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ABSTRACT 
Institutional crises and cultural distortion set a fertile ground for 
radical ideologies. This article investigated radical impact of 
cultural distortion, abrupt changes in a local culture and bad 
governance on the local inhabitants of the newly merged districts of 
Khyber Pakhtunkhuwa.  The qualitative paradigms were used to 
explore the cultural factors behind radicalization. Various socio-
political factors distorted Pakhtun culture inside Pak-Afghan border 
from the last four decades. However, the current wave of terrorism 
has further distorted culture of Pakhtun which provide spaces to 
radical forces. The existing traditional institutional structure has 
been badly affected which created governance issues in the newly 
merged district of Khyber Pakhtunkhuwa. This institutional chaos 
and distortion of the local social institutions have created vacuum 
which mostly filled by radical forces in the newly merged districts of 
Khyber Pakhtunkhuwa. This paper argues that preservation of local 
Pakhtun culture and strengthening their social institutions will not 
only help squeeze spaces for radical forces to nourish in Pakistan but 
will also expedite the process of their integration in the country. 
Key Words: Institutional Crises; Good Governance; Cultural 
Distortion; Radicalization   
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INTRODUCTION  
The social structures of erstwhile FATA (merged districts) on which 
its administrative structure was erected by the British and retained by 
Pakistan had undergone many changes without corresponding 
changes in the administrative structure. The skirmishes between the 
terrorists and state have further damaged the socio-cultural 
institutions of the society. This article looks into the cultural 
evolution of the society, the impact of violent clashes in the erstwhile 
merged districts, taking note of the situation in Afghanistan and the 
resultant distortion of cultural values. This is done to understand the 
cultural challenges faced by the undergoing process of its merger 
with Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. 
DISTORTION OF LOCAL SOCIAL INSTITUTIONS AND ITS 
EFFECTS ON LAW AND ORDER  
Social order was maintained with the help of their traditional 
institutions in Pakhtun society. Historically, socio-cultural changes 
had been occurred in the traditional institutions of Pakhtuns in 
different space and time. Many of the tribal people migrated to 
Middle East for jobs and gradually emerged new social classes 
among them. Resultantly, they lost their egalitarian social structure 
and emerged different economic classes which disturbed the 
egalitarian nature of the tribal society (Ahmed, 2016). Furthermore, 
the Soviet-Afghan war had also distorted the local institutions. The 
traditional leadership had lost control over the tribal affaires. The 
new leadership emerged in the tribal areas in the form of Mujahedin 
(Holy warrior). These holy warriors received huge money from the 
United States and Saudi Arabia against the Soviet Union forces 
(Grau, 2007). During the Soviet- Afghan war the drug mafia had also 
badly affected the local economic structure.   
After the Soviet-Afghan war the social disruption has led to the 
breakdown of Pakhtunwali (the cultural code of Pakhtun) especially 
after the dissolution of their traditional institutions (Shinwari, 2012; 
Ansari, 2005).  The cultural code of Pakhtuns’ is normally known as 
a Pakhtunwali, which comprises some local features such as 
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Badal,(revenge) Jirga , (council of elders) Nanawate,(Asylum) and 
Tigah (cease fire) (Amato, 2010). The people of FATA were already 
exposed to weapons but the social disorder further exposed them to 
the lethal sophisticated weapons in the time of Soviet-Afghan war. 
Later on, Taliban emerged from the social wreckage of the Soviet-
Afghan war, amidst the religious school in refugee camps in the Pak-
Afghan border land (Nella, 2008). They were recruited in Jihadist 
organizations from Afghan refugee camps in the Soviet-Afghan war.  
Similarly, in the current wave of terrorism Pakhtuns have been facing 
the same situation and resultantly the radical forces find spaces due 
to socio-cultural vacuum in the newly merged districts (Reza, 2009). 
Violence has been diffused into the social and religious fabrics of 
Pakhtun society in the time of Soviet-Afghan war. Moreover, they 
were/are easily exposed to violent social engineering after their 
traditional institutions last grip over the social affairs. The moderate 
social institutions were particularly targeted in the time of Soviet-
Afghan war which exposed them to extremism.  
Once again from the last one decade, Pakhtun in this region 
perceived threats, injustice and suppression during the current 
skirmishes between the terrorist organizations and state forces. The 
government of Pakistan launched military operations to control 
growing terrorism in this region. Military operations such as Al 
Mizan (2002-2006) (South and North Waziristan), Zalzala4 (2008) 
(in South Waziristan), Sherdil5, Rah-e-Haq6 and Rah-e-Rast (2007-
2009) (Bajur, Mohmand Agency and Zarb-e-Azb are launched 
against terrorists in different parts of newly merged districts of 
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. The presence of terrorist organizations is 

                                                

FATA--  A semi autonomous region since 1947 and merged into the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 
Province in 2018 
4 It is a Pashto word meaning earth quick. This name was given to military operation which 
was held in South Waziristam 
5 It is an Urdu word meaning lion heart or brave. It was the name of military operation which 
was held in   Bajur agency. 
6 It is an Urdu word meaning true path. It was also military operation against terrorism which 
was conducted in Mohmand Agency. 
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being perceived as a threat to Pakhtuns’ cultural institutions. 
Terrorism in this region has further increased their problems (Rana, 
2009; Callaway and Harrelson-Stephens, 2006).  
During the current wave of violence, the social structure of Pakhtun 
society has been badly affected. As for example, Jirga which used to 
be an impartial institution and system solving almost all kinds of 
problems of people has lost its importance and power. Similarly, 
Maliks and tribal elders who used to be the members of Jirga 
were/are being killed or they moved to settled districts of KP 
(Kheshgi, 2010).  Malik Faridullah Khan Wazir was assassinated 
along with the two tribal elders by four suspected terrorist in the 
Jandola area of South Waziristan.  December 6, 2009, Khan Wali and 
Rahmat Ullah were killed by terrorists in Bajaur. The list of those 
Maliks and tribal elders who were killed by terrorist is too long 
(Institute for conflict management). It has created leadership vacuum 
in the new districts (Hussain, 2011).   
The dissolution of Pakhtuns’ traditional institutions, bad governance, 
and displacement of the local people provided congenial environment 
to radicalization. In this regard, the available statistics about 
displaced people reinforce arguments of this research; in 2009; three 
million people from these districts left their houses due to severe 
hostility between military and militants. By the end of 2009, the total 
number of internally displaced people from the tribal region was 
428,000 (Raja, 2009; Din, 2009). Pakhtuns’ socio-cultural 
institutions such as Hujra, (community center) Mosque7 and almost 
every element of Pakhtunwali code of life have been disturbed. 
Social gatherings such as wedding and funeral ceremonies have also 
been targeted by the terrorists (Kerr, 2010; Rahman, 2004).  
These all socio-cultural institutions (as discussed above) are 
immensely important in newly merged districts to maintain socio-
political order. The civil administration through Jirga takes the 

                                                

7 Mosque is a place of worship for followers of Islam. 
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services of tribal Maliks and elders to implement the writ of the state 
(Fair, Howenstein & Thier, 2006). However, the tribal Maliks and 
elders both in the Soviet-Afghan war and in the current wave of 
terrorism have lost controlled over the tribal affairs. Moreover, the 
leaders of the secular parties have been targeted and social gatherings 
and sacred palaces have been destroyed by unknown terrorist 
organizations (Cheema & Nuri, 2005).  
Pakhtuns’ cultural distortion by previous conflicts such as Soviet 
Afghan war in this region has blocked the natural evolution of Pakhtun 
society. Once again, the natural evolution of Pakhtun society hampered 
as a result of current wave of terrorism. Culture distortion legitimizes 
Pakhtuns’ resistance against the state forces. Pashtuns preserve their 
own way of life for centuries and give importance to their own 
independence (Ahmad, 1976). Pakhtuns always protect their culture 
values. They always resist external forces especially who violates their 
code of conduct. They resist state authority which is not recourse to the 
tribal norms (Lindholm, 1977).  The violation of Pakhtun code of 
conduct legitimizes their resistance against any outsider force which 
tries to engineer their cultural values.  
They can be tackled with the policy which is recourses to their 
cultural values.   Pakhtunwali (Pakhtun cultural code of conduct) sets 
principle for the use of force. The use of power against Pakhtuns 
needs to be legitimized according to the spirit of Pakhtun culture. 
However, without proper justification the use of force in Pakhtun 
society provokes Pakhtuns’ resistance. Historically, the foreign 
forces have also failed to subjugate them by force. As for example, 
the British and Soviet Union policies considered against the tribal 
nature, therefore, they had faced the same resistance in Pakhtun belt.  
Pakhtun resistance against the alien forces has been explained by 
various anthropologists (see Ahmed, 1977; Khan, 2007; Lindholm, 
1977; Spain, 1962: Nina Swindler (1977) who describes the various 
dimensions of the Pakhtuns’ resistance by “Glue Theory.” According 
to Glue Theory People resist change that is being imposed on them 
against their will. As for example, it is the historical norm of Pakhtun 
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to live independently and refuse to submit to/before external 
authority. In this regard, any kind of efforts to change such norms 
generate their resistance against the state forces. It is generally 
believed that the coalition forces also imposed policies, which are 
considered against the tribal norms and are not recourse to their 
cultural institutions. The current efforts of Pakistan and international 
community against terrorism in this belt are not recourse to 
Pakhtuns’ culture.   
Moreover, ‘Prospect Theory’ sees Pakhtuns’ resistance through the 
lenses of cognitive psychology. The prospect theory is focused on the 
gain and loss analysis of a particular change. It expects that 
individuals who suffer loss with respect to their reference point 
undertake risky behavior to regain what has been lost or to prevent 
future loss.  In the last three decades the culture of Pakhtun forcefully 
engineered for the political interest.  They also perceived the current 
state policies against the terrorism and the presence of terrorist 
organization. If our state not taking into accounts the cultural factor 
of Pakhtun then efforts against the terrorism will not be productive.  
Along with the prospects theory, the Charles Lindholm theory of 
“Segmentary Societies” is particularly helpful that why Pakhtuns are 
so difficult to co-opt. Pakhtuns expect benefits from the state, but are 
not ready to lose authority on their own way of life. Pakhtuns are 
willing take money or benefits in exchange for promises to alter their 
behavior and to be more in line with the state’s rule of law, but will 

not hesitate to break the contract if it contradicts with Pakhtunwali. 
Pakhtuns refuse to accept change easily and it is perceived among 
Pakhtuns that they would no longer be honorable (Lamb, & Tarzi, 
2011). Pakhtuns rejects state policies which are against the tribal 
norms. Therefore, they always show resistance if someone 
implements state authority over them by force (Gizabi, 2006; 
Sørensen & Vinthagen, 2012). 
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Culture as a Reinforcing Factor of Radicalization in Pakhtun 
Society  
Culture has significant influence on terrorism and radicalization 
(Lederach & Paul, 1995). Pakhtun cultural traits such as revenge; 
vendetta and bravery have escalated the process of radicalization if 
they are humiliated. Revenge is considered the integral part of 
Pakhtun culture. They as per their cultural traits must take revenge of 
their family or clan member. These innocent people were killed and 
injured from both sides during in the war. Terrorists have also 
targeted the people for spreading the fear among the population of 
these newly merged districts and in counter-terrorism strikes against 
the terrorists many innocent people unfortunately, also came in the 
firing range of the forces. The families of the affected people have 
become an easy target for the non-state actors to radicalize them 
against the authority of the state.    
The misunderstanding of the cultural dimensions of this war has been 
fueling violence in Pakhtun society. The misunderstanding of 
Pakhtuns cultural paradigms has not only been undermined the 
efforts of state but it also instigates the process of radicalization. 
Therefore, the existing approaches are considered ineffective because 
it can neither maintain durable peace nor can stop militant activities 
(Cronin, 2009; Siddiqa, 2013). The existing counter-terrorism 
paradigms do not properly understand the implications of Pakhtun 
culture in the process of peace building (Ronfeldt, 2005). Without 
taking into account the efforts against terrorism will not be 
productive (Steven, 2007). The terrorist organizations in the hotbeds 
of terrorism have got cognitive and social support (Ali, 2010; 
Newman, 2006). The strategy to employ violence for ending violence 
resulted in more violence particularly in tribal society (Orakzi, 2009). 
The use of force against terrorism increases violent trends in Pakhtun 
society (Widmark, 2010). As result of that radicalization has further 
flourished in the tribal belt of Pakistan (Latifi, 2009).  
Moreover, the indigenous causal factors of terrorism cannot be 
explored without understanding of Pakhtun cultural traits (Sageman, 
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2004; Rieger, 2008). In response to terrorism, local culture can be 
utilized in a best way to frame effective counter-terrorism strategies. 
However, Pakistan does not realize importance of the local culture 
indigenous institutions to control terrorism in this region. It will 
facilitate the state policy to get public support in Pakhtun belt 
(Fishman, 2010).   
Hence, the missing of Pakhtun cultural discourses not only affected 
state performance against terrorism but also sets a tune for further 
radicalization in the tribal belt of Pakistan. Moreover, such kind of 
situation is extremely exploitable for the foreign elements who want 
to break the strong bond of our nation by different means. 
Furthermore, the foreign element / enemy states are always in wait 
for such situation to spread propaganda, divide the country on ethnic 
grounds for fulfilling their notorious grand designs. Being a nation it 
is the responsibility of state and Pakhtun community to solve these 
matter amicably without allowing the foreign hands to exploit the 
situation for their own ends. Along with that it is also important to 
eradicate poverty and maintain durable peace in the region. The state 
ignorance and extreme poverty pushed them into the menace of 
illiteracy, extremism, and radicalizations. No concentration on the 
development and progress of this region was given for the last five to 
six decades. The state failed to mainstream them into the affairs of 
the state. The education ratio in these districts was at very low ebb 
and especially the female education was extremely poor (Awan, 
2013). The non-existence of proper answerable and accountable 
district administration as like of other districts of KP further 
deteriorated the condition of it.  These socio-economic and political 
issues are not properly addressed which set a fertile grounds for 
radicalization in this region.   
CONCLUSION  
Institutional chaos and distortion of the local cultural values have 
increased spaces for the radical forces in the new districts of Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa. The Soviet Afghan War, the drugs, the migration of 
these people to foreign countries and the current war against terror, 
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the distortion of the local institutions has caused social disorder and 
governance problems. Furthermore, in counter-terrorism response 
missing of Pakhtuns cultural discourses instigated the Pakhtuns 
cultural factor revenge among the local people. The collateral 
damage in the war against terror has further radicalized the inhabitant 
of this region. This institutional chaos and cultural distortion have 
created spaces for further radicalization.  A smooth and peaceful 
transition towards a normal modern state administrative structure, 
that is underway currently, must take into account the cultural traits 
of the people along with economic or other developmental projects 
and schemes. 
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