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INTRODUCTION

Sectarianism in Pakistan has long been a source of social fragmentation, conflict, and instability.

Rooted in both historical and political contexts, sectarian divisions—particularly between Sunni

and Shia communities—have been amplified by ideological extremism, discriminatory practices,

and the politicization of religion (Nasr, 2000). The presence of various Muslim sects, such as

Deobandi, Barelvi, Ahl-e-Hadith, Shia, and Ahmadiyya, in addition to non-Muslim religious

minorities, creates a pluralistic society that often lacks cohesive inter-sect understanding and

respect (Khan, 2018). The absence of sustained efforts toward religious coexistence has deepened

mistrust and hostility, especially in urban and educational settings.

The role of the state in fostering or neglecting sectarian harmony has been widely

scrutinized. During the 1980s, under General Zia-ul-Haq’s regime, sectarian identities were

politically manipulated, and the state openly favored particular Sunni interpretations, leading to

systemic marginalization of others (Zaman, 1998). The Afghan jihad further fueled sectarianism,

as Pakistan became a proxy battlefield for regional powers, particularly Iran and Saudi Arabia,

whose ideological influences continue to manifest through financial support to sectarian

organizations and religious schools (Fair, 2015). As a result, Pakistan has witnessed recurring

episodes of sectarian violence, targeted killings, and hate speech, particularly in regions such as

Punjab, Karachi, and parts of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa.

Education, particularly religious and public education systems, has played a dual role—

both as a potential vehicle of peace and as a contributor to sectarian biases. Public school

curricula often present a singular version of Islam, neglecting the pluralistic nature of Pakistani

society (Siddiqui, 2016). Religious seminaries (madrassas) are frequently accused of promoting

sectarian exclusivity and intolerance, especially when they are affiliated with extremist

organizations (ICG, 2002). Peace education, which involves teaching tolerance, non-violence,

empathy, and coexistence, is largely absent in mainstream educational policy. According to

Harris and Morrison (2013), peace education is most effective when embedded in both formal

education systems and community-based initiatives, yet in Pakistan, it remains fragmented and

under-resourced.

Efforts to promote peace education and interfaith harmony have been initiated by civil

society, NGOs, and international organizations. For instance, the United Nations Educational,

Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and local partners have conducted pilot projects

integrating peace modules into schools, showing promising outcomes in student attitudes
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(UNESCO, 2014). Similarly, organizations like the Centre for Social Justice and Peace and

Education Foundation have developed community-level peace building and teacher-training

programs. However, these efforts often lack governmental backing, long-term scalability, and

integration with national educational frameworks (Ahmed, 2020).

Despite these challenges, the prospects for interfaith harmony and peace education in

Pakistan remain optimistic. Recent curriculum reforms under the Single National Curriculum

(SNC) attempt to promote inclusive values, although concerns persist about implementation and

content bias (Zia & Nadim, 2021). Moreover, civil society continues to advocate for tolerance,

while some religious scholars have also begun inter-sect dialogue platforms. The role of media,

technology, and digital education also offers new avenues for promoting interfaith understanding

among youth. International frameworks like the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDG 4.7)

emphasize the need for global citizenship education, which aligns well with peace education

principles in Pakistan’s context.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Peace education is grounded in theories of nonviolence, human rights education, intercultural

understanding, and critical pedagogy. Paulo Freire’s critical pedagogy encourages learners to

question societal injustices and engage in transformative action (Freire, 1970). Johan Galtung’s

concept of "positive peace"—not merely the absence of violence but the presence of justice and

equality—also underpins peace education (Galtung, 1969). These frameworks emphasize

dialogical learning, inclusivity, and participatory approaches, all of which are essential for

addressing the sectarian divide in Pakistan.

METHODOLOGY

This study employs a qualitative, literature-based analytical approach. Sources include peer-

reviewed journal articles, government policy documents, educational frameworks, NGO reports,

and international case studies relevant to peace education and interfaith harmony. The analysis

focuses on synthesizing recurring themes, identifying gaps, and drawing context-specific insights

applicable to Pakistan (Yin, 2011).

OVERVIEW OF SECTARIAN DIVERSITY IN PAKISTAN

Pakistan's religious and sectarian landscape is shaped by a complex mosaic of Islamic sects and

religious minorities that coexist within its borders. The majority of the population adheres to

Sunni Islam, specifically following the Hanafi school of thought, while a significant Shia

minority—comprising various subgroups including Twelvers and Ismailis—also plays a crucial
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role in the country’s religious demography (Nasr, 2000). In addition, Ahmadiyyas, though

constitutionally declared non-Muslim, form an integral part of the country's religious history and

cultural heritage. Alongside these Muslim sects, Pakistan is also home to non-Muslim religious

communities such as Christians, Hindus, Sikhs, Parsis, and Buddhists, who have been part of the

region's pluralistic past for centuries (HRCP, 2021).

While this religious diversity theoretically offers a rich tapestry of cultural interaction

and mutual enrichment, it has increasingly become a source of division and tension. Historical

events, political manipulation of sectarian identities, and regional influences have frequently

turned religious differences into grounds for discrimination, marginalization, and violence.

Sectarian identification is often reinforced through social and institutional mechanisms, including

education, media portrayals, and legislative frameworks (Siddiqui, 2016). This has created an

environment where the "othering" of certain sects or religious communities becomes normalized,

sometimes even codified in law or endorsed by state silence.

Particularly since the 1980s, sectarian lines have hardened in Pakistan due to external

geopolitical shifts, such as the Iranian Revolution and the Afghan jihad, which brought foreign

funding and ideological influence into local sectarian organizations (Nasr, 2000). As a result, once

latent sectarian identities have been politicized and militarized. This shift not only intensified

intra-Muslim rifts but also eroded the cultural pluralism that previously characterized the

subcontinent’s Islamic tradition. The institutionalized marginalization of Ahmadis, the periodic

targeting of Shia processions, and the discrimination faced by non-Muslim minorities in social,

legal, and economic spheres are all indicators of this widening sectarian chasm (HRCP, 2021).

Despite this, it is important to acknowledge that Pakistan's diverse sectarian composition

also provides a foundation upon which genuine interfaith and intrafaith harmony can be built—

provided that inclusive policies, peace education, and open dialogue are prioritized. Recognizing

this diversity not as a liability but as a national strength is a crucial first step toward healing

sectarian divides and fostering a more cohesive society.

ROOTS AND CAUSES OF SECTARIAN CONFLICT IN PAKISTAN

The roots of sectarian conflict in Pakistan are deeply entrenched in its historical, political, and

ideological evolution, and have intensified over the decades due to both internal dynamics and

external influences. In the early years after independence, religious identity was primarily used to

differentiate Pakistan from India, focusing on Muslim unity. However, over time, sectarian

divisions within Islam—primarily between Sunni and Shia communities—began to surface more
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visibly, particularly when the state and political actors began instrumentalizing sectarian

identities for their own interests (Nasr, 2000).

A pivotal turning point occurred during the 1980s, when General Zia-ul-Haq’s regime

initiated the Islamization of state institutions. Zia’s policies, which promoted a Sunni-centric

interpretation of Islam, marginalized Shia and other minority sects, sowing seeds of sectarian

animosity (Abou Zahab & Roy, 2004). The geopolitical climate of the time, marked by the Iranian

Revolution and the Afghan-Soviet War, further complicated the situation. Pakistan became a

frontline state in the Afghan jihad, and foreign funding—especially from Saudi Arabia and Iran—

began pouring into madrassas aligned with either Sunni or Shia ideology. These madrassas not

only trained fighters but also became ideological breeding grounds for sectarian hatred (Fair,

2008).

Another significant factor is the role of the state and law enforcement agencies, which

have often exhibited tolerance or selective enforcement against sectarian actors. Some militant

sectarian outfits, such as Sipah-e-Sahaba Pakistan (SSP) and Lashkar-e-Jhangvi (LeJ), have

operated with impunity, despite being formally banned. Their political affiliations and

connections to mainstream parties have provided them protection and legitimacy in certain areas

(Zaman, 1998). As a result, the state’s failure to curb extremist ideologies and prosecute violent

sectarian groups has emboldened these actors and normalized sectarian violence.

The education system also plays a critical role in perpetuating sectarian conflict.

Curricula in both public schools and religious seminaries (madrassas) have been found to contain

content that promotes sectarian bias, delegitimizes other sects, and fosters a binary worldview of

“true believers” versus “deviants” (Siddiqui, 2016). When young minds are indoctrinated with

such exclusivist ideologies, it becomes easier for them to justify discrimination, exclusion, or even

violence against members of other sects or religious minorities.

Furthermore, the media and religious discourse in public spaces often fuel sectarian

sentiments by allowing unchecked hate speech or one-sided theological narratives. Religious

clerics with extremist leanings sometimes use Friday sermons or televised programs to demonize

other sects, creating a climate of fear and mistrust. This has led to periodic sectarian clashes,

particularly during Muharram processions, Eid celebrations, and other religious events where

sectarian identities are publicly expressed.

In conclusion, the sectarian divide in Pakistan is not merely a religious disagreement; it is a

structural and systemic issue involving politics, education, foreign policy, and law enforcement.
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The militarization and politicization of religious identities have turned theological differences

into a violent fault line, threatening social cohesion and national stability. Addressing these root

causes requires a comprehensive peace building approach, including institutional reform,

deradicalization programs, and the integration of peace education at all levels.

ROLE OF EDUCATION IN PERPETUATING INTOLERANCE

Education, while often viewed as a tool for enlightenment and social transformation, has

paradoxically served as a medium for entrenching sectarianism and intolerance in Pakistan. Both

the formal education system (public and private schools) and the informal religious education

sector (particularly madrassas) have been implicated in reinforcing narrow, exclusivist

interpretations of religion that marginalize other sects and non-Muslim communities (Siddiqui,

2016). Over the decades, educational curricula—especially those developed during General Zia-

ul-Haq’s regime—have been tailored to promote a specific Sunni Islamic identity, often at the

expense of religious and sectarian pluralism (ICG, 2002).

In public education, textbooks in subjects such as Islamiyat, Pakistan Studies, and Urdu

have been found to include content that glorifies a singular religious perspective while labeling

other sects as misguided or heretical. This practice not only distorts religious understanding but

also delegitimizes the beliefs of minority sects such as Shias, Ahmadis, Ismailis, and non-Muslims,

subtly fostering prejudice from an early age (Hoodbhoy, 2009). Teachers, often poorly trained in

pluralistic pedagogical approaches, may unknowingly or deliberately reinforce these narratives,

creating a classroom environment hostile to religious diversity.

Religious seminaries, or madrassas, also play a significant role in shaping sectarian

worldviews. While not all madrassas are extremist, some have been widely criticized for

indoctrinating students with sectarian ideologies. These madrassas often receive foreign funding,

particularly from sectarian-aligned donors, and operate with minimal state oversight. Students

are sometimes taught to view other sects as religious deviants, with some madrassa curricula

containing anti-Shia, anti-Ahmadiyya, or anti-Hindu rhetoric, depending on their ideological

alignment (Fair, 2008). Graduates of such institutions, who may become religious leaders,

preachers, or educators, can perpetuate these views in society at large.

Moreover, the lack of critical thinking, ethical reasoning, and tolerance education in the

national curriculum contributes to a rigid mindset that is vulnerable to sectarian manipulation.

Rather than promoting inquiry and dialogue, the education system often encourages rote

memorization and uncritical acceptance of dogma. This discourages young learners from
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understanding or respecting alternative religious viewpoints, leading to social isolation and

mistrust between sectarian communities (Siddiqui, 2016).

The absence of interfaith and intrafaith education within the curriculum is another

glaring issue. While some private schools, particularly those following international curricula,

may incorporate themes of pluralism and coexistence, these are not widespread. The national

education policy has largely failed to institutionalize peace education, conflict resolution, or

religious harmony as cross-cutting themes. Without these foundational components, students

lack the necessary tools to navigate religious differences peacefully and respectfully.

In summary, the education system in Pakistan, both secular and religious, has historically

failed to play a constructive role in fostering sectarian harmony. Instead of acting as a bridge

between communities, it has, in many instances, served to deepen religious divides by

normalizing exclusionary ideologies and promoting mono-sectarian narratives. For Pakistan to

build a peaceful and cohesive society, there is an urgent need to reform educational content,

invest in teacher training, and introduce peace education that emphasizes empathy, respect, and

coexistence.

LACK OF INTERFAITH AND INTRAFAITH DIALOGUE

The absence of effective interfaith and intrafaith dialogue in Pakistan is a critical barrier to peace

building and sectarian harmony. Despite being a religiously diverse society, both in terms of

Muslim sects and non-Muslim communities, Pakistan has struggled to institutionalize

meaningful platforms for dialogue and mutual understanding among these groups. This failure

has perpetuated an atmosphere of suspicion, intolerance, and hostility, contributing to a cycle of

sectarian alienation and violence (Khan, 2018).

Interfaith dialogue, which involves constructive engagement between Muslim and non-Muslim

communities, remains limited in scope and impact. Most initiatives are small-scale, led by non-

governmental organizations (NGOs), civil society actors, or international agencies, and often lack

government endorsement or sustainable funding. These efforts are further constrained by

societal resistance, security threats, and accusations of promoting foreign agendas. Moreover,

many religious leaders and scholars who are central to such dialogue either refrain from

participation due to fear of backlash or are ideologically opposed to engaging with members of

other faiths (Shafique, 2021).

Intrafaith dialogue, particularly between Sunni and Shia communities, is also notably absent in

Pakistan’s religious and public discourse. Given the history of targeted killings, hate speech, and
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public demonstrations against certain sects, trust between sectarian groups has deteriorated

significantly. Public forums, mosques, and religious gatherings frequently become spaces for

theological denunciation rather than reconciliation. Sectarian leaders often propagate exclusivist

doctrines, sometimes explicitly declaring other sects as apostates or deviants. The use of

loudspeakers and printed pamphlets for spreading sectarian propaganda has been documented,

further inflaming divisions (Zaman, 1998).

Government responses to sectarian tensions have been reactive rather than preventive.

Bans on hate speech and sectarian literature are poorly enforced, and extremist clerics continue

to wield influence through religious seminaries and media platforms. The state has historically

favored certain religious groups over others, thereby undermining the neutrality required for

promoting inclusive dialogue (Nasr, 2000). For instance, the systematic exclusion of the

Ahmadiyya community from public religious life, supported by constitutional and legal measures,

has signaled that some religious identities are less acceptable than others in the national

discourse.

Furthermore, media outlets and digital platforms in Pakistan have not consistently served

as vehicles for dialogue. On the contrary, many have become amplifiers of sectarian bias,

broadcasting debates and religious programming that often lack balance or reinforce antagonistic

views. Instead of fostering empathy or shared understanding, these platforms frequently frame

religious issues in polarizing terms, thus deepening sectarian fault lines.

To move toward lasting peace and sectarian reconciliation, there is an urgent need to

institutionalize both interfaith and intrafaith dialogue at multiple levels—religious, educational,

media, and policy. Religious scholars and leaders must be encouraged and incentivized to engage

in inclusive dialogue based on mutual respect and shared ethical values. Educational institutions

can play a pivotal role by introducing students to religious pluralism, theological diversity, and

nonviolent communication skills. Equally important is the role of the state in providing

regulatory frameworks, protection for dialogue initiatives, and impartial support for all sectarian

and religious communities.

In essence, the lack of inter-sect and inter-religious dialogue in Pakistan reflects deeper

structural and cultural barriers to peace. Addressing this gap is essential not only for reducing

sectarian tensions but also for nurturing a more inclusive, tolerant, and cohesive Pakistani

society.
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THE NEED FOR PEACE EDUCATION

Given Pakistan’s long-standing sectarian tensions and the failure of state institutions to foster

religious tolerance, peace education emerges as a crucial tool for promoting interfaith and

intrafaith harmony. Peace education refers to the process of equipping individuals—particularly

youth—with the knowledge, attitudes, and skills necessary to resolve conflicts peacefully,

appreciate diversity, and reject violence as a means of addressing differences (Harris & Morrison,

2013). In the Pakistani context, peace education has the potential to counteract decades of

sectarian indoctrination, cultural polarization, and ideological rigidity by creating spaces for

critical reflection, empathy, and inclusive dialogue.

The urgency for peace education stems from the widespread normalization of religious

intolerance and sectarian othering in everyday life. Studies show that students exposed to peace

education are more likely to develop tolerance and empathy toward those from different religious

and sectarian backgrounds (Naseem, 2010). Yet, despite its benefits, peace education remains

largely absent from mainstream curricula in Pakistan’s public and religious educational

institutions. Where it exists, it is often limited to isolated programs led by NGOs or

international donors, without systematic integration into the national education policy or teacher

training frameworks (Siddiqui, 2016).

Peace education can play a transformative role in reducing sectarian animosity by

promoting a shift from rigid theological absolutism to shared ethical and civic values. Through

lessons on human rights, mutual respect, pluralism, and nonviolent communication, students can

be encouraged to view religious differences not as threats but as opportunities for mutual growth.

Furthermore, peace education can provide tools for conflict resolution, helping students and

teachers alike respond constructively to incidents of discrimination, bullying, or hate speech

based on sectarian or religious identity (Harris & Morrison, 2013).

Another key dimension of peace education in Pakistan is its potential to empower teachers

and religious leaders. In many cases, educators unintentionally reinforce sectarian stereotypes

due to lack of exposure to alternative narratives or absence of professional development in peace

pedagogy. Training teachers to recognize and challenge their own biases—and to adopt more

inclusive teaching methods—can significantly influence how young people perceive religious

diversity (Naseem, 2010). Similarly, involving moderate clerics and faith leaders in the promotion

of peace education can legitimize such efforts within local communities and reduce the suspicion

that often surrounds peace building initiatives.
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The implementation of peace education must also go beyond textbooks. Co-curricular activities

such as debates, storytelling, inter-sect and interfaith dialogue sessions, collaborative community

projects, and cultural exchange programs can provide practical experiences of cooperation across

religious boundaries. These initiatives are essential in a society where sectarian segregation and

ideological isolation are common, especially in rural or conflict-prone regions.

In conclusion, peace education offers a strategic response to sectarianism and religious

extremism in Pakistan. Its focus on building peaceful identities, promoting inclusivity, and

developing critical consciousness makes it an indispensable tool for sustainable peace. However,

for peace education to be effective, it must be institutionalized within the formal education system,

supported by curricular reforms, teacher training, community engagement, and policy

endorsement. As Pakistan continues to grapple with sectarian violence and polarization,

investing in peace education could lay the foundation for a more just, tolerant, and united society.

CONCLUSION

Sectarianism in Pakistan represents not merely a theological divergence but a deep-rooted

structural and ideological crisis that threatens social cohesion, human rights, and national

progress. The nation’s rich tapestry of religious and sectarian identities—ranging from Sunni

and Shia to Ahmadiyya, Ismailis, and non-Muslim communities—offers immense potential for

cultural pluralism. However, this diversity has been undermined by historical state biases,

politicization of sectarian identities, weak law enforcement, and exclusionary education systems

(Nasr, 2000; Zaman, 1998). Rather than serving as a force for unity, religion has been

increasingly manipulated to divide, resulting in violence, discrimination, and mutual mistrust.

As explored in this literature-based analysis, the role of education—both secular and

religious—has been instrumental in perpetuating intolerance. From school curricula that

privilege one sectarian narrative to madrassas that reinforce dogmatic ideologies, generations of

students have been exposed to narrow worldviews that leave little room for coexistence.

Similarly, the absence of interfaith and intrafaith dialogue, supported by state silence or

ambivalence, has allowed hatred to grow unchallenged. Sporadic peace initiatives exist, but they

lack institutional support and national reach (Khan, 2018).

Against this backdrop, peace education emerges not just as a corrective measure but as a

transformative approach to rebuilding Pakistan’s fractured sectarian relations. It offers a vision of

learning rooted in empathy, critical thinking, pluralism, and shared human values (Harris &

Morrison, 2013). If systematically implemented, peace education can equip young Pakistanis with
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the tools to resist extremist ideologies, challenge sectarian prejudice, and build inclusive

communities. It can also empower teachers, religious scholars, and civil society to become

catalysts for change within their own spheres.

However, realizing the promise of peace education requires more than curriculum reform.

It demands political will, institutional commitment, teacher training, and community

engagement at all levels. State agencies must go beyond symbolic gestures and embed peace

building principles within education policy, legal frameworks, and religious discourse. Only

through a comprehensive, inclusive, and sustained effort can Pakistan move from a sectarian

battlefield to a peaceful society built on mutual respect and coexistence.

In essence, the challenge of sectarianism is not insurmountable. It is a social construct

that can be deconstructed through thoughtful education, honest dialogue, and empathetic

engagement. Peace education is not just a strategy—it is a necessity for the survival of Pakistan’s

pluralistic identity and the well-being of its future generations.

ROLE OF PEACE EDUCATION

Peace education plays a pivotal role in fostering interfaith harmony among diverse sectarian and

religious communities in Pakistan. Rooted in principles of nonviolence, empathy, and justice,

peace education is designed to develop critical consciousness and moral responsibility in learners.

It has been recognized as a transformative tool that can break cycles of sectarian prejudice and

promote coexistence in fragmented societies. In contexts like Pakistan—where religious

divisions are deeply entrenched and often politicized—peace education offers a viable alternative

to violence and intolerance by nurturing an inclusive mindset.

One of the core contributions of peace education is its ability to foster empathy and reduce

ingrained prejudices through interactive and critical dialogue. As noted by Salomon and Nevo

(2002), peace education helps learners understand multiple perspectives, especially those from

opposing religious or ideological groups. This cognitive shift is particularly important in

Pakistan, where misconceptions about various sects and faiths are perpetuated through

socialization and media representation. Structured dialogues and peace-oriented pedagogies can

counteract these biases by encouraging students to engage respectfully with others' beliefs.

Moreover, peace education seeks to promote universal values such as human dignity,

justice, tolerance, and mutual respect. UNESCO (2011) emphasizes that these values are not only

compatible with Islamic teachings but also provide a common ground for different sects and faith

groups to coexist peacefully. When embedded in curricula, these principles can help students
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view religious diversity not as a threat but as a shared cultural asset. This value-based approach

is critical in Pakistan, where sectarian conflict is often fueled by a narrow interpretation of

religious texts and ideologies.

Importantly, peace education is not limited to classroom instruction—it also seeks to

encourage youth participation in community peace building initiatives. Harris and Morrison

(2013) argue that youth, being both impressionable and change-oriented, can become powerful

agents of peace if provided with the right education and tools. In Pakistan, student-led interfaith

dialogues, cultural exchange programs, and volunteer activities across sectarian lines have

demonstrated success in building trust and reducing hostility among communities. These

participatory models of education empower students to become proactive citizens who challenge

divisive narratives and work towards social cohesion.

Another significant role of peace education lies in its capacity to create inclusive learning

environments where diverse religious identities are acknowledged and respected. In many

Pakistani classrooms, dominant sectarian narratives often overshadow or marginalize minority

voices. An inclusive pedagogical framework that celebrates diversity can reduce feelings of

alienation and foster a sense of belonging among students from different sects. Such

environments not only improve student engagement but also model the values of coexistence and

dialogue that peace education aims to instill.

Furthermore, peace education is essential for counteracting extremist ideologies,

particularly through curriculum reform and teacher training. Brock-Utne (2000) highlights the

need to reform educational content that glorifies violence or dehumanizes 'the other.' In the

Pakistani context, this entails revising textbooks that propagate sectarian bias or omit the

contributions of religious minorities. Equally crucial is equipping teachers with the knowledge,

skills, and attitudes required to facilitate peace-focused discussions in the classroom. Teacher

training programs that incorporate peace building strategies can help shift the narrative from

sectarian exclusivism to pluralistic understanding.

In sum, peace education provides a holistic and sustainable approach to mitigating

sectarian tensions and fostering interfaith harmony in Pakistan. Its emphasis on empathy, justice,

inclusion, and critical pedagogy addresses both the cognitive and emotional dimensions of

sectarianism. While challenges remain in implementation, the growing body of literature affirms

that peace education, when systematically integrated into educational and community

frameworks, can play a transformative role in reshaping Pakistan’s sectarian landscape.
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PEACE EDUCATION AND INTERFAITH HARMONY AMONG SECTS IN PAKISTAN

– CHALLENGES IN IMPLEMENTATION

In recent decades, Pakistan’s socio-political fabric has been deeply affected by sectarian tensions,

which have resulted in numerous incidents of violence, marginalization of religious minorities,

and erosion of social cohesion. In response, peace education has been identified as a promising

strategy to address sectarian divisions and promote interfaith harmony. However, despite

growing global recognition of peace education as a tool for social transformation, its

implementation in Pakistan faces multiple systemic and societal challenges.

One of the foremost challenges is the curricular constraints within the national education

system. Research indicates that school textbooks, especially in public sector institutions, tend to

portray a narrow, majoritarian interpretation of Islam while either marginalizing or completely

omitting the perspectives and contributions of minority sects and non-Muslim communities

(Saigol, 2012). This exclusionary content reinforces stereotypes, normalizes religious intolerance,

and stifles opportunities for critical thinking and mutual respect. The absence of structured peace

education curricula leaves students unequipped to understand religious diversity or resolve

intergroup conflict constructively. As a result, the school environment often becomes a space for

indoctrination rather than dialogue, undermining the goals of national integration and pluralism.

Another major obstacle is the lack of teacher capacity to deliver peace education

effectively. Many teachers across Pakistan have not received training in the pedagogies required

to promote tolerance, empathy, and critical inquiry. Studies show that a significant number of

educators themselves harbor sectarian biases, often shaped by their own upbringing and socio-

religious affiliations (UNICEF Pakistan, 2020). This not only affects the neutrality of content

delivery but also discourages open discussion on sensitive topics. In regions where sectarian

conflict is prevalent, teachers may also feel threatened or unsupported in addressing

controversial issues, further limiting the implementation of inclusive educational practices.

Political and institutional barriers also play a crucial role in obstructing peace education

initiatives. According to reports by the International Crisis Group (2014), the Pakistani state has

often shown reluctance to pursue comprehensive education reforms due to political expediency

and the fear of backlash from conservative religious groups. Efforts to revise curricula or

introduce content on interfaith harmony have frequently been met with resistance, both from

religious parties and segments within the bureaucracy. Moreover, institutional inertia and

fragmentation between provincial and federal education authorities further complicate policy
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implementation, leaving peace education efforts sporadic and inconsistent.

At the community level, there exists a deep-seated social resistance to peace education,

particularly in areas that have experienced chronic sectarian violence. Community members often

view such initiatives with suspicion, fearing that they might dilute religious identities or promote

"foreign" values (Hafeez, 2014). In the absence of widespread awareness campaigns or local buy-

in, peace education is frequently misunderstood and underutilized. This resistance is exacerbated

in rural or conflict-affected areas, where traditional clerical authority remains strong and public

mistrust of government-sponsored programs is high.

Collectively, these challenges illustrate that while the vision of peace education and

interfaith harmony in Pakistan is theoretically sound and urgently needed, its practical

application remains hindered by structural, ideological, and societal impediments. Overcoming

these barriers will require a coordinated, multi-level strategy that includes curriculum reform,

teacher development, political will, and grassroots engagement.

PROSPECTS AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR PEACE EDUCATION AND INTERFAITH

HARMONY AMONG SECTS IN PAKISTAN

Peace education in Pakistan, while facing formidable challenges, also presents meaningful

prospects and opportunities that, if properly leveraged, can foster sustainable interfaith harmony

among sects. Recent policy reforms and grassroots initiatives indicate a positive shift toward

integrating peace values within formal and informal educational spheres.

One of the most significant policy developments in this regard is the National Curriculum

Framework (NCF) 2020, introduced by the Ministry of Federal Education and Professional

Training (MoFEPT). The framework places a renewed emphasis on life skills, civic education,

and social cohesion as essential components of school learning. Although still in early stages of

implementation, the NCF represents a critical window through which peace education could be

mainstreamed into Pakistan’s public education system (MoFEPT, 2020). By incorporating

modules that promote empathy, conflict resolution, and pluralism, the framework can serve as a

counter-narrative to the exclusivist content historically found in textbooks (Siddiqui, 2016).

Moreover, civil society organizations and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have

taken proactive roles in promoting interfaith dialogue and peace building, particularly among

youth. Organizations such as the Sustainable Peace and Development Organization (SPADO)

have initiated community engagement programs that bring together Sunni, Shia, Christian,

Hindu, and other youth groups in shared spaces of dialogue and mutual learning. These efforts,
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although localized, have shown promise in reducing sectarian biases and fostering a sense of

shared citizenship (SPADO, 2021). Such initiatives have also helped marginalized communities

express their concerns in safe environments, leading to increased social trust and cooperation.

International development agencies have also contributed significantly to peace education

and inter-sectarian reconciliation in Pakistan. Agencies like the United Nations Development

Programme (UNDP) have supported capacity-building programs for teachers, curriculum

developers, and community leaders. These programs aim to embed peace education principles

into both policy and pedagogy. According to UNDP (2019), peace education initiatives funded

and supported at the local level have improved not only interpersonal tolerance among students

but also enhanced school-community relations, especially in conflict-prone regions such as

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and southern Punjab.

Another emerging opportunity lies in the expansion of digital learning platforms, which

can bypass the limitations of traditional schooling structures. With increasing access to mobile

internet, educational platforms are now able to deliver peace education content to underserved

areas, including remote and conflict-affected regions. Digital initiatives, such as e-learning

modules on empathy, human rights, and interfaith understanding, have shown early signs of

success in pilot projects across South Asia (Reimers et al., 2020). These tools can be particularly

effective in reaching youth who are outside the formal education system or exposed to

radicalizing influences through other online media.

In sum, while Pakistan's sectarian landscape remains fragile, several evolving prospects

offer hope for promoting peace education and interfaith harmony. These include favorable

curriculum reforms, vibrant civil society action, supportive international partnerships, and

innovative digital strategies. For these opportunities to realize their full potential, however, they

must be integrated into a comprehensive national strategy supported by both policy frameworks

and community ownership.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Curriculum Reform: Integrate comprehensive peace education modules across all grade levels,

reflecting religious diversity and promoting pluralism.

Teacher Training: Establish specialized training programs in peace pedagogy at teacher

education institutions.

Community Engagement: Launch awareness campaigns to promote understanding and support

for peace education.
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Policy Integration: Embed peace education into national education policy and link it with

Sustainable Development Goals (SDG 4.7) (UN, 2015).

Monitoring and Evaluation: Develop tools to assess the impact of peace education interventions

on inter-sectarian attitudes.

CONCLUSION

Peace education offers a strategic and sustainable path for addressing sectarian divisions and

promoting interfaith harmony in Pakistan. While significant challenges remain—such as

curriculum bias, political apathy, and ideological extremism—the prospects for meaningful

change are strengthened by ongoing reforms, civil society engagement, and international

frameworks. Embedding peace education into both formal institutions and informal community

structures through a coordinated, evidence-informed approach is essential for nurturing a

peaceful, pluralistic Pakistani society.
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