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Pashtuns: judged, bombed and blamed

Dr Zafar Khan Safdar

There is a cruel irony in the
story of Pakistan’s Pashtun belt.
For nearly half a century, it has
carried the weight of wars it did not
start, absorbed populations it did
not create and endured violence it
did not choose, only to find itself
judged for the consequences. Since
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan
in 1979, Pashtun-majority areas
have moved from one crisis to
another, becoming a refuge for
millions of Afghans, a frontline of
the Afghan jihad, a battleground in
the War on Terror and later a target
of militancy and counterterrorism.
Those who opened their homes
to refugees and bore the costs of
successive geopolitical storms were
too often treated not as victims of
history, but as suspects in it.

The tragedy is not simply that
the Pashtun suffered from war. It
is that war repeatedly became a
substitute for development, security
became the dominant language
of governance, and an entire
population was left to live with the
consequences long after those who
shaped these conflicts had moved
on. What began as wars across
the border gradually became a
permanent condition of life on this
side of it.

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
subsequently endured the rise
and fall of the Taliban, the post-
2001 War on Terror, expanding
militancy and counter-militancy,
drone strikes, military operations,
displacement and suicide attacks

on markets, mosques, schools,
police stations and even funeral
processions. For millions of
Pashtuns, war was never a distant
headline. It entered their villages,
homes and families.

For more than two decades,
the Pashtun has paid for Pakistan’s
wars in blood. Since 2000, tens of
thousands have been killed across
KP and the former tribal areas,
while millions have experienced
displacement, insecurity and
economic disruption. In 2025
alone, KP accounted for 2,331
violence-linked deaths, more than
68 percent of the national total. Yet
an extraordinary inversion persists.
The Pashtun is too often seen as the
terrorist rather than the victim, the
threat rather than the sacrifice, and
the problem rather than a people
who have paid one of the highest
prices for Pakistan’s security.

This perception has deep roots.
British colonial rule portrayed
the frontier as violent, unruly
and difficult to govern, using
exceptional laws and a separate
administrative system to control
it. The Frontier Crimes Regulation
became its clearest expression,
institutionalizing unequal
treatment. Independence did not
erase the stereotype. Elements
survived in the postcolonial state,
shaping how Pashtuns were
policed, their political demands
interpreted and their regions
governed. Even constitutional
rights could be framed as defiance,
questions about missing persons
as suspicion, and protests against
violence as tests of loyalty.

The deeper injustice, however,
is economic. Khyber Pakhtunkhwa

is not without industrial investment.

Economic zones in Hattar,
Gadoon, Jalozai and Rashakai
have generated employment

and investment, with more than
1,200 operational industries and
over 109,000 jobs reported by

the provincial economic zones
authority. But the real question is
whether this opportunity matches
the province’s population, labour
force, development needs and
extraordinary security burden.

It plainly does not. For decades,
KP has absorbed the human cost
of conflicts shaped far beyond

its villages and valleys while
producing soldiers, police officers
and Frontier Corps personnel for
the country’s hardest battles. Its
civilians and security forces have
buried their dead, its markets and
schools have been attacked, and its
communities repeatedly displaced.
Yet the economic opportunities
needed to give its young population
a secure and productive future
have never expanded at the scale

demanded by the burden it has
carried.

This is not merely a
development question. Poverty,
unemployment, insecurity and
militancy can reinforce one another
where young people find too few
legitimate opportunities. A young
person needs more than protection
from violence. He needs a future
worth protecting. Lasting peace
therefore requires not only security,
but jobs, dignity and hope.

Development in KP is not
charity or provincial favour; it
is an investment in Pakistan’s
national security, social cohesion
and long-term stability. The
sacrifice of Pashtun security
personnel also deserves far greater
recognition. These are Pashtuns
serving in Pakistan’s uniform,
defending communities, roads
and checkpoints in precisely those
areas where the threat is greatest.
Yet the same community that
produces young men willing to
die for Pakistan is still too often

viewed through a lens of suspicion.
The stereotype travels farther than
the sacrifice, and the caricature
survives where the human story
disappears.

Yet the human story is one
of resilience. Pashtun families
have educated their children,
rebuilt homes and businesses
after displacement and attacks,
and continued sending their sons
and daughters to universities
and professional careers despite
decades of insecurity.

The 2023 census reflects
progress in literacy and education,
even though substantial disparities
remain. A society repeatedly tested
by conflict has continued to move
forward. Its story is therefore not
one of perpetual victimhood, but
of endurance, aspiration and an
unwillingness to surrender its
future to the violence that has
surrounded it.

Pashtuns did not choose the
wars that turned their homeland
into a battlefield, yet they buried
their civilians, police officers and
soldiers, endured displacement and
poverty, rebuilt their communities
and continued serving Pakistan.
The answer is not special
treatment, but equal citizenship;
not suspicion, but justice; not
ceremonial gratitude at funerals,
but opportunity, dignity and rights
in life. A nation cannot demand
sacrifice from a people while
questioning their belonging. If
Pakistan truly wants peace and
cohesion, it must finally see the
Pashtun not as a security problem
to be managed, but as an equal
citizen to be protected, respected
and given a future.
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