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Even al Qaeda supporters can be won over 
 
By Ken Ballen 
 
The relationship of American national security to popular support for terrorists 
and views of the United States is the key to our future national security. A new 
study just released by the Rand Corporation and funded by the U.S. Department 
of Defense agrees. Rand finds that the success of both al Qaeda and the Taliban 
in re-establishing themselves in Pakistan is in large measure dependent on their 
popular support. 
 
More than just in Pakistan and Afghanistan, the Rand study also found that 
governments with high levels of popularity were successful in defeating 
insurgencies, while unpopular governments lost most of the time. 
 
Not only is the popular support of al Qaeda and the Taliban fueled in part by anti-
American sentiments, the ability of the Pakistani government to cooperate with 
the United States against these groups is constrained by widespread anti-
American feelings among the people of Pakistan. The Pakistani government's 
effectiveness against al Qaeda and the Taliban would unquestionably be 
strengthened if the staunchly anti-American views inside Pakistan could be 
lessened. 
 
In two recent nationwide surveys of Pakistan, we found that more than six out of 
every ten Pakistanis — even those who have a favorable view toward Bin Laden 
and al Qaeda — said their opinion of the United States would significantly 
improve if the U.S. increased educational, medical and humanitarian aid to 
Pakistanis, as well as the number of visas to work or study in the U.S. 
 
The fact that a mere 10% of al Qaeda and Bin Laden supporters would not 
change their view with new American humanitarian policies shows both the 
softness of support for al Qaeda and the power that direct American aid to 
ordinary Pakistanis has to fundamentally change perceptions. 
 
In Indonesia, the world's largest Muslim country, the Indonesian government, 
buoyed by popular support, is now winning decisively against the terrorists — 
with important assistance from the United States. There are a number of factors 
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responsible, from public revulsion over innocent civilian deaths to increased 
democratic participation. But the change in public opinion toward the U.S. among 
Indonesians after American tsunami aid — a change we have documented has 
been largely sustained — has given the Indonesian government the necessary 
space to cooperate successfully with the U.S. in shutting down the terrorists. 
 
If we only asked overall opinions of the United States, we find widespread anti-
American sentiment, reflecting the pervasive and deep unpopularity of the U.S. 
war on terror throughout the Muslim world. The point is that our questions went 
further and also uncovered an equally profound ability of direct American 
humanitarian aid to change perceptions over a sustained period of time. 
 
Terror Free Tomorrow, the non-profit polling organization I lead, has conducted 
some 30 nationwide public opinion surveys over the past four years in Indonesia, 
Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Bangladesh, India, Nigeria, Iran, Syria, Turkey, and 
elsewhere. 
 
What our surveys uncovered is that the U.S. would witness dramatic 
improvements in the view of the United States among the overwhelming majority 
of Muslims, including those who express support for al Qaeda and Bin Laden, if 
we demonstrate respect and caring for people in their daily lives through 
practical, relatively achievable steps — such as increasing direct humanitarian 
assistance (medical, education, food), visas and better trade terms. 
 
And change in perceptions can make a very real difference in combating 
terrorists and insurgents on the ground — as Rand and the Department of 
Defense have also concluded. 
 
Ken Ballen is the president of Terror Free Tomorrow: The Center for Public 
Opinion. 
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