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IN the 19th century Afghanistan was marked for little other than the two Anglo-Afghan wars of 1839-42 and 1878-80. Of the 4,500 British troops sent to subdue the wily Afghans, Dr William Brydon, an assistant surgeon in the British East India Company, emerged as the sole survivor from the wilderness of Afghanistan to tell gruesome tales to his countrymen. 

Then, 20th-century Afghanistan came to be known for the Soviet invasion and the concomitant chaos. With the fall of the twin towers, 21st-century Afghanistan spelt disaster. 

Luckily, the 21st century also seems to be doing a world of good to the Afghans. Learning their lessons the hard (war) way, the Afghans finally appear to be reaping the fruits of their calamitous encounters against superpowers, spanning over a century and a half. 

Aside from all the development efforts afoot across Afghanistan, the Afghans are also making significant appearances in the fields of sports, music and literature. After the Taekwondo champion Roohullah, who won the first-ever Olympic medal for Afghanistan in Beijing, the Afghan national cricket team has made it to the ICC qualifying round. 

Further to the north, Malang and Amruddin have scaled the 7,492-metre Mount Noshaq summit, close to the Wakhan corridor, in the legendary Hindu Kush region. 

Young Afghans are also flocking to gymnasiums in a bid to sculpt some muscles that they can flex. Therefore an appeasement and a definite rehabilitation of the notoriously untamed Afghans, appears to be taking place. 

The scene on this side of the Hindu Kush is altogether different. Instead of scaling the mountains, folks here are straining themselves to scribble their ideological hearts out on the highest of rocks. A visit to the mountains in Pakistan brings one face to face with irksome sectarian and factional graffiti scrawled all over our beautiful mountainscape. It is least surprising then that our peaks are militant playgrounds. Swat stands out as the cruellest reminder of this clear and present danger. 

Militancy is indeed climbing mountains. This is partly attributed to scarce employment opportunities in the region. But the root of the problem may be the monstrous deluge of ideological sermons and fanatical and unguided jingoism. Our footpaths are littered with war literature available in print and on CDs. Swat, Hangu, Bara, Landikotal, Waziristan, Bajaur, Bannu, D.I. Khan, Battagram and Mansehra now give us a warning on how urgently we need to permanently block that deluge. 

After all, hordes of young men, some of them with just a few strands of hair on their chins, surrendering and being paraded on our television screens speak volumes for the magnitude of this tragedy. 

Two days before Defence Day, the army chief visited a rehabilitation centre set up at Barikot, a little before Swat. He was introduced to a group of 30 young men undergoing rehabilitation after being released from militant captivity. But here lies the mystery: are these boys villains or victims? The country needs to have an answer, and it must provide for the rehabilitation for thousands of others on a war footing. 

Rehabilitation, whether for drug addicts or for this particular category, is an extremely slow and rigorous exercise. The incidence of recidivism can be astounding in our case and discourage rehabilitators but there is no other alternative. Therefore, we need to look around and adopt a model best suited for this extensive purpose. 

Saudi Arabia is a significant case in point — it has set up rehabilitation centres for hardcore militants including those released from the infamous Guantanamo Bay prison. The rehabilitation centres provide for a 12-step programme that includes psychological counselling, cognitive therapy, sports and lessons in Islam. The long-term objective is also to turn those undergoing rehabilitation into role models for other war-mongering zealots. 

The margin of recidivism is said to be around five per cent, which is not at all discouraging. At the end of the period, these young men are discharged with a hefty sum to enable them to begin life anew which, in turn, can diminish the temptation to return to radical ways. Lack of riches will keep us from emulating perhaps this aspect of the model but suitable replacements can be found. 

But for rehabilitation efforts to be sustainable in the Frontier, it is essential that there is some kind of skill-learning as an acute lack of skills is the bane of the province, which has also contributed to militancy in equal proportion. The NWFP needs a fully fledged department to deal with the issue on a permanent basis. The provincial social work department simply does not have 

the capacity to conduct such an enormous task effectively. 

A picture from one of the Saudi rehabilitation centres shows two inmates drawing trees and watering them as a symbol of nurturing life. Our own inmates of the rehabilitation centres, whenever they become a reality, must also be convinced to embrace these ideals to symbolically compensate for all lives that they cut short. 

