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SPINE-chilling fear grips the territory stretching across the geographical tract inhabited by the Pashtuns. The people of Waziristan to the southwest of the NWFP and in Swat in the north of the province have become almost voiceless since the militants got hold of their areas.

A high-intensity conflict has terrorised these people of diverse cultural backgrounds, and silenced them.

They are afraid of expressing their opinion even at private gatherings. Confusion, uncertainty, insecurity and frustration have penetrated the very fabric of society. The pattern of fear is identical throughout the Pashtun belt. Those comprising the common population are first de-linked from one another by the militants who ban all sources of information like TV, the internet and newspapers. Then a complex web of mystery is created, one which takes a heavy toll on the communicative ability of the local population. Words lose their meaning and what remains is muteness, the incapacity to move around and a breakdown of communication. Expression gets manipulated and become meaningless.

Here I will elaborate on the process of fear, the consciousness of fear and the relationship of ideology with the kind of fear created by militant tactics. The consciousness, effects and response to fear come through both tangible and intangible sources. The intangible means are more difficult to address. “The mind is its own place, and in itself can make a Heav’n of Hell, a Hell of Heav’n” as Milton would put it.

Scientists working on the subject classify the causes of fear under four categories — ‘intensity, novelty, hereditary natural reflexes and reasons hidden in human social interaction’.

A well-known child psychologist, John Bowlby, identifies several inborn determinants of fear, which he calls ‘natural stimuli and their derivations’. Stimuli such as ‘loneliness, unfamiliarity, sudden approach, sudden change of stimulus, height and pain’ are considered natural stimuli. According to Bowlby, the major stimuli of fear are ‘darkness, animals, unknown objects and unfamiliar people’. He argues that ‘loneliness’ is the most profound and the most important cause of fear.

According to scientists, the individual’s response to fear has two roads — the low road, in which the victim is unable to decipher the cause of fear, and the high road, in which he or she tries to unravel the mystery of fear.

In high-intensity conflict zones of militant and militaristic violence, one finds two factors that contribute to fear. Firstly, fear is collective. Secondly, it remains a low road for a very long time unlike in instances where individuals experience fear due to personal reasons when the ‘low road’ fear converts into ‘high road’ fear very quickly. The religious militancy that has penetrated the Pashtun belt over the last several decades has been using the idea of ‘martyrdom’ as a tool to produce individuals who create fear carrying along with it almost all the elements of a strong stimulus.

The concept works both ways. It gives the martyr the power to annihilate his own fear while at the same time it creates unimaginable fear in the minds of his victims. Isolation and de-linking are the tactics used in both cases. Farhad Khosrokhavar, a French scholar, in his book Suicide Bombers: Allah’s New Martyrs says that the two-way process of controlling and perpetrating fear is closely linked to the modern concept of ‘martyrdom’ coined by the Al Qaeda and its affiliates (the Taliban in Pakistan and Afghanistan).

Khosrokhavar says, “(Martyrdom) is individualised, posed in concrete terms and not an abstract form in some empyrean to which mere mortals have access. It is politicised, secularised and takes on contemporary meanings… Hence the fear of death and the fear of succumbing to that fear, which has to be overcome through the spiritual transcendence of life, by taking one’s fate into one’s own hands is an irreversible act.” The ‘holy warriors’, as they call themselves, take the path of death to give evidence of their fearlessness which in turn perpetrates fear in the victims who are ‘the enemies (both direct and indirect) of the holy religion’.

Suicide attacks are supplemented with gruesome beheadings and large-scale destruction. The common people are trapped between the militants’ isolationist tactics and the military’s large-scale destruction. The former instills fear through suicide bombers and the latter through gunship helicopters and jet planes.

The resultant wave of fear and terror that one has been observing in Swat valley and Waziristan contain all the significant elements of ‘intensity, novelty, hereditary natural reflexes and reasons hidden in human social interaction’.

But the most important factor in these circumstances is the creation of ‘loneliness’. A whole population is isolated from the world for the purpose of moulding socio-political and socio-cultural cross-currents into a particular worldview.

Probably, the ‘low road’ fear in collective consciousness takes more time to become ‘high road’ fear, and sometimes the low road remains static, and is in the same condition for a very long time. What we observed in Swat and Waziristan clearly indicates that individual low road fear needs to have spaces in which most individuals can interact to convert their low fear into high road fear. Till fear becomes collective high road fear, culture and society start taking new and unknown directions making it difficult if not impossible for the common masses to regain the lost power of expression and communication.

The socio-cultural environment is consequently devoid of ‘secularism, universalistic ideas of human rights and freedom of belief’. The space for interaction shrinks to the point where the majority of the people are unable to express genuine opinions. We observed the dissolution of tribal and cultural identities on the one hand and the elimination of cultural spaces for interaction on the other, in the case of Swat and Waziristan. This gave further impetus to the fear resulting from suicide attacks, beheadings and large-scale destruction.

This consequently breaks down all traditional spaces of expression and communication making fear more pervasive, long-term and self-perpetuating. The dissolution of ethno-tribal identities seems to have been the most traumatic factor that pushes the individuals towards the dungeon of ‘loneliness’.

This loneliness takes away the sense of time and space from the people, thus perpetrating a sense of alienation. Alienation, isolation and loneliness of individuals snatch away courage and passion from them and deprive them of the motivation needed to play a role in bringing about a change in the events surrounding them.

The resultant passivity of individuals trapped between militancy and militarism is sometimes seen as complicity by external observers, though all evidence proves the case to be otherwise.

We do not have any evidence to prove that the majority of the common people, both in Waziristan and Swat, support the militant and militaristic tactics. It is, in fact, fear which has imposed an eternal silence on their socio-cultural structure and has made these individuals voiceless.
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