and more
likely to expect and fear electoral
violence. The impact of violence on
political behavior was greater for
respondents exposed to violence
perpetrated by political or state elements, and such individuals are
less likely to turn out to vote.
• The survey also found very low
baseline levels of trust between

ethnic communities in Karachi. Exposure to violence is correlated
with higher levels of intolerance,
a troubling finding in violent, multiethnic contexts such as Karachi
(and in Pakistan more broadly).
• Narratives that framed Karachi’s
history of violence in distinct ways
had minimal effect on decreasing
prejudice, indicating that intergroup trust may be difficult to alter
in the short term. It may be more
critical to change the larger structural conditions that create intolerance in general and instigate violent activity in particular.
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Army soldiers sit in the back of a pickup truck outside a distribution point for election materials the day before
the July 2018 elections. (Photo by Akhtar Soomro/Reuters)

Introduction
The 2018 general elections in Pakistan marked the second time in the country’s history that power transferred peacefully from one civilian government to another after a full term in office. This
was a momentous event for a polity that had long oscillated between military and civilian rule. The
elections also brought to power for the first time the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaaf (PTI), a political
party led by cricketer-turned-politician Imran Khan. PTI’s victory is notable, considering that democratic governance in Pakistan’s political center historically has fluctuated between the Pakistan
People’s Party (PPP) and the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N). Many observers viewed
these parties’ defeat, and the ascent of a party that had not existed before 1996, as a positive
indicator of the ability of voters to hold politicians—even firmly entrenched ones—accountable.1
However, allegations of pre-poll and post-poll rigging dampened the enthusiasm surrounding
Pakistan’s democratic transition and its prospects for democratic consolidation.2 Violence and
intimidation also marred the elections. Although the initial run-up to the elections was relatively
peaceful—especially compared with the deadly elections of 2013, which saw 148 distinct attacks between January and May—the two weeks immediately before the 2018 elections proved
dangerous for both campaigners and voters.3 The elections also provided a platform for certain
political parties to incite violence, particularly against Pakistan’s minority sects.
Pakistan is one of many countries where political participation is not entirely free from “the
shadow of the gun.”4 Karachi in particular has a long, complex history of political violence. Since at
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least the 1980s, politics in this megacity have
been marred by violence between various
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political parties. In 2011, more than 2,300 peo-

boundaries between ethnic groups, and

ple were killed in ethnic violence in Karachi,

ethnicity-based political appeals can

with three hundred killed in July of that year

similarly increase intergroup hostility.

alone. Political violence has involved myriad
5

actors, ranging from more mainstream political parties such as the Muttahida Qaumi Movement
(MQM), the Awami National Party (ANP), and the PPP, to parties affiliated with banned sectarian
groups as well as overtly militant actors, such as the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP). The 2018
elections also saw the unexpected rise of a new extremist political actor, the Tehreek-e-Labbaik
Pakistan (TLP), which won two Sindh Assembly seats from Karachi.
The particular context of political violence in Karachi raises a number of questions relevant
to policymakers and scholars alike. In particular, in what ways does exposure to such violence
affect political behavior, including a person’s willingness to vote and his or her faith in the democratic process? What impact does electoral campaigning that draws on a history of violent
conflict have on relations between various identity groups in society? Moreover, how can policymakers mitigate any negative effects of such campaigning on intergroup relations? Answers
to these questions are critical to assessing the various electoral options available to political
parties and, in turn, ascertaining the health of a country’s democracy. For a country that has had
only short-lived experiences with democracy, and where the military continues to hold considerable influence and popular support, it is all the more critical to study how exposure to violence
affects support for democratic practices.

METHODOLOGY
This report uses results from a representative household survey conducted in Karachi during
the four weeks before the 2018 elections (June 28 to July 24) to address these important questions. First, the survey assessed the relationship between exposure to violence and political attitudes and behavior. Are individuals who have personally experienced violence or the threat of
violence different from those who have not? And does the type of violence experienced affect
whether a victim intends to vote? The survey, conducted in Urdu, was carried out with assistance from the Pakistan Institute of Public Opinion, an affiliate of Gallup International in Pakistan,
and was administered to 1,805 respondents. Men and women were interviewed by separate
teams of male and female enumerators, respectively, who were trained by the authors.6
Additionally, a survey experiment was conducted to test an intervention to reduce prejudice
in the face of violence and divisive campaigning by ethnic political parties. Research has shown
that ethnic violence can have the effect of “hardening” the social and economic boundaries
between ethnic groups, and ethnicity-based political appeals can similarly increase intergroup
hostility.7 This issue is of significant policy relevance because campaigning along identity lines
is not unusual in Pakistan, and 2018 was no exception.
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Violence and Intimidation
during the 2018 Elections
The weeks leading up to the July 25, 2018, elections were marred by controversy. The military
appears to have led a concerted campaign against the incumbent PML-N, effectively disrupting the
playing field for it and other competing political parties.8 A year before the elections, the Supreme
Court had removed PML-N leader Nawaz Sharif from office on the grounds of corruption, and
months later it ruled that Sharif could no longer be the head of a political party. Sharif and his
daughter were arrested just two weeks before the election. At least three other PML-N candidates
were also disqualified from running days before the elections took place. In addition to the charges of corruption directed against PML-N officials, there were credible allegations of state security
officials pressuring former PML-N members to either switch parties or stand as independents.9 The
distribution of certain newspapers, specifically the English-language daily Dawn, was disrupted,
and journalists were reportedly pressured to frame their coverage of the elections in certain ways.10
The Karachi-based MQM was also severely disadvantaged as a result of interventions by the
military. In 2013, the government had launched a paramilitary Rangers operation in a bid to “clean
up” Karachi by ridding it of criminal and violent elements. After a particularly incendiary speech by
the MQM leader-in-exile, Altaf Hussain, in August 2016, the campaign against the party intensified.
The MQM’s party headquarters were ransacked and senior party leaders were taken into custody.
Normally a well-organized political party with offices at the neighborhood level and strong ties with
constituents, the MQM was forced to operate out of the home of one of its leaders. It splintered
into factions, and its success in the elections was all but guaranteed to be limited.
In addition to intervention and intimidation, the pre-election period saw instances of violence.
On July 10, 2018, ANP leader Haroon Bilour was killed in a suicide bombing during a party
meeting in Peshawar. A convoy of the religious political party Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal was also
targeted, resulting in four deaths. The western province of Balochistan faced the brunt of the violence. On July 13, a suicide bomber attacked a Balochistan Awami Party rally, killing 149 people
and injuring 186 others. Among those killed was electoral candidate Siraj Raisani, who was the
brother of a former chief minister of Balochistan.
The day of the elections saw a number of smaller-scale violent incidents. Allegations that a
PTI candidate for provincial assembly had assaulted police officers were investigated.11 Similarly,
police in Bannu district in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP) registered a first information report—a written document prepared by police officials when they receive a complaint about any criminal
offense—against a former KP chief minister for forcibly entering a women’s polling station.12 Party
members and supporters were also injured in local-level brawls throughout the country. Election
day also saw one large-scale attack: a suicide attack that killed twenty-nine people in Quetta,
the provincial capital of Balochistan.
As deplorable as these instances of violence were, the many instances of incitement to violence
seen during the run-up to the elections also worried Pakistan scholars, observers, and citizens alike.
Perhaps most significant was the sudden rise of the TLP. The party’s origins were rooted in violence,
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having been formed in large part to oppose the execution of Mumtaz Qadri, who had been sentenced to death for assassinating the governor of Punjab Province in 2011 for defending the rights
of a woman accused of blasphemy.13 The TLP has not shied away from violent rhetoric. According
to an Al Jazeera report, the party’s “election posters often carry images of those who have killed
in the name of the prophet’s honour.” At a rally in Lahore, Pakistan’s largest city after Karachi, party
supporters sang “hang them, hang them” to the tune of an election song.14 A TLP member was also
found guilty of the attempted assassination of a federal minister.
Other political parties arose in the place of banned predecessors. The Milli Muslim League,
thought to be the political front of the banned Lashkar-e-Taiba, was formed in August 2017 and
contested the elections. The elections also provided political space for anti-Shia, sectarian actors
such as Ahl-e-Sunnat Wal Jamaat, which is thought to be the political front of the militant Lashkar-eJhangvi. The organization’s leader, Maulana Ludhianvi, was removed from a terrorist list just weeks
before the elections.15

An Overview of Violence in Karachi
Karachi is a rich environment in which to study the relationship between violence and political
behavior because its elections—and, perhaps more importantly, the periods in between elections—have historically been marred by considerable violence. Furthermore, election-related
violence in Karachi is multidimensional, with many actors—whose motives are often difficult to
disentangle—engaged in perpetrating it.
The primary contributors to Karachi’s violence have been political parties.16 A 2011 article in
The Economist observed that
ethnic warfare in Pakistan’s most populous city has reached such a level that Karachi’s
ambulance service now has to send out a driver matching the racial make-up of the
destination district to pick up the victims of gang attacks. Otherwise, the district’s gunmen will
not let the ambulance through. . . . As for the political parties, they seem to be able to turn the
violence off and on as it suits them. This suggests that these are not mere criminals draping
themselves in the party flag, but rather integral parts of the parties’ political machines.17

Indeed, the previously most dominant party in Karachi, the Muhajir-centric MQM, is widely believed
to have had a militant wing that targeted opposition parties and supporters, intimidated voters, and
engaged in extortion (bhatta) to fill the party’s coffers. Similarly, other parties have engaged in
violence directly or outsourced violence to ethnic militias or gangs. For example, the Sindhi- and
Baloch-centric PPP has long had a mutually beneficial, on-again off-again relationship with criminal
gangs, most notably the notorious People’s Aman Committee, in the city’s Lyari neighborhood.18
Political violence carried out by the aforementioned parties has ethnic overtones, often inciting Karachi’s Pashtun, Muhajir, Baloch, and Sindhi communities to mobilize against one another.
The riots of May 12, 2007, which left at least forty dead and over a hundred people injured,
are a case in point.19 The violence was spurred by a political battle between the MQM, backed
by General Pervez Musharraf, and the opposition alliance of the PPP and ANP. The parties
were contesting the arrival of then Chief Justice Iftikhar Chaudhary, who had recently been
6
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suspended by General Musharraf and, in the
aftermath of his deposition, become the face

Election-related violence in Karachi is

of the opposition to military rule. The ANP

multidimensional, with many actors—

used the memory of the riots to successfully

whose motives are often difficult to

campaign in 2008 for an ethnically Pashtun

disentangle—engaged in perpetrating it.

party, one that would protect Pashtun interests and prevent them from being victimized by their opponents. Indeed, the violence was
characterized in ethnic terms—as a Muhajir-Pashtun conflict.20 Such interpretations drew on a
long history of clashes between Muhajirs and Pashtuns, including deadly ethnic riots that took
place between the two communities as early as 1985 and 1986.
The five-year period that followed the 2007 riots was particularly bloody, with all major political
parties in Karachi (MQM, PPP, and ANP) engaging in violence against one another’s ethnic constituencies.21 More than seven thousand people were killed in Karachi during this period alone.22 Many
interview respondents reported fearing for their lives during this time, and specifically indicated
that they did not dare venture into non-coethnic areas for fear of becoming the victim of a target
killing.23 Some Pashtun respondents even recounted incidents of being mistaken for Muhajirs and
being released only after they proved their coethnicity by speaking Pashto with their harassers.
As in the vignette from The Economist, this violence was ostensibly organized along ethnic lines.
Yet it would also be incorrect to focus only on the ethnic face of this violence, or to divorce the
violence from economic or political considerations. On the political front, ethnic political parties
often attempt to use violence to further entrench voting patterns along identity lines, as they did
in May 2007. On the economic front, these political parties are engaged in “turf wars” throughout
the city, with extortion as a main driver of revenue. In the absence of strong state institutions and
the existence of large informal settlements, an alternative illegal market for service provision has
emerged.24 In this environment, the provision of basic services such as water and housing is a
profitable venture, which has led to the creation of politically linked criminal syndicates popularly
known as the “tanker mafia” and the “land mafia.”25 And, as in other major urban centers in the
developing world, drug trafficking and violent street crime are also major issues, with journalistic
reports often claiming that few households in the city are unaffected by criminal activities.26
Furthermore, Karachi’s violence landscape extends beyond political parties and criminal gangs.
Nonelectoral terrorist groups such as the TTP have carried out militant attacks, and until recently
they have also controlled large swathes of territory in the city. Such places were known openly as
“no-go areas,” where even police and security officials do not venture.27 Apart from the TTP, Karachi
has also been home to branches of other militant religious and sectarian outfits, including Jundullah
and Lashkar-e-Jhangvi.28 These militant groups have engaged in bombings, targeted security and
military personnel, and carried out criminal activities such as robberies and kidnappings.
Finally, any discussion of violence in Karachi cannot neglect the role of state security forces,
including the Rangers and the police. The early 1990s saw the first comprehensive state paramilitary operation against violent criminal and political elements in Karachi. This operation temporarily degraded the operational capacity of the MQM’s militant wing, but the Rangers’ extremely
heavy-handed methods resulted in the arrests and harassment of young Muhajir men who were unconnected to militancy.29 To this day, many residents of lower-middle-class Muhajir neighborhoods
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that experienced the brunt of this state violence believe it was motivated by ethnic—rather than
purely security—considerations.30 The ethnic composition of the Rangers, a force dominated by
Punjabis, is an additional factor that supports such an interpretation. The ongoing Rangers operation, which began in 2013, is discriminate in comparison with its predecessor, but accusations of
human rights abuses are common.31 The Karachi police similarly has been accused of excesses in
its actions: some police officers have engaged in extrajudicial killings (or staged “encounters”) of
suspected criminals and terrorists. The January 2018 killing of a young aspiring model of Pashtun
ethnicity by the Karachi police catapulted the issue into the public eye, highlighting the discretion
exercised by officers in the handling of (supposed) security matters.32
As the above discussion indicates, the history of violence in Karachi has various chapters and
many different protagonists: political parties, terrorist groups, criminal gangs, and state security
arms. Often these forces will work in tandem; for example, some political parties have had links
to the roughly two hundred organized criminal syndicates that operated in Karachi before the
current operation began.33 For this reason, it can be difficult to accurately characterize individual
incidents of violence as “sectarian,” “ethnic,” “political,” or “criminal.” Indeed, it is a key feature of
the city’s politics that violent incidents have multiple interpretations that spill over. One example
is the December 2009 bombing of a religious Shiite procession commemorating the holy day
of Ashura. Although the bombing ostensibly was a sectarian attack, some speculate that it was
carried out by the MQM—but there is no way of knowing this for certain, since investigations
into the attack have not been pursued and no group has been confirmed as the perpetrator.34
In sum, many of Karachi’s residents have suffered violence or the threat of violence by parties, criminal gangs, terrorist groups, and state and military institutions. The extent of crime and
violence has dropped substantially since 2013, but policymakers nevertheless need to study the
impact of these defining events, and seek to limit their negative effects.

Exposure to Violence and
Political Behavior
Does exposure to violence affect how people view the electoral process and, subsequently,
their voting behavior? Existing research from diverse contexts yields contradictory results. One
could expect that exposure to violence causes individuals to opt out of the political process.
Indeed, survey data in Pakistan collected by Niloufer Siddiqui in 2015 found that individuals who
had previously experienced victimization, had a family member who had been victimized, or had
witnessed victimization were, all else being equal, less likely to vote.35 In contrast, other studies
have shown that those affected by political violence are more likely to participate in politics, but
that they also are more likely to identify strongly with their ethnic group.36 If this is the case, then
victims of violence may be more likely to vote but may engage primarily in ethnic voting.
The survey data collected for this report help examine these relationships in Karachi, a multiethnic environment where violence by both state and nonstate actors has been commonplace—but also where systematic data collection on this topic is challenging and therefore rare.
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FIGURE 1. DEMOGRAPHICS AND CHARACTERISTICS OF SURVEY RESPONDENTS

The data are from a representative household survey of 1,805 people in Karachi during the four weeks before
Pakistan’s 2018 elections.
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FIGURE 2. LAW ENFORCEMENT PRESENCE AT POLLING STATIONS
To what extent would the presence of Rangers security
personnel at your polling station make you feel more secure?
2%

4%

14%

22%
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Very Insecure Neither Insecure nor Secure Very Secure
Somewhat Secure
Somewhat Insecure

To what extent would the presence of police security
personnel at your polling station make you feel more secure?
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26%
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15%
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Neither Insecure nor Secure
Very Secure
Somewhat Secure
Somewhat Insecure

How much do you believe that the
upcoming elections will be free and fair?
4.5%

6.5%

32%

Completely unfree and unfair
Somewhat unfree and unfair

Neutral

27%

30%

Completely free and fair
Somewhat free and fair

80% of respondents
felt the presence
of Rangers would
ensure their safety.

But only 35% of
respondents felt the
same way about the
presence of police.

Only 11% felt the
2018 elections would
be “completely”
or “somewhat
unfree and unfair.”

Figure 1 provides basic descriptive statistics of the 1,805 residents of Karachi surveyed for this
report. Scholars and policymakers will benefit from a systematic assessment of the correlates
of exposure to this type of violence; if violence affects how voters view the electoral process
as well as their voting behavior, it may considerably affect the democratic process. To lay the
groundwork for this analysis, however, it is first necessary to examine the rates of victimization
in the entire sample. The table at the bottom of figure 1 provides descriptive statistics on survey
items measuring exposure to violence. Respondents were asked to report exposure to violence
or the threat of violence using three questions: one on whether they had personally experienced violence, another on whether a family member had, and a third on whether they had ever
witnessed anyone else being victimized. Just under a third of all respondents (31.5 percent)
reported having been exposed to at least one of these three categories of violence.37
Along with measuring exposure to violence, the survey asked respondents several questions regarding their political opinions and behavior with respect to the 2018 elections. The
data provide interesting results. First, while Karachi’s law-and-order situation had improved
substantially since late 2013, a sizable percentage of the sample (37 percent) expected that
fighting would take place in their neighborhood before the elections. To gauge respondents’
expectations of being personally victimized, they were asked to rate their agreement with the
statement that “during election campaigns in this country, I fear becoming a victim of political
intimidation or violence.” About a third of respondents (30 percent) either somewhat or completely agreed with this statement.
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FIGURE 3. HOW EXPOSURE TO VIOLENCE CHANGES EXPECTATIONS
Respondents who reported having been exposed to violence were slightly more likely to fear the occurrence of
electoral violence and much less likely to expect elections to be free and fair. They were also much less likely to
believe the presence of Rangers at polling stations would ensure voters’ safety.

Not Victimized
Expectations that Rangers
would ensure voter safety

4.4

Expectations that elections
would be free and fair

3.8

Victimized

3.8

5

4

3.3
Fear of Election Violence

2.8

2.7

3

2
Note: Values show the average level of agreement, on a scale of 1 to 5, with statements measuring fear of victimization by election
violence and opinions on the electoral process.

Respondents were also asked the extent to which they believed that the presence of law enforcement officials at the polls would make the elections more secure. The Election Commission
of Pakistan has required that security personnel (army personnel, Rangers, and the police) be
stationed at all polling stations, but little is known about how this policy might affect the electoral
process.38 According to the data, respondents were much more confident in the presence of
the Rangers than they were in that of the police. Nearly four out of five respondents believed
that the presence of the Rangers at polling stations would ensure their safety, while only about
a third felt that way about the police. Figure 2 shows the percentage of respondents who chose
each level of perceived security, and shows that opinions on the police are more varied—and
overall, are less positive—than opinions on the Rangers.
Along with direct questions about election-related violence and security, respondents were
asked about the extent to which they expected the elections to be free and fair. About half of
the sample believed that the elections would be somewhat or completely free and fair (selecting
four or five on a five-point scale). Encouragingly, only 10 percent of respondents had low expectations of the electoral process (either a one or two on a five-point scale), with the remainder
indicating that the elections would be neither particularly fair nor unfair (29 percent) or choosing
not to answer the question (9 percent).
However, answers to these questions varied by exposure to violence.39 Individuals who
reported being personally victimized in the past were significantly more likely than others
to expect fighting in their neighborhood, and to fear falling victim to political intimidation or
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violence during election campaigns. Given
these heightened fears, it is unsurprising

Even though exposure to violence

that the victimized also were less likely to

may affect individuals’ voting

believe that the elections would be free

patterns, who the perpetrator of the

and fair. Figure 3 illustrates these patterns

violence is may matter more.

by plotting, by victimization status, the average level of agreement with statements measuring fear of victimization by election violence, and opinions on the electoral process.
In addition, previously victimized individuals also were less likely than others to feel that the
presence of Rangers at polling stations would ensure their safety. Figure 3 plots, by victimization status, the average level of security felt with the presence of Rangers at polling stations.
This pattern indicates that the provision of election-day security is less subjectively effective—in
terms of felt security—for exactly those individuals who likely need it most.40
Finally, the study’s findings suggest that the identity of the perpetrator of the violence matters
for whether the violence is associated with a change in voting behavior. For those who had
been personally exposed to violence (a total of 340 people in the dataset), 36 percent identified criminals as the perpetrators, while 15 percent identified militant groups, 13 percent political
parties, and 14 percent police or security agencies. (Twenty-one percent did not respond.) A
total of 318 people identified noncriminal elements as the perpetrators of the attacks they had
personally experienced, had witnessed, or that had been experienced by a family member.
These individuals were significantly less likely to vote than those who had not been exposed
to any violence or had been exposed only to violence by criminals. These results show that
even though exposure to violence may affect individuals’ voting patterns, who perpetrates the
violence may matter more.

Interethnic Prejudice,
Political Campaigning, and
Exposure to Violence
Ethnic identities often are activated during times of political competition. Election campaigning
provides greater opportunity and incentives for politicians to engage in rhetoric emphasizing
the real or alleged crimes of ethnic outgroups, such as their involvement in violence. Because
violence is thought to “harden” the boundaries between ethnic groups, engaging in such rhetoric is an effective political tool for political elites. Consistent with this mindset, political parties
in Karachi have long campaigned on the basis of perceived or actual differences between the
many ethnic communities in the megacity, making ethnic identity a salient cleavage during, and
between, election times.
For example, between 2008 and 2013, members of the Muhajir MQM and the Pashtun ANP
exchanged thinly veiled ethnic barbs which accompanied high levels of violence between the
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Activists from the Awami National Party hold signs and chant slogans at a protest in Karachi on July 12, 2018, condemning a suicide attack
during an election campaign meeting in Peshawar. (Photo by Akhtar Soomro/Reuters)

groups. In a particularly incendiary speech in 2010, ANP provincial president Shahi Sayed suggested that Muhajirs had come from India to Pakistan to seek refuge, and that, unlike Pashtuns,
were not true Pakistanis.41 Meanwhile, the MQM decried the increasing “Talibanization” of Karachi,
claiming that it stemmed from the influx of Pashtun internal migrants from Khyber Pakhtunkwa
and the Federally Administered Tribal Areas.42 Both of these examples demonstrate how politicians and parties attempt to paint ethnic groups as the “other” while creating doubts about other
groups’ rightful place in the city and blaming them for local violence and unrest.

LEVELS OF INTERETHNIC TRUST IN VIOLENT SETTINGS
Does this negative campaigning reflect—or has it had an effect on—attitudes toward ethnic outgroups held by residents of the city? The survey results cannot identify causation, but they do
establish baseline levels of prejudice between the various ethnic groups that make up Karachi,
an assessment that will be vital in outlining potential ways to improve ethnic relations.
The results do not paint a pretty picture.43 In particular, they indicate a large degree of
distrust between Karachi’s various ethnic groups. Forty-one percent of all respondents
said they do not trust members of other ethnic groups at all, or trust them very little. Only
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The streets of Karachi. (Photo by Rabia
Irfan/Shutterstock)

3 percent said they trust them
very much. About 62 percent
of all respondents expressed
some level of agreement with
the statement that “violence
between different communities
is inevitable in Karachi,” with
only 12 percent disagreeing.
Respondents were as likely to
hold Muhajirs responsible for
the MQM’s use of violence, and
Pashtuns for ANP-related violence, as they were to not hold
the communities responsible.
Results varied somewhat by
ethnic group. Muhajirs were significantly more likely to be distrustful of other ethnic groups, while
Pashtuns were somewhat more likely to be trusting. Additionally, only 29 percent of Muhajirs felt
positively about the presence of Pashtuns in Karachi. Similar percentages felt positively about
the presence of Baloch and Punjabis, with a higher percentage (38 percent) supporting the
presence of Sindhis (likely because Karachi is part of Sindh Province).
The survey responses demonstrated that even though Karachi is an ethnically diverse city, it
is heavily segregated, a finding consistent with qualitative research about interethnic relations
in the city. For example, 52 percent of respondents said that they had no close friends or only
a small number of friends who belonged to ethnic groups other than their own. In addition, approximately 75 percent of respondents said that half or more of their neighborhoods’ residents
consisted of members of their own ethnic group. Nonetheless, there is some room for optimism.
The majority of respondents agreed that harmony was possible between different groups in
Karachi if “self-interested” parties stopped exploiting differences. Older individuals were more
likely to believe that harmony between distinct groups was possible.
Were individuals who were exposed to violence more or less likely to hold prejudicial opinions? Although there were some measures on which there was little or no difference, those who
were exposed to violence were in general less likely to be tolerant and trusting of others. In particular, individuals who had been exposed to violence (as defined in the previous section) were
more likely to believe that members of other ethnic groups were ready to partake in violence,
and less likely to believe that harmony between the city’s various ethnic groups was possible.
These correlations, while they should be analyzed with caution, nonetheless suggest that exposure to violence is related to the persistence of prejudice and intolerance in Karachi society.
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REFRAMING NARRATIVES ABOUT VIOLENCE
In times of increased political competition, what kind of messaging can help to reduce intergroup
prejudice? Can framing ethnic violence as being primarily perpetrated by politicians and criminals
for purposes of personal gain dampen prejudicial attitudes toward ordinary members of outgroups?
And can such a frame counter the negative effects of electoral campaigning in which ethnic groups
are attacked by rival actors? When politicians bring up outgroup crimes, such as interethnic violence, they want citizens to generalize from specific incidents to broad conclusions about all (or
most) members of the outgroup.44 One possible way to break the link between such hate rhetoric
and its desired results is to emphasize that the purported crimes benefit only politicians and elites,
and that most common people, regardless of group membership, suffer as a result.
To test this theory, the survey included an experiment in which some respondents were randomly assigned a description of violence in Karachi as having been perpetrated by criminals
and “selfish” politicians who were looking only to benefit themselves by exploiting the sentiments of ethnic communities. Other respondents were provided a description of violence in
which politicians were defenders of ethnic communities who faced attack by ethnic outsiders.
A third group—the control group—was provided a narrative about pollution in Karachi that had
no information pertaining to ethnic violence. The expectation was that the first group (those
presented with the criminals/selfish politicians description) would exhibit an increase in tolerant
attitudes toward different ethnic communities by distinguishing the politicians who carry out
violence in the name of a specific ethnic group from the ordinary members of that community.
The survey measured the effects of these different framings on prejudice toward other ethnic
groups, trust of members of other ethnic groups, and belief in the possibility of peaceful coexistence among different communities in Karachi.
The survey provided mixed but ultimately limited results on the ability of framing to improve
deeply entrenched attitudes of intolerance among groups in ethnically heterogeneous, segregated megacities with a history of ethnic violence. Across the board, respondents—regardless
of which narrative they received—were equally likely to identify the primary cause of violence in
Karachi as rooted in ethnic differences and as caused by the actions of criminals and politicians.
Similarly, the treatments failed to move respondents along a number of measures of interethnic
tolerance or coexistence—for example, whether ethnic groups should be held responsible for
the actions of their coethnic political parties, or whether certain ethnic groups were more prone
to violence and criminality.
The experiment did, however, affect the coethnic trust premium—that is, “the degree to which
coethnics are trusted more than non-coethnics.”45 The results show that individuals who received the framing of violence as being perpetrated primarily by selfish politicians or self-interested criminals had a greater average coethnic trust premium than those who received either
of the other two treatment conditions, a finding that was unexpected and contrary to prior expectations.46 These results may be seen as a “backfire” or “backlash” effect—in other words,
when faced with an appeal that explicitly rejects the salience of ethnic boundaries, individuals
deliberately responded in ways counter to what they thought they were being asked to do.
This interpretation is supported by an additional piece of evidence in the data: for the subset
of respondents who were interviewed in the presence of (almost certainly coethnic) others, the
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effect magnifies. However, the backlash effect disappears in the subset of individuals who were
interviewed privately, indicating that explicitly antiethnic appeals may induce individuals to exaggerate ethnic loyalties in the presence of other ingroup members.47
Given that interethnic trust is low and many members of society hold prejudicial attitudes, it
is not necessarily surprising that this study’s reframing of the violence that has engulfed Karachi
had a limited effect on bridging these gaps. In particular, it is possible that respondents had been
“pretreated” on the study framings: very few residents of Karachi could have escaped exposure to
an explicitly ethnic framing of the violence, as this is the dominant narrative propagated by ethnic
parties as well as in media coverage of the violence. Consequently, narrative or framing changes
alone are unlikely to alter deeply held prejudicial attitudes among ethnic groups in Karachi.

Policy Recommendations
In light of this study’s research and findings, this report offers several conclusions and recommendations for researchers and policymakers.
First, exposure to violence has long-standing effects on political behavior and attitudes, resulting in a populace that is more fearful and less trusting of the electoral and democratic process overall. This makes it all the more important to curtail violence, particularly if policymakers
want future generations to be committed to the consolidation of democracy in Pakistan.
Furthermore, when violence is perpetrated by political and state elements, the effect on political behavior is magnified. State and military forces need to be cognizant of the possible negative effects of crackdowns on terrorist and criminal actors—including spillover effects, through
having family members be victimized—and must take these into account when conducting their
operations. Because exposure to violence is also correlated with lower levels of interethnic trust
and tolerance, policymakers will face an uphill battle in ethnically diverse cities such as Karachi,
where much of the violence takes place along ethnic lines. It will be critical to counter these
negative effects while upholding the democratic rights of both individuals and ethnic groups.
One approach to increasing security that was employed during Pakistan’s 2018 elections
was to station Rangers at polling stations. However, the survey data show that those exposed
to violence were significantly less likely to think that the presence of Rangers at polling stations
makes elections either fairer or more secure. In other words, the same people who are more
likely to need security at the polls are also less likely to think that the type of security currently
provided is beneficial to them. Policymakers should therefore consider alternative security arrangements in order to ensure the safety—and perceptions of safety—of the electorate.
Finally, because this study could not ascertain whether ethnic campaigning by political parties
contributes to intolerance between ethnic communities or merely reflects this intolerance, future
research should help identify the direction of the causal arrow. The study did, however, suggest
that it is—and will be—difficult to alter deeply held feelings of prejudice and intolerance. This
study’s research demonstrates that changing the narrative or framing of violence has only limited
effects on improving tolerance and increasing trust. Further research will need to be conducted
on the best ways in which civil society and government actors can improve interethnic relations.
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