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THE pre-trip advice from friends in the United States was simple: be careful, and keep your head down. They don’t like us there, and it’s not safe. 

Yet during a recent visit to Pakistan, I wandered around pristine parks populated by happy young couples; broke bread with peace-loving Pakistanis from the media and civil society; and generally went about my business each day without getting harassed, kidnapped or blown up for being an evil American. 

At such moments, I experienced the sharp disconnect between international perceptions of Pakistan and the actual situation on the ground. And I found myself grappling with a question that weighs heavily on Pakistani minds: what accounts for Pakistan’s poor image abroad? 

There are two common responses — and neither is particularly convincing. One is that foreign depictions of Pakistan are exaggerated and reductive, and that a more nuanced, balanced and accurate picture would emerge if only Pakistan better marketed itself to the world. 

Not necessarily. While prevailing narratives about violent, insecure Pakistan may be exaggerated, they — like many stereotypes — do contain strong degrees of truth. 

One simply cannot ignore the tragic numbers: more than 3,000 deaths from terrorist violence last year, and suicide bombings every fifth day (deadly blasts rocked the country nearly every day of my visit). Efforts to brand and market a safer, more multifaceted Pakistan simply collapse in the face of such stark ground realities. 

The United States learned this lesson during the George W. Bush era, when Washington appointed a Madison Avenue advertising executive, Charlotte Beers, to improve global perceptions of America — only to watch the US image abroad plummet to unprecedented depths because of tremendously unpopular foreign policies. 



The other frequent explanation for Pakistan’s image problem resorts to don’t-kill-the-messenger reasoning: negative foreign depictions of Pakistan are completely justified, because they simply reflect the country’s basic reality — a volatile, nuclear-armed state caught in a vortex of militancy, poverty, corruption and dysfunction. 

On the contrary, not all troubled countries project troubled images. India, for all its recent accomplishments, suffers from the same problems as Pakistan: relentless violence, grinding poverty, crippling resource shortages and dreadful governance. Yet rarely is India cast in a negative light in the West, and tourists flock to the country en masse. 

A better explanation for Pakistan’s image problem is its relatively weak cultural presence abroad, and the resultant absence of a culture-based narrative to counter the world’s security-centred depictions of Pakistan. At root here is the country’s lack of soft power. 

Relative to many other countries, Pakistan wields little cultural influence overseas. Lollywood is a far cry from Bollywood or Hollywood, and few Pakistani singers, actors, writers or artists attract large global audiences beyond the ranks of the diaspora. 

While the likes of Vital Signs, Junoon and Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan have all enjoyed great international success, they do not share the widespread iconic status of U2 or Bob Marley. One could make a similar distinction between the authors Mohsin Hamid and Mohammed Hanif versus J.K. Rowling or Stephen King. 

In essence, the most internationally recognisable Pakistani figures today are politicians (Asif Ali Zardari, Imran Khan) or those associated with the security establishment (A.Q. Khan, Pervez Musharraf), with few from the cultural sphere. This limited cultural influence abroad prevents outsiders from seeing a fuller picture of Pakistan, and strengthens the narrative of Pakistan as a violent, hostile place. 

To be sure, Pakistan’s arts and culture scene is deeply rich and diverse — from the clever comedy of Fifty-Fifty on 1980s television to the elegant prose of contemporary author Daniyal Mueenuddin. The international community in Pakistan is well-positioned to immerse itself in this underreported and underappreciated aspect of the country, and then to spread the word about it among its compatriots back home. 

Unfortunately, the poor security situation makes such immersion very difficult. Private investors have left Pakistan in droves. Foreign journalists in Pakistan mainly cover the stories about violence and terror that readers (and editors) crave. Diplomats sequester themselves in their fortified compounds, unable to enjoy unscripted encounters and exchanges. US diplomats at the embassy in Islamabad told me they cannot even visit the grocery store. 

Still, all is not lost. The Pakistani diaspora is perfectly positioned to educate the citizens of its adopted lands about how life really is in Pakistan. In the United States, this group is highly educated and technologically savvy, and retains deep ties to Pakistan. This community should work with the Pakistani embassy in Washington, consulates nationwide and the US State Department to expand international visitor programmes that bring more Pakistani cultural figures to America 

It should launch publicity campaigns about the revered philanthropist Abdul Sattar Edhi, the recent winner of a UN non-violence award and a virtual unknown in the United States. And it should bring greater attention to Pakistani public opinion data that capture the country’s repugnance towards extremism. 

To be fair, Pakistani-American organisations and US-based Pakistani bloggers are already on the front lines of such efforts — as are Pakistanis in Pakistan. The Karachi-based blog PakPositive, which posts articles about Pakistani culture and society, is a prime example— and deserves many more hits than it now, receives. 

Ultimately, however, efforts to construct a culturally based counter narrative about Pakistan can only go so far as an image-boosting tool. In the end, it is policy that has the greatest capacity to change perceptions and defeat stereotypes. And on this count, recent developments give reason for hope. 

In the last few weeks, Pakistan’s security forces have scored major victories against the Pakistani Taliban in South Waziristan and Bajaur, and, more strikingly, have arrested or incapacitated a number of key Afghan Taliban and Al Qaeda figures in Pakistan. 



While speculation is rife about the motivations and timing surrounding these developments, it is undeniable that this more muscular counter-militancy policy, if sustained over time, could shatter the global perception of Pakistan as a sanctuary for terrorists. And that’s a feat no Pakistani cultural icon could ever attain.

