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Abstract  
 

Time and again Pashtun leadership in Afghanistan and 

Pakistan has demanded for Pashtuns' unity, which however until 

now is just a dream. Violent incidents and terrorist attacks over the 

last one decade are the manifestation of an intolerant ideology. 

With the gradual radicalization and militarization of the society, 

festivals were washed out from practice and memory of the local 

communities were replaced with religious gatherings, training 

sessions and night vigils to instil a Jihadi spirit in the youth. 

Pashtun socio-cultural and political institutions and leadership is 

under continuous attack and voices of the people in Khyber 

Pakhtunkhwa and FATA find little or no space in the mainstream 

Pakistani media. Hundreds of families are still displaced from their 

homes; women and children are suffering from acute 

psychological trauma. 

 

Introduction  
 

Pashtuns inhabit South Eastern Afghanistan and North 

Western Pakistan and make one of the largest tribal societies in the 

world. The Pashtun dominated region along the Pak-Afghan 

border is in the media limelight owing to terrorists’ activities and 

gross human rights violations.  After the United States toppled 

Taliban regime in Afghanistan in 2001, the Federally 

Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) became the prime destination 

for fleeing Taliban and Al-Qaeda fighters and got immense 
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importance in the strategic debates around the world. 

 

There is no accurate data about the exact number of the 

Pashtuns but according to an estimate “there are at least 35 million 

Pashtuns living in the two countries. In Afghanistan, Pashtuns 

comprise an estimated 42 per cent of the population which, at 

around 11.8 million, makes them the largest single ethnic group in 

the country. In Pakistan, Pashtuns comprise an estimated 15 per 

cent of the population which, at around 26.2 million, makes them 

the second largest ethnic group in the country.”
1
 

 

The Pashtun social structure is based on a segmentary lineage 

system. Relationships in the Pashtun society are based on kinship 

and shared culture and society is organized under certain customs, 

traditions and values. This is also known as 'Pashtunwali', or the 

Pashtun code of life. Pashtunwali binds them together under a 

code of honor and ensures equality among all the members of the 

society. It is an un-written code, but it makes the very soul of 

every true Pashtun. It grows out from the soul and soil of the 

Pashtuns and represents their experiences, aspirations and also the 

contradictions within their society. Due to certain internal and 

external influences Pashtunwali underwent changes and in most 

cases its purity and originality has been distorted. Decline in the 

values of Pashtunwali later on resulted into serious social, political 

and economic problems in the society.  

 

Pashtuns are divided between Afghanistan and Pakistan while 

millions of them also live and work abroad.  

 

To protect British interests by creating a buffer zone between 

India and Russia, Mortimer Durand, the foreign secretary of 

British India, divided the Pashtuns in 1893 by drawing Durand 

line (Pak-Afghan Border). In Pakistan they are sub-divided into 

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province, Federally Administered Tribal 

Areas (FATA) and Pashtun areas of Balochistan.  

 

Time and again Pashtun leadership in Afghanistan and 

Pakistan demanded for Pashtuns' unity, which however until now 
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it is just a dream. Meanwhile, Pashtun social and cultural 

institutions and heritage sites suffered damages due to an un-

ending series of conflicts and political instability. The liberal and 

more tolerant values of their society were either disfigured or 

replaced by concepts, beliefs and practices which promoted 

violence, isolation and racial intolerance among the Pashtuns.  

 

Violent incidents and terrorist attacks over the last one decade 

are the manifestation of this intolerant ideology that has been 

imposed on the people on the pretext of promoting Islam and 

establishing a just system based on Shariah.  

 

Decades of war and political instability in neighboring 

Afghanistan, the rise of religious militancy and consequent 

military operations, the destruction of health and educational 

infrastructure, and mass migrations have left the Pashtuns at the 

crossroad of history. The political and strategic ambitions of 

regional and global powers further complicate the situation and 

endanger the prospects of peace in the region. 

 

Based on the author's field experiences along with the 

interviews with the officials, Taliban leaders, musicians, singers, 

and culture experts; this paper strives to highlight the socio-

cultural consequences of religious militancy in the Pashtun 

dominated region of Pakistan and the importance of cultural 

revitalization for countering extremism and restoring peace and 

stability to the region. 

 

Pashtuns’ Socio-cultural Heritage:  

 

Pashtun land is rich in history, natural beauty and cultural 

heritage. Gandhara civilization was founded, flourished and its 

message spread over to other parts of the world. The boundaries of 

Gandhara were not the same throughout history; sometimes the 

Peshawar Valley and Taxila were collectively referred to as 

Gandhara and sometimes Swat Valley was also included.  

 
“The Pathans (Pashtuns) have no written history but they have 
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thousands of ruins where the hungry stones tell their story to 

anyone who would care to listen.”
2
 

 

Historians and archeologists believe that Charsadah 

(Pushkalavati), Taxila (Takshashila), Peshawar (Parshapura) and 

Udabandhapura (Hund) on the Indus, were the main centers of 

Gandhara civilization. These great centers of knowledge and 

culture influenced the Greek, Persian and Indian art and culture 

thus forming the foundation of "Gandhara art". Love, friendship, 

fraternity, and ahimsa (non-violence) were the fundamental ideals 

of Buddhism.   

 

After the decline of the Kushana power due to attacks by the 

Sassanians and the White Huns from North Central Asia, the 

remnants of Gandharan art lingered on in the region. In eighth 

century these majestic centers of Gandhara art were abandoned 

and later on suffered damages by the hands of Muslim rulers from 

Central Asia. Hundreds of Buddhist archeological sites including 

monasteries and stupas can be found in present day Pakistan and 

Afghanistan. Likewise there are Sufi shrines, Hindu and Sikh 

temples, mosques and historic buildings that tell stories of 

harmony and peaceful coexistence.  

 

 

Pashtuns have rich traditions in poetry, music and dances. The 

poetry of Rahman Baba, Khushal Khan Khattak, Ghani Khan and 

Hamza Shinwari consists of messages advocating humanity and 

openness, and celebrating the beauty of life. Every Pashtun tribe 

has a strong tradition of dancing. Attan, is the traditional dance of 

the Pashtuns that is performed with vigor and energy by both men 

and women. They celebrate their marriage ceremonies with music 

and dance and proudly invite every one in the area for a feast.  

 

Pashtun land makes an ideal condition for creative artistic 

expressions. Pashto folk songs are the embodiment of Pashtuns' 

aesthetic sensibilities, financial hardships and unfulfilled desires. 

These songs also tell the stories from their past and play a vital 

role in the formation of Pashtun national identity. Tappa is the 
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most popular genre of Pashto folk literature mainly composed by 

women. It is the oldest form of Pashto folklore that reflects the 

emotional, spiritual, political, psychological and aesthetic aspects 

of the Pashtun society.  

 

For maintaining peace and resolving conflicts, Pashtuns 

constitute Jirga or council of elders. Jirga consists of elders or 

Masharan with vast experience of life and rural wisdom. 

Fundamentally, Jirga is a very democratic institution where 

everyone contributes to the decision making process. Jirga can be 

local, regional or national.  

 

Loya Jirga in Afghanistan is the highest decision making body 

on national issues of the country. In Pakistan’s tribal areas it is still 

an effective conflict resolution mechanism at the local levels. 

However, due to the interference of the political administration 

and radicalization of the society, Jirga has declined to a larger 

extent. In some cases Jirga has also been used for personal gains 

and political ambitions and its decisions resulted into the violation 

of basic human rights.  

 

Pashtun hospitality is proverbial. A Pashtun can sleep empty 

stomach but will offer the best food to his guest. Hospitality and 

giving refuge to the oppressed is a matter of honor in the Pashtun 

society. Hujra is a place where guests are welcomed and free food 

and lodging is provided. It is a socio-cultural club and an 

institution where Pashtunwali is learned and its basic lessons 

imparted to the younger generations.  

 

Changing Pashtun Society:  
 

During the British rule traditional conflict resolution system 

was modified and put under the control of the Political Agent (a 

representative of the central government). Frontier Crimes 

Regulation (FCR) was imposed, that deprived the tribesmen of 

their fundamental rights and left their society stagnant.   

 

By awarding large pieces of land to the loyalists, British rulers 
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introduced corrupt practices at the societal level and the egalitarian 

character of the society was harmed. Pashtuns were also excluded 

from constitutional reforms introduced in the rest of Indian sub-

continent. After the formation of Pakistan, the new state continued 

with the British policies of divide and rule in FATA and paid little 

attention to its socio-economic development. 

 
“… changes to the traditional system of land ownership and 

social structure had brought growing class tensions and given 

rise to increasingly acute contradictions between the values of 

Pashtunwali code and the newly feudalized economic structure. 

These contradictions were manifested in high levels of 

factionalism and low levels of social cooperation, and hence the 

Pathans were in no position to offer concerted resistance to the 

British.”
3
 

 

Pakistan was founded in the name of Islam. To promote the 

Islamic character of the country, special school curriculum was 

developed during the reign of the military ruler General Zia ul Haq 

that preached intolerance, violence and hatred of faiths other than 

Islam. This Islamization process imposed an Arab identity and 

distanced the younger generations from their centuries old cultural 

heritage. In certain cases Pashtun heroes were portrayed as traitors 

and dacoits in the school curricula due to which the younger 

Pashtuns suffered a complete disconnect with their indigenous 

values, social history and cultural traditions. This is also a reason 

behind the acute identity crisis among the Pashtun youth that is 

currently exploited by religious organizations with global Jihadist 

agenda.  

 

The socio-cultural degeneration that started with the 

discriminatory policies of the British rulers reached to a dangerous 

point during the Afghan Jihad in the 1980s when the Pashtun 

society was exposed to Islamic militancy, drugs and Kalashnikov 

culture. The influx of Afghan refugees and inflow of foreign 

Jihadis into North Western Pakistan put the Pashtuns under huge 

social, economic and ideological pressures. 
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During the 1980s thousands of religious seminaries and 

mosques were built in each and every corner of the Pashtun 

dominated region of Pakistan with financial support from Saudi 

Arabia and Gulf States. Most of the graduates from these 

seminaries joined the folds of local, regional and international 

militant organizations and some of them were given important 

posts in the Taliban regime in Afghanistan.  

 

Religious and sectarian groups of different hues and colors 

were formed to “purify” the society of un-Islamic beliefs and 

practices. This led to large scale radicalization in the Pashtun areas 

of Pakistan.  

 

A Japanese pilgrim in Takhtbhai:  

 

It was a sunny day in the summer of 2005 when I, along with 

my camera team, was visiting Takhtbhai, a town in Mardan 

District of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Province, to record a short 

documentary about its archeological importance.  

 

It is home to the venerated Buddhist monastic complex which 

was built likely in the 1
st
 century BC. The complex mainly 

consisted of a cluster of Stupas, Meditation cells, chambers, 

courtyards and Dining areas. It is also listed in the UNESCO 

world heritage list.  

 

Before the emergence of religious militancy it was a prime 

destination for Buddhist pilgrims, tourists and lovers of ancient 

arts and architectures. To reach the complex one needs to ascend 

through a zigzagging path through the mountain.  

 

The sceneries of the surrounding lush green fields and mud 

and brick houses humming with the activities of day to day life 

were striking. The cameraman wanted to capture the beauty of the 

place with every possible detail. I was talking to him about the 

images I wanted for the documentary when we heard noise from a 

group of children aged 10 to 15 years who were chasing a 

Japanese pilgrim. They were shouting loudly, running after him, 
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calling him an “infidel” and throwing stones at him.  

 

With his bruised face, the pilgrim was running as fast as 

possible to protect himself from the children’s onslaught. We ran 

to his rescue, yelled on the children, took hold of him and tried to 

comfort him. He was completely exhausted and his body was 

shaking with fear and pain. We offered him some water and tried 

to explain that the children committed the act in ignorance; he said 

nothing and stared at our faces with disbelief. He was unable to 

speak English and we did not know his language.  

 

After a while he opened his perched lips and spoke few words 

in Japanese that we failed to comprehend.  He was in a hurry and 

with his arms relentlessly hinted downwards, we guessed that he 

wanted to leave the place.  

 

His spiritual pilgrimage was welcomed with hostility and he 

failed to find solace among the ruins where once Buddhist monks 

resolved the complexities of life and taught lessons of love and 

human dignity. As the residents of the area we hanged our heads 

in shame and guilt. Though the act was committed by children, it 

was enough expression of the society our policy makers, 

educationists and religious leaders wanted to build.  
 

One of the crew members volunteered to accompany him 

through the narrow alley downhill to the main road that connects 

Malakand valley to the plains of Pakistan.  
 

Taliban and Pashtun Culture:  
 

After 2001, when the United States toppled Taliban regime in 

Afghanistan, a number of Al Qaeda and Taliban leaders took 

refuge in Pakistan’s lawless tribal region and continued with their 

extremist agenda by targeting tribal elders, bombing Jirgas, 

exploding schools and music centers and attacking the indigenous 

social and cultural institutions.  
 

The new Jihadist narrative, which swept Pak-Afghan region 
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during the Afghan Jihad, emphasized hatred over love, censorship 

over expression and death over life, and thus tries to destroy 

cultural spaces in the Pashtun society. To enforce Islam in its 

puritan form, the centuries old cultural heritage and the values 

attached to it were considered heretic and opposed to the 

injunctions of Islam.  
 

Taking a cue from Afghan Taliban, the militants groups in 

Pakistan unified themselves in 2007 into Tehreek-e-Taliban 

Pakistan (TTP) or Pakistan Taliban Movement to fight Pakistan’s 

security forces and impose a strict interpretation of Islam 

throughout Pakistan.  
 

TTP has branches in the tribal region, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, 

Sindh, Punjab and Baluchistan provinces. It also keeps close 

liaison and coordination with Taliban militants across the border.   
 

Since its formation, TTP has played havoc with lives and 

properties by targeting Pashtuns socio-political, tribal, educational 

and cultural institutions and killed a number of human rights 

activists, tribal elders and musicians in North Western Pakistan. 
 

Based on distorted one-side information some of the 

academicians, journalists and right wing politicians portrayed 

Taliban as Pashtun nationalists. However, ground realities and 

Pashtun history shows a completely different explanation of 

Taliban militancy.  

 

Taliban, both in Pakistan and Afghanistan, are mere proxies of 

the Pakistani state to wipe out forces of ethno-nationalism among 

the Pashtun as well as tamper with Pashtun cultural identity on 

both sides of the Durand line in the pursuit of the foreign and 

domestic policy objectives set and controlled by the military 

establishment of Pakistan.
4
 

 

In October, 2007 militants loyal to Taliban commander 

Fazlullah bombed a rare Buddhist carving in Jehandabad town of 

Swat Valley. It was a 7
th

  century seated Budha, 23 feet high 
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carved in a rock, and was considered as one of the rarest artistic 

piece in the region. In 2001, Taliban had exploded the 1700 years 

old and 175 feet high sandstone Bamyan statues in Afghanistan. 

Locals also confirmed that Mullah Abid Ghafoor of Shakhorai, a 

local cleric and supporter of Maulana Fazlullah, spearheaded this 

operation. 

 

Later on when I asked Mullah Fazlullah, Taliban commander 

in Swat what the motive behind the destruction of the Buddhist 

carving was, he replied with a grin on his face “Idolatry is 

forbidden in Islam and we want to eliminate everything that defy 

the Islamic principles”.  

 

I also recall that in 1992, a group of angry protestors destroyed 

a Buddhist carving in Ghaligai, Swat, in reaction to the destruction 

of the Babri Mosque in India. The graceful 4-metre statue was 

carved into a marble stone cliff and seated in meditation on a high 

throne. In a similar way, Hindu and Sikh temples were also 

stormed and damaged by protestors in the neighboring Buner 

Valley.  

 

Similarly, a number of heritage sites in other parts of Khyber 

Pakhtunkhwa and Tribal areas were razed to ground to pave way 

for re-interpretation and Arabization of the history and to reshape 

the Pashtuns’ cultural identity.  

 
For the musicians and dancers of Swat, it was a tense time. In 

their radio broadcasts, Fazlullah and his second-in-command, 

Maulana Shah Dauran, described musicians, singers, and dancers 

as friends of Satan, responsible for the moral degradation of the 

society. On December 15, 2008, militants attacked a car carrying 

popular Pashtun singer Sardar Yousafzai and his musicians in 

Malakand. Yousafzai survived the attempt on his life, but his 

harmonium player, Anwar Gul, succumbed to wounds in a 

hospital in Peshawar. 

 

The terror campaign came to a particularly horrifying climax 

one night in January 2009. Taliban militants stormed the home of 
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Shabana, a popular dancer, to punish her for performing in a 

wedding ceremony nearby Mardan. In the middle of the night, the 

cries of two women awakened the neighborhood. The militants, 

having somehow gained entry to the home, set about beating 

Shabana—pulling her hair, battering her body with their guns, and 

screaming that it was time for her to die. Shabana’s mother begged 

the leader of the group to spare her daughter’s life and swore she 

would never dance again. Refusing to listen, the men dragged the 

young woman by her hair through the town to Green Square, while 

her wailing mother kept running after them. Shabana was executed 

at point-blank range, her bullet-riddled body left in the square—a 

warning to others that dancing was in defiance of the Taliban’s 

will.
5
 

 

Due to Taliban campaign against musical and artistic 

expressions, popular Pashto singers and musicians like Haroon 

Bacha and Sahib Gul took asylum in the United States.  

 

Cultural and Sports Festivals:  
 

The large scale indoctrination and radicalization campaign 

also discouraged the collective creative expression of the 

Pashtuns. Celebrating life and change of weathers through 

festivals was part of the Pashtun social life. In Swat Valley the 

rulers patronized festivals. Sports, music gatherings, poetry 

recitals and dances were the hallmarks of these festivals.  

 

In the tribal region and rest of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa provinces 

cultural and musical gatherings on Sufi shrines provided necessary 

space for recreation, economic activities and social interaction.  

 

After 1969, when the Swat state was merged into Pakistan, 

state patronage of such festivals was withdrawn. With the gradual 

radicalization and militarization of the society these festivals were 

washed out from the practice and memory of the local 

communities and were replaced with religious gatherings, training 

sessions, and night vigils to instill a Jihadi spirit in the youth. 
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In modern day Pakhtunkhwa, sports like volley ball and 

cricket are popular among the youth. However, sports tournaments 

are also not spared by the militants. In January 2010, Pakistani 

Taliban killed 80 people, mainly volleyball fans and players, by 

bombing a volley ball tournament in Lakki Marwat district of 

North Western Pakistan.  

 

According to a local police chief, Ayub Khan,  at least 88 

people were killed, another 60 injured and more than 20 houses 

destroyed in what was seen as the latest deadly reprisal for a 

government offensive against the Pakistani Taliban.
6
 

 

All types of socio-cultural activity that can bind people 

together and can help integrating the society are ruthlessly 

discouraged on the pretext of establishing a true Islamic order.  

 

Taliban were not aware of the worth of the foundation stones 

of Pashtun society. Pashtun Jirga played a historical role in peace 

building and conflict resolution; Pashtun Hujra (a traditional 

Pashtun socio-cultural club) provided the much-needed catharsis 

to Pashtun tribes after their day-long labor in their fields and 

mountains. Pashtun romanticism was expressed in Pashto folk 

tales and songs, and the strength and pride of Pashtun youth was 

demonstrated in Pashto traditional dances called Atan.
7
 

 

Sufi Shrines:  

 

Islamic militants in Pakistan view the country’s native Sufi 

traditions as a major impediment to the imposition of their 

extremist religious agenda. The result has been a relentless assault 

on Sufi shrines from the Peshawar Valley to the plains of Punjab 

and to the shores of the Arabian Sea. 

 

In March 2009, Taliban militants bombed the mausoleum of 

Abdurrahman Baba, the 17
th
 century legendary Sufi poet of the 

Pashtuns in Hazarkhwani area close to Peshawar city Khyber 

Pakhtunkhwa province of Pakistan. Police confirmed that the outer 

wall of the mausoleum was completely destroyed. 
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Yousaf Ali Dilsoz, President of Rahman Baba Adabi Jirga 

says that Rahman Baba is the icon of Pashtuns spirituality and 

their love for peace and tolerance.  

 
"In wake of the raising militancy in the region, it is cry of the 

hour that we understand and spread the message of peace and 

universal humanity conveyed by Rahman Baba through his 

poetry.  

 

By targeting the Shrine the militants want to destroy our identity 

and want to present us to the world as a wild and uncivilized 

nation", he maintained.
8
 

 

Every year in the month of April, fans of Rahman Baba hold a 

grand cultural festival at the mausoleum. Poets, writers and lovers 

of Rahman Baba from Afghanistan and Pakistan Pashtun 

dominated areas would come together to celebrate the festival. 

This time the festival was scheduled for April 5, 2013. 

 
"By bombing Rahman Baba’s shrine, the forces of darkness 

want to discourage people not to participate in the festival and to 

forcefully divert them to their extremist and fundamentalist 

agenda", says Usman Ulasyar, president of Swat Cultural 

Society and a devoted lover of the poetry of Rahman Baba.
9
 

 

Rahman Baba was born in 1632 A.D. at Bahadur Kala, a 

village, four kilometers south of Peshawar. He enjoys the same 

status in Pashto poetry as Hafiz Shirazi does in the Persian 

Literature. Rahman Baba's poetry is popular for its simplicity, 

spontaneity and universality not only among Pashtuns but all those 

who are interested in evolution of Sufi thought in the region. 

 

Besides many others, Major Reverty in his book, “Selection 

from the poetry of Afghans”, has also paid rich tributes to him. He 

writes; “Rehman Baba's poetry is the heart beat of every Afghan 

and is recited through the Afghan lands”. 
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English writer Robert Sampson introduced Rahman Baba to 

the western world by translating his poetry and writing 

commentaries on his work. The translated work is titled “Rahman 

Baba - Poet of the Pashtuns”. Earlier, Janes Enveldson translated a 

selection from Rahman Baba's poetry and published it as 

“Nightingale of Peshawar”. 

 

According to Wahabi interpretation of Islamic scriptures, all 

symbols of the past, especially shrines, are to be destroyed because 

these symbols represent ´Shirk´ or ´Kufr´ (Infidelity). By 

destroying the shrine of Rahman Baba, the Pashtun pluralistic and 

humanistic identity is attempted to be converted into a Wahabi 

based Arab identity. This seems to be an attempt to create ruptures 

in the cultural and historical continuity of the Pashtuns.
10

 

 

The Pashtuns’ Response:  

 

Pashtun socio-cultural and political institutions and leadership 

is under continuous attacks and voices of the people in Khyber 

Pakhtunkhwa and FATA find little or no space on the mainstream 

Pakistani media. Hundreds of families are still displaced from their 

homes and women and children are suffering from acute 

psychological trauma. 

 

Pashtun poets, singers and rights activists played a remarkable 

role in spreading the message of peace and rejecting extremism. 

The Taliban’s anti-music campaign has actually given rise to a 

new form of Pashtun music that has been dubbed as “The Music of 

Resistance”. 

 

The spirit of resistance through art has existed in the region 

since the British colonial times when Pashtun poets wrote poetry 

advocating independence from a foreign yoke and the 

establishment of a peaceful society based on their own values, 

traditions, and cultural heritage. This theme continued through the 

days of Jihad in Afghanistan. 

 

Now, changes in the cultural scene are occurring at all levels. 
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Traditionally, men and women from artist families adopted music 

as a career; but now members of the highly educated and socially 

stable families, wearing western dresses and holding their brand 

new guitars, are dominating the scene. 

 

The modern singers, with their understanding of the emerging 

socio-political realities, composed songs which harmonized 

traditions with the demands of the modern age.  

 

As opposed to the Taliban, these Pashtun singers and 

musicians are working for the Pashtun narrative. Analyzing their 

work in the context of regaining Pashtun cultural identity, the 

singers, poets and musicians are playing more powerful role than 

the political movement.
11

 

 

The modern Pashto music is the embodiment of peace and 

hope and represents Pashtuns suffering in a powerful and inspiring 

way. With adding subtitles to their video songs in English and 

posting them to the social networks, the modern singers are 

reaching to a far wider audience.   

 

In addition, satellite TV channels have opened gateways for 

new artists to reach out to millions of Pashtuns living abroad. 

Pashtun performers are increasingly playing concerts in cities 

across the Middle East, Asia, and Europe, resulting in a resurgence 

of cultural consciousness and value for their own language among 

Pashtuns worldwide.
12

  

 

In current day North Western Pakistan, Taliban’s secular-

nationalist opponents are fighting back using some of the very arts 

that religious fundamentalists seek to destroy—poems adapted to 

traditional Pashto music. In Taliban-heavy areas such as Kurram, 

Orakzi, Waziristan, Bajaur, Mohmand, Khyber, and Dir, literary 

gatherings, including mushairas (poetry recitals), have become a 

refuge for traumatized communities. 

 

Sher Alam Shinwari, a literary critic, explains that modern 

Pashtun poetry is the poetry of resistance. “Every poem created by 
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a poet challenges the Taliban mindset,” he says, adding that more 

than a hundred poetry collections were published in the first seven 

months of 2011.
13

 

 

Modern Pashtun poetry connects young people to a national 

identity increasingly jeopardized by sectarian violence and 

conflict. “Now children inquire from their grandmothers about 

their folk songs, folk tales, and proverbs, which they had forgotton 

in the heat of war,” Hussain observes.
14

 

 

I could not care less if it’s a mosque or a temple filled with idols 

Where my beloved lives, that is my Ka’aba 
 

You religious fundamentalists stop this bloodshed 

Humanity is the best religion; love, the best worship 
 

Because of this war I despise the “dear mullah” 

Love is my religion; unity is my faith 

—Zarin Pareshan (a Pashtun poet) 

 

Religious fundamentalists claim that they are waging Jihad for 

the revival of Islam, but at least some Pashtun poets view the 

Taliban’s ideology as foreign to their land. One of the major 

nationalist Pasthto poets is Rahmat Shah Sail. His ode to 

Peshawar, the capital of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province and the 

main trade and cultural center of the Pashtuns, expresses 

widespread grief over the violence coursing through the “city of 

flowers”:
15

 

 

When your pretty flesh is plucked like the petals of a flower  

I watch in silence, for I have no power  

When your precious blood is turned to drizzling rain  

I perform your funeral rites with tears, for I have no power  

O Peshawar! Our love is ancestral  

I would never let you turn to smoke while I watch  

O Peshawar! We share the blood of life, you and I  

I’d never let you disappear while I watch  

We are witnessing the force of history  
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O Peshawar! Bombs don’t suit you 

 

Along with the music and poetry, young and educated 

Pashtuns in the fields of sports, politics, academia, media and 

development sectors are also contributing to the socio-cultural and 

economic emancipation of their war-shattered society. Their 

talents and skills can be utilized for opposing the tide of religious 

extremism and restoration of sustainable peace. However, to 

achieve that goal they need support from the national and 

international organizations.  An organized and fully funded 

campaign to revive and revitalize the liberal and pluralist values of 

the Pashtun culture is writing on the wall.  
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