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The Social Life of Rumors 
Uncertainty in Everyday Encounters be tween the Military, Taliban, 
and Tribal Pash tun in Pakistan 

Ammara Maqsood 

“Do you know what my cousin told me? He told me that his friend had been kid napped by the Taliban and 
held hos tage for a cou ple of months,” recalled Zar Ali. After the friend had been re leased, he met the cousin 
and recounted that he had been held in a moun tain cave for sev eral weeks in one of the val leys in Waziristan, 

part of the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) situated along the Pakistan-Afghanistan bor der. “A Taliban 
guard used to stand at the en trance of the cave—a tall man, his face al ways veiled. Farther down in the val ley, there 
was an army pa trol. The sol diers had a clear view of the cave and the Taliban guards that would stand there.” Viewing 
this as ev i dence that the army is com plicit with the Taliban, Zar Ali con tin ued, “The friend told my cousin that not only 
could the army see them, the guard would even sig nal to them to keep an eye on the cave when he went for a break.” 

In Lahore, at a tea stall close to the uni ver sity where they were study ing, I was sit ting with Zar Ali and sev eral 
of his friends. They were all  in their early twenties and from diff er ent Pash tun tribes in FATA.1 Like many other 
tribesmen, most of them blamed both the Pakistan army and the Taliban for the vi o lence in their vil lages, and oft en 
claimed, like Zar Ali, that they were in ca hoots with each oth er. Asim, in par tic u lar, was a vo cal critic of the ar my, 
and I was not sur prised when he chimed in to re mark: “This is how it is: a new Great Game in which we [Pash tun 
tribes] are be ing mas sa cred. America is playing Pakistan and the army is playing America for mon ey.” Sadiq, who 
was sit ting across from Asim, had been si lent through out the con ver sa tion up to this point but now asked in a quiet 
tone, “Why do you al ways talk of the army this way?” Asim sneered in re sponse, “Of course you would say that, now 
that you have fam ily in the ar my . . .  me, I would never be like this. The blood of so many in my fam ily is on their 
hands . . .  Taliban, ar my, it is all  the same.” Sadiq, who was an gry enough not to back down, retorted, “but your 
fam ily con tin ues to send all  the chil dren to army schools, so why this pre tense that you want noth ing to do with the 
ar my?” 

The con ver sa tion I have de scribed above cap tures many as pects of my broader in ter ac tions with, and ex pe ri-
ences of conducting, field work among tribal Pash tuns who have been displaced from FATA. Since the US-led in va-
sion of neigh bor ing Afghanistan, Pakistan has ex pe ri enced sig nifi  cant un rest and vi o lence; it is es ti mated that since 
2005 more than fift y-nine thou sand peo ple have died in ter ror ist at tacks across Pakistan. A sig nifi  cant por tion of 
these at tacks have been in Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa (for merly the North West Frontier Province) and in the Tribal 
Areas. In ad di tion, the Tribal Areas have been the site of US drone at tacks and ground op er a tions by the Pakistan 
army targeting the Taliban. Since 2004, some where be tween 2,500 to 4,000 peo ple have been killed by drone strikes, 
and many hun dreds from mil i tary op er a tions. More than 1 mil lion have been displaced from the Tribal Ar eas.2 Dur -
ing  the time of this field work, from 2011 to 2013, some of the vil lages in the Tribal Areas were evac u ated for ground 
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 mil i tary op er a tions against the Taliban. Driven out of 
their homes, many were sent to camps set up for in ter-
nally displaced peo ple (IDPs), while oth ers went to 
live in cit ies such as Lahore, Rawalpindi, and Karachi, 
where their fam ily mem bers and rel a tives were al ready 
based. 

It was among these lat ter groups, spe cifi  cally those 
who had moved to Lahore, that my field work was situ-
ated. Although many of the evac u ated vil lages have 
since been reopened and I have been  able to visit fam-
ily homes of my in ter loc u tors, the con spir acy the o ries 
and events I de scribe in this ar ti cle are from the time 
of my orig i nal field work in Lahore. The ma jor ity of my 
in for mants were men: some of them were young, aged 
be tween twenty and thir ty, while oth ers were mid dle-
aged. A large pro por tion, es pe cially among the young, 
were col lege and uni ver sity stu dents. After com plet ing 
pri mary school in nearby towns in the Tribal Areas, they 
had attended sec ond ary in sti tu tions in larger towns in 
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa—usu ally liv ing with ex tended 
fam i ly—and had been  able to gain ad mis sion in col le ges 
in Lahore through seats re served for pro vin cial quo tas. 
Others worked in the trans port in dus try, in jobs rang-
ing from rick shaw driv ing and transporting whole sale 
goods to run ning spare parts and scrap metal businesses. 

As reflected in my open ing vi gnette, there existed 
among my in for mants im mense re sent ment against 
the es tab lish ment—the state and the mil i tary—for its 
treat ment of the Tribal Areas and Pash tun tribes. While 
our con ver sa tions usu ally fo cused on cur rent events— 
drones and ground op er a tions, and the stra te gic par tic-
i pa tion of the Pakistani mil i tary in the so-called global 
war on ter ror (GWOT) —their dis trust and an tag o nism 
were based on en dur ing his to ries of mar gin al i za tion 
conducted by the state, as well as a sense of their po si-
tion within larger geo pol i tics in the re gion.3 If my youn-
ger in for mants have grown up with the ev er-pres ent 
spec ter of Amer i can drones, my older in ter loc u tors 
re main haunted by mem o ries of vi o lence and dis rup-
tion brought on by the Af ghan-Soviet war.4 War brings 
its own share of trou bles, but life in or di nary times for 
the in hab i tants of Tribal Areas is never with out diffi -
cul ties and dis rup tion ei ther. Recent vi o lence has led 
to wide-scale evac u a tions and a height ened sense of 
in se cu ri ty, but lack of ed u ca tion and health in fra struc-
ture and lim ited em ploy ment op por tu ni ties have meant 
a con stant strugg le for sur viv al. In most biographical 
sketches, stories of war and de struc tion seam lessly 
blend in with in ci dents of pre ma ture deaths and mi gra-
tion brought on by eco nomic hard ship. 

The mis trust of the mil i tary, and the Pakistani 
state more broad ly, was vis i ble in the ru mors and sto-
ries that Zar Ali had shared. And, as had tran spired in 
this in stance, such ru mors were oft en su tured to con-
spir acy the o ries about ne far i ous Amer i can in ter fer ence 
and in ter ests in Pakistan and Afghanistan. Laced within 
these ac counts, the mil i tary appeared to be in col lu-
sion with the Taliban and an en emy of hon or able tribal 
groups. Rumors and con spir acy the o ries col lapsed the 
bound aries be tween the mil i tary, the Taliban, and, at 
times, America, but also sep a rated them from tribal 
Pash tuns. Yet there were also rup tures in these neat 
di vi sions. As was ap par ent in the ex change be tween 
Asim and Sadiq, there were fam i lies that were against 
the army and re fused any as so ci a tion with them, yet 
still sent their chil dren to schools run by the mil i tary. At 
the same time, if one probed fur ther, both the Taliban 
and the mil i tary appeared in other guises and forms. In 
recounting their ex pe ri ences, many young men spoke 
of how they had once been attracted by, or had been a 
part of, the Taliban groups in their vil lages, while oth-
ers spoke of rel a tives and friends who were al lied to the 
move ment. Among the same group of men, the mil i tary 
was also oft en a source of op por tu ni ty, off er ing a ca reer 
path, sta ble in come, and so cial in flu ence. 

This ar ti cle traces the so cial life of ru mors and 
con spir acy the o ries—the work they do and the eff ects 
they have—to draw out the re la tions, ten sions, and 
con tra dic tions in in ter ac tions be tween tribal Pash tuns 
and the Pakistani ar my. The anal y sis is led by eth nog-
ra phy, but draws up on, and makes in ter ven tions in to, 
existing lit er a ture on ru mors and con spir acy the o ries. 
In the last two de cades, a wide body of lit er a ture has 
de vel oped that takes ru mors and con spir acy the o ries 
“se ri ous ly” and, in par tic u lar, uses them as sites for the-
o riz ing power inequalities and for in sights into micro-
histories of vi o lence and mar gin al i za tion. Within this 
fram ing, both sets of lit er a tures have tended to treat 
ru mors and con spir acy the o ries as a re sponse to, and 
cri tique of, the pow er ful by those whom they mar gin-
al ize.5 Rumors, es pe cially in the sem i nal work of the 
sub al tern school, have been viewed as a re sponse to 
power but with the ca pac ity to sub vert power re la tions.6 
In this ar ti cle, I ac knowl edge this as pect of ru mors but 
also draw at ten tion to their mul ti ple and oft en con tra-
dic tory eff ects. Following the so cial life of such forms as 
they cir cu late among tribal Pash tun groups, I show how 
ru mors si mul ta neously breed fear and con fu sion, help 
forge in ti ma cy, and pro vide cer tainty and co her ence. 
Moreover, I high light how ru mors al low tribal Pash-
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tuns to cri tique the pow er ful—in this case the Pakistan 
army and the Taliban—but also ob scure con nec tions 
be tween them. Rather than sub vert power re la tions, 
I sugg est that ru mors pro vide the means through which 
tribal Pash tuns live and make their way in a so cial world 
in which they re main un equal but are “co e val” par tic i-
pants. 

Taking such an ap proach also al lows me to ques-
tion no tions of ep i ste mic diff er ence that are in her ent in 
the re cent work on con spir acy the o ries. I take a cue here 
from Stef Jansen, who ar gues that much of an thro po-
log i cal re search takes a cul tural rel a tiv ist ap proach and 
views con spir a to rial think ing as forms of cul tural cri-
tique, ep i ste mic prac tices of the “cul tures” from which 
they emerge. “Detecting ‘rea son,’” he writes, “in the 
seem ingly para noid think ing of (oft en mar gin al ized) 
‘oth ers,’ they [an thro pol o gists] val o rize it as al ter na-
tive, some times re sis tant knowl edge pro duc tion.”7 
Jansen con cludes that to think of con spir acy the o ries 
in this man ner—as in stances of ep i ste mic prac tices 
of “oth ers”—is to “deny coevalness.”8 I ar gue that this 
“de nial of coevalness” is also pres ent in the grow ing lit-
er a ture on the rise of con spir a to rial think ing in re la tion 
to Amer i can im pe ri al ism.9 Although this lit er a ture is 
in sight ful in dem on strat ing the na ture and eff ects of 
US ac tiv i ties abroad, it also tends to treat con spir acy 
the o ries as cri tiques from “oth ers,” that is, those on the 
out side. In other words, it views con spir a to rial think ing 
as a re sponse of those left con founded by the work ings 
of US pow er. In this ar ti cle, I draw upon this lit er a ture 
to an a lyze my eth nog ra phy and ac knowl edge the ways 
in which im pe rial and state prac tices have fueled con-
spir a to rial think ing. However, at the same time, I ar gue 
that con spir acy the o ries among tribal Pash tuns are not 
ev i dence of be ing on the out side—a pas sive vic tim 
to the work ings of pow er—but of par tic i pa tion and 
en gage ment with im pe rial prac tices, es pe cially that of 
un cer tain ty. 

Uncertainty as Analytic and Ethnographic Practice 

The broader con text in which this eth nog ra phy is 
grounded is one of un cer tain ty; that is, a sense that all  is 
not known about the work ings of power and of the pow-
er ful, and how they act upon the world. I treat un cer-
tainty both as an an a lytic con cept and eth no graphic 
prac tice, allowing my self to be led by its dy nam ics in the 
stories and ru mors I re count, and to an a lyze its value in 
terms of the cir cu la tion and eff ect, rather than through 
some de fin i tive truth con tent.10 Uncertainty, here, can 
be lik ened to what Mi chael Taussig de scribes as “cul-

tures of ter ror,” which are “based on and nourished by 
si lence and myth in which the fa nat i cal stress on the 
mys te ri ous side of the mys te ri ous flourishes by means 
of ru mor and fan ta sy.”11 While all  so ci e ties thrive upon 
fic tion taken as re al, “what distinguishes cul tures of ter-
ror is that . . .  re al ity and il lu sion, cer tainty and doubt 
be come . . .  a high-powered me dium of dom i na tion.”12 
This cer tainly res o nates with the per va sive sense of 
un cer tainty in Pakistan. As much as un cer tainty stems 
from the looming pres ence of the mil i tary in the coun-
try’s pol i tics and un ac count able au thor i ty, it is also 
fueled by the opac ity of US im pe rial power and its si lent 
and not-so-si lent in ter ven tions in the coun try. 

Recent work has not only drawn at ten tion to ward 
the in vis i bil ity through which the United States oper-
ates in its im pe rial do mains, but also to ward the “di a-
lec tic of vis i bil ity and of opac i ty, the play of dis play and 
dis avowal in con tem po rary Amer i can pow er.”13 In this 
re spect, one can ar gue—and his tory has cer tainly taught 
us—that this un cer tainty is oft en an intended ob jec tive 
within the power pol i tics of US em pire; that is, part of a 
set of prac tices of evad ing vis i bil ity and thereby avoid-
ing de tec tion and re spon si bil ity as a con crete ac tor on 
the ground.14 These tac tics are not the do main of im pe-
rial pow ers, but are oft en mim icked by the Pakistani 
state when deal ing with the United States—playing the 
em pire at its own game, so to speak, with the po ten tial 
to “dis turb power re la tions and the in vi o la bil ity of the 
im pe rial self ”—but also in its deal ing with the pub lic.15 
The in ter na tional and na tion wide re ac tion to the news 
that Osama bin Laden had been in hid ing in the mil i-
tary city of Abbotabad (did they know or are they that 
in com pe tent?) is il lus tra tive of how un cer tainty and a 
gen eral sense of chaos can al low the state to es cape cul-
pa bil i ty. 

Similar to what has been noted in con texts of panic 
and ter ror, un cer tainty pro vi des ger mane ground for 
ru mor and con spir a cy. At the same time, their flow 
also adds to the larger sense of anx i ety and am bi gu i ty.16 
Among tribal Pash tuns in Lahore, un cer tainty mani-
fested itself in both a hes i tance to trust any one and, 
si mul ta neous ly, to share, in hushed tones, the most 
shock ing ru mors and con spir acy the o ries. During field-
work, I was oft en treated with sus pi cion, and many peo-
ple would ques tion my rea sons for interviewing them 
and openly state that they did not want to con fide in me. 
“In such times, it is hard to trust one’s own broth er, let 
alone a strang er.” Yet oft en the very same peo ple who 
were ini tially re luc tant to speak to me would share all  
kinds of stories that they had heard about the mis deeds 
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of the ar my, or knowl edge about the lo cal pres ence of 
Amer i can spies. There were oc ca sions where peo ple 
who had will ingly spo ken to me on pre vi ous oc ca sions 
would sud denly cut all  con tact, even go ing to such 
lengths as switching their mo bile SIM cards. I could 
only pre sume that this was be cause they may have 
heard a ru mor that I was reporting back to the army or, 
worse, was a spy work ing for for eign pow ers. As time 
progressed, work ing in this con text of un cer tain ty, I, 
too, started to be have like my in for mants. I be gan to 
feel para noid about the true in ten tions and iden tity 
of ev ery one I spoke with. On more than one oc ca sion, 
upon learn ing from oth ers that they had heard that 
some one I had spo ken with fre quently had been sent 
to keep an eye on me (it was never clar i fied by whom), 
I con sid ered break ing off all  con tact. At the same time, 
to cre ate a sense of com mon ness—“a spon ta ne ous 
in ti ma cy”—I oft en shared ru mors I had heard when 
interacting with oth ers.17 

Using un cer tainty as an an a lytic and eth no graphic 
prac tice re quired me to be led by the ac counts I was 
given and, op er at ing in the same un cer tain ty, I was never 
sure of their in tent or pur pose. My in for mants knew 
this too, and it was through the tell ing and re tell ing of 
ru mors that we nav i gated our way around so cial re la-
tions. Rumors and con spir acy are not a cri tique from 
the out side, but are gen er ated as so cial agents nav i gate 
an un cer tain ter rain. The work that such ideas per form 
is not a do main in which the pow er ful are al ways in con-
trol. 

The Duality of Rumors 

Rumors, as I suggested ear li er, arise in con texts of am bi-
gu i ty—oft en as an at tempt to cre ate mean ing—but also 
add to the larger sense of in se cu rity in which they oc cur. 
This as pect has been the point of fo cus in much of the 
work on ru mors by the sub al tern school, as well as in 
re search cen tered on South Asia more broad ly. Con-
ceptualizing ru mors as the main stay of those who are 
mar ginal to struc tures of pow er, au thor ity, and knowl-
edge, these bod ies of work have pre dom i nantly fo cused 
on their ca pac ity for subverting power re la tions.18 In his 
sem i nal work on ru mors as insurgent com mu ni ca tion, 
Ranajit Guha ar gues that ru mors gen er ate panic among 
both sub al tern and elite groups, but aff ect them diff er-
ent ly.19 Among the elite, ru mors tran scend mean ing and 
are diffi  cult to com pre hend, while among sub al terns, 
they cre ate a sense of co he sive ness and com mu ni ty. 
Guha goes on to show how this panic has sub ver sive 
capacities, disturbing the power of the elite. Similarly, 

Homi Bhabha has also read ru mors as sub ver sive, and as 
open ing a multivocal space where power re la tions can 
be turned up side down. In his anal y sis of ru mors prior 
to the 1857 up ris ing against the Brit ish in In dia, Bhabha 
ar gues that the panic caused by ru mors among In dian 
sub al terns aff ected the Brit ish col o niz ers, gen er at ing 
par al lel waves of panic and lead ing to an undermining 
of power re la tions.20 Martin Sökefeld has used a sub al-
tern frame work to an a lyze the cir cu la tion of ru mors in 
the Tribal Areas in Colonial In dia and has ar gued, sim i-
lar to Bhabha and Guha, that they caused con fu sion for 
the Brit ish co lo nial offi  cers and destabilized their con-
trol.21 

Although the next two sec tions deal with ques-
tions on how ru mors aff ect power re la tions in my eth-
no graphic con text, I first want to fo cus on their uses 
and eff ects among tribal Pash tuns. Just as Guha ar gues 
that ru mors can cre ate co he sive ness among sub al terns, 
I ar gue that ru mors in Lahore were oft en clar i fy ing and 
pro vided a sense of co her ence and con trol in un cer tain 
times. Following Tamotsu Shibutani, who ar gues that 
ru mors are a prob lem-solv ing strat e gy, and Jean-Noël 
Kapferer, who views “all  cer tainty as so cial,” I show how 
the trans mis sion and cir cu la tion of ru mors pro vided 
knowl edge that helped my in for mants cope with un cer-
tain ty.22 

In dis cus sions of life and hap pen ings in the Tribal 
Areas, I fre quently en coun tered ru mors that army per-
son nel and for eign spies dis guise them selves as the 
Taliban to cre ate trou ble in the re gion. There were var i-
ous ver sions of these ru mors, but most of them followed 
the same nar ra tive: that a group of men sport ing long 
beards and hair and wear ing black shawls were later 
“found out” as im pos ters. For in stance, Yasser Ali, who 
came from a vil lage in South Waziristan, recalled a story 
that his cousin (who lived in the same vil lage but was 
now in Karachi) had told him. One even ing, a group of 
ten or fift een men ar rived in their vil lage and demanded 
that all  house holds give them their weap ons or “pay 
a fi ne.” The men were tall, with long flowing hair and 
beards, with their faces half-cov ered in black cloth. 
Some other young men from the vil lage were sus pi cious 
of the men’s cov ered faces, de mand ing that they first 
reveal who they were. Yasser said, “Some of the men 
would not even look you in the eye, kept looking down; 
that’s not the way of a Pash tun.” The men re fused and, 
aft er a heated ar gu ment, one of the vil lag ers forc ibly 
tried to remove the cloth from one man’s face. A fight 
broke out and the veiled men tried to flee. The vil lag ers 
ran aft er them, chas ing the men out of the vil lage. As 
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they were searching for them in the surrounding ar ea, 
they found a heap of discarded clothes, wigs, and fake 
beards. Later, they saw an army jeep, filled with men in 
uni forms, com ing from the same di rec tion in which the 
veiled men had run. Similarly, other ru mors told of in ci-
dents where army ve hi cles were found to con tain wigs, 
beards, and ci vil ian cloth ing or that close in spec tion 
of dead bod ies aft er en coun ters be tween the army and 
the Taliban revealed that one of the fight ers was a “for-
eign er” (mean ing Amer i can). 

These ru mors were some times used to crit i cize 
the army and deployed as ev i dence of the ve rac ity of 
con spir acy the o ries be ing discussed. However, oft en 
they were nar rated with out off er ing any con clu sions, 
in vit ing the lis tener (in this in stance, me) to fol low and 
fig ure out the im pli ca tions. Recent lit er a ture on con spir-
acy the o ries in diff er ent parts of the world has em pha-
sized their role in pro vid ing an av e nue for expressing 
“skep ti cism to wards cen tral ized pow er” and, in par-
tic u lar, for chal leng ing claims of trans par ency in the 
work ings and pol i tics of the state and in ter na tional 
in sti tu tions.23 In a sim i lar sense, these ru mors about 
the Taliban ar tic u lated skep ti cism to ward the claims 
made by the Pakistani state and ar my, and to ward the 
mo tives of in ter na tional pow ers. They pro vided space 
for what is oth er wise a mar gin al ized group to stake a 
claim, and were a means for par tici pat ing in, and pro-
duc ing in sight in to, the po lit i cal pro cess.24 Writing 
about con spir acy the o ries about Blackwater in Pakistan, 
Humeira Iqtidar un der scores the need to give se ri ous 
con sid er ation to the con tent of such nar ra tives.25 She 
ar gues that such con spir acy the o ries ac knowl edge the 
“sedimented” his tory of US in volve ment and in trigue in 
the re gion. In a sim i lar sense, ru mors about the Taliban 
among tribal Pash tuns nod ded to ward the rooted his to-
ries of US pres ence and in flu ence in the re gion and, in 
par tic u lar, drew at ten tion to changes in its po si tion and 
stances. During the 1970s, via funding from the CIA, 
Pakistani in tel li gence (in par tic u lar the Inter-Services 
Intelligence agen cy) recruited and trained mu ja hid een 
to fight the Soviets in Afghanistan. At the time, those 
in volved in the re sis tance, in clud ing tribal Pash tun, 
were hailed as heroes and sav iors. Three de cades lat er, 
the United States has returned to the re gion to fight the 
groups that it had helped set up. 

Paralleling the dual as pect iden ti fied by Guha, 
ru mors here crit i cized and questioned the pow er ful, 
but also pro vided a means for de vel op ing a sense of 
com mon al ity among tribal Pash tuns. The lat ter was 
par tic u larly vis i ble in the ways in which the ex change 

of such ru mors aided in forg ing in ti ma cy—a feel ing of 
shared suff er ing and ex pe ri ence—among Pash tuns from 
diff er ent tribal affi l i a tions and vil lages. As in the Tribal 
Areas, Pash tuns in Lahore pre dom i nantly depended on 
net works and so cial ized within their own clans. How-
ever, work ing and study ing in the city brought them in 
fre quent con tact with Pash tuns from other vil lages and 
tribes who had also relocated from the Tribal Areas. In 
col le ges and uni ver si ties in par tic u lar, stu dents from 
the Tribal Areas oft en stuck to geth er. This was both a 
mat ter of choice and cir cum stance. As a small mi nor-
ity in a pre dom i nantly Pun jabi en vi ron ment, com-
ing to gether helped them tackle ev ery day rac ism and 
dis crim i na tion, as “trib als” were viewed as wild and 
dan ger ous. Meanwhile, the uni ver sity ad min is tra tion 
fre quently treated them as a uni form group, and they 
were fre quently al lot ted to the same floor and made to 
share rooms in hos tels. In these spaces and mo ments 
of in creased in ter ac tion, ru mors were a cur rency for 
fa mil iar i ty. A ru mor about an in ci dent in one vil lage 
would lead some one else in the group to share a sim i lar 
ru mor cir cu lat ing in their own area and clan. Here, no 
anal y sis or im pli ca tions ever needed to be said aloud. 
The ex change of ru mors was enough to sugg est that 
each knew what the other was im ply ing and what they 
had ex pe ri enced. 

One even ing, when I took a rick shaw driven by a 
tribal Pash tun to in ter view an other young man displaced 
from the Tribal Area, the driver de cided to stay back and 
lis ten. The driver was from Mohmand Agency, and the 
in ter viewee from Kurram Agency. Although both rec-
og nized the oth er’s tribe, they knew lit tle else about the 
re spec tive ar eas from which they had come. The in ter-
viewee told me that aft er an in ci dent of fir ing in a neigh-
bor ing vil lage (it was never clar i fied who was fight ing), 
a group of boys went to in spect the dam age. They dis-
cov ered some bod ies. Underneath wigs of flowing hair, 
the dead men had shorn blond hair. Almost im me di-
ate ly, the driver interjected and told an other sto ry, an 
in ci dent his friend had nar rat ed. Here too, some boys 
from a vil lage in Kurram Agency dis cov ered some bod-
ies of men with long beards. However, a closer in spec-
tion revealed that the men were not cir cum cised (the 
im pli ca tion be ing that they were not Mus lims). Noth-
ing more was said, but both the driver and my in ter-
viewee looked at one an other and nod ded. Then, aft er 
a mo ment of si lence, the driver men tioned how a Pun jabi 
cus tomer in his rick shaw had re cently said to him that 
the prob lem in FATA was that Pash tuns were too friendly 
with their coun ter part tribesmen in Afghanistan, and 
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not loyal to Pakistan. The man from Kurram Agency 
responded with an an gry shrug and muttered that oth-
ers had no idea what was go ing on but had the gall to 
point fin gers at them. 

The ex change of such ru mors allowed tribal Pash-
tuns to make their pres ence felt in na tional pol i tics—if 
only to them selves—and to have, how ever fleet ing, 
mo ments of in ti macy with oth ers who were in the same 
sit u a tion. In a con text of un cer tainty and in se cu ri ty, as 
the ex am ple above il lus trat ed, ru mors were a way to seek 
sup port and to gauge if oth ers felt sim i lar ly. But they 
were es pe cially use ful be cause they could also be dis-
missed and with drawn if need ed. On an other oc ca sion, 
when chat ting with a group of stu dents from the Tribal 
Areas, I men tioned a ru mor that one of them, Rashid, 
had told me to an other per son whom I did not know 
well. I had not even fin ished when Rashid interrupted 
me and, in a dis mis sive tone, remarked “Ah yes, I had 
even for got I told you this. My rel a tives tell me so many 
diff er ent stories, I some times don’t even re mem ber . . .  
one hears so many things that they get all  mixed up and 
you never know what is the real sto ry.” I was sur prised 
by Rashid’s re ac tion, since he had been ve he ment that 
this par tic u lar story proved the ar my’s du plic i ty. When 
I ran into him again, a few weeks lat er, he told me that 
he suspected that the per son I had been nar rat ing the 
story to was a spy for the mil i tary. “You can’t trust any-
one,” he said, “not even Pash tun,” and then ad vised me 
to be care ful. Rumors here, as Glen Perice notes in the 
con text of vi o lence in Haiti, serve as a “back door out 
of speak ing” and are “part of a po et ics of dis tance and 
near ness.”26 They cre ate mo ments of fa mil iar ity and 
in ti macy which can, when need ed, be taken back. 

Coherence and Clarification in Rumors 

Rumors in Lahore were not con fined to hap pen ings in 
the Tribal Areas. There were stories afloat of spies and 
in form ers—sent by the army or by for eign powers— 
among tribal Pash tuns. Neighbors, rel a tives, and friends 
were suspected of reporting to the army or sell ing in for-
ma tion to for eign agencies, such as the CIA and Black-
water. Equally, ru mors and stories cir cu lated about the 
treat ment of tribal Pash tuns at check-posts in the Tribal 
Areas and in cit ies. Since 2009, when Lahore was hit by 
a wave of sui cide at tacks, army check-posts have been 
established in diff er ent parts of the city, es pe cially near 
the can ton ment ar eas. Although all  peo ple and ve hi cles 
pass ing through are nom i nally checked, men iden ti-
fied as Pash tun—oft en through ex am i na tion of their 
National Identity Cards (NICs)—are oft en questioned 

at length, and some times un dergo ex ten sive per sonal 
and ve hi cle searches.27 Personal ac counts of such treat-
ment and stories heard about oth ers’ ex pe ri ence were 
reg u larly shared and cir cu lated among fam ily and 
friends. 

Like ru mors about the du plic ity of the army or the 
Taliban in vil lages, such stories of in ci dents at check-
posts cre ated a sense of com mon al ity and shared suf-
fer ing—at the hands of the army and state—among my 
in for mants. Rumors such as these were not only told 
in per son, but also cir cu lated through mass SMS and 
WhatsApp mes sages. In the time that I was conduct-
ing field work, most peo ple that I interviewed rou tinely 
re ceived three or four mes sages a day informing them 
of mis treat ment and, at times, ar rests at par tic u lar 
check-posts. Taussig re minds us that it is in the “coils 
of ru mor, gos sip, sto ry, and chit-chat that ideologies 
and ideas be come emo tion ally pow er ful and en ter into 
ac tive so cial cir cu la tion and mean ing ful ex is tence.”28 
Among tribal Pash tun, it was pre cisely through these 
mech a nisms that marginality and the tyr anny of the 
state were ex pe ri enced. Messages on mo bile phones 
were a way for the state to as sert its power in their daily 
lives and de ci sions—if they are picking up tribal Pash-
tun to day, should I step out? What is the best route to 
take? 

Describing the cir cu la tion of ru mors in Haiti, Perice 
ar gues that ru mors may gen er ate ter ror but are also a 
form of op po si tional dis course that seeks “to main-
tain the mys tery and shoot events through with mes si-
anic hope.”29 In this re spect, they cre ate “spaces where 
speak ers and lis ten ers can ma neu ver around the dis-
sim u la tions of pow er, cir cu late stories and strugg le to 
carve out so cial knowl edge of ‘the way things are.’”30 In 
my eth no graphic con text, ru mors did not in fuse events 
with hope, but they did some times be come prac ti cal 
knowl edge for es cap ing the ter ror of the state. “All cer-
tain ty,” Kapferer claims, “is so cial,” and in sit u a tions 
where ru mors are be lieved to be true, they be come 
in for ma tion.31 For tribal Pash tuns in Lahore, these sto-
ries pro vided a sense of co her ence and con trol, even as 
they con firmed their own sense of marginality. Rumors 
and stories about check-posts and roads were deployed 
to make men tal maps for nav i gat ing the city and what 
places to avoid at what hour. Taking me home in a car 
borrowed from an other stu dent, Hassan—from a small 
vil lage in Mohmand Agency—took a com pli cated route, 
full of many back turns, but which was sur pris ingly 
faster in the end. Hassan smiled when I remarked on 
this, not ing, “I know the city at the back of my hand, 
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we avoided all  the check posts. . . .  You might have 
been born in Lahore but I know all  its routes.” In sim-
i lar ways, I oft en heard oth ers re count how they moved 
around in the city based on the stories they had heard 
be fore or the mes sages re ceived on the day. In par tic-
u lar, for Pash tuns who had ar rived re cently from the 
Tribal Areas, these ru mors were a way of fa mil iar iz ing 
them selves with the city—giv ing them bear ing and 
di rec tion in a new en vi ron ment. “When I think of find-
ing my way in Lahore, I see all  the check posts and bar ri-
cades I might need to cross, then I think of all  the stories 
I have heard, then I plot my way based on that.” 

Just as ru mors worked to pro vide prac ti cal knowl-
edge on liv ing in the city, con spir acy the o ries about the 
du plic ity of the ar my, the Taliban, and the United States 
were oft en clar i fy ing, and pro vid ing form and mean ing 
to sud den dis rup tion and cha os. As discussed ear li er, 
con spir acy the o ries about the ul te rior mo tives of the 
United States were com mon among tribal Pash tuns. 
Such con spir acy the o ries, how ev er, are not lim ited to 
Pash tuns but cir cu late gen er ally in ur ban Pakistan.32 As 
ar gued by oth ers, pop u list rhet o ric in Pakistan is filled 
with claims that the United States cre ated the Taliban, 
and that it is part of a “new great game” to con trol the 
re gion. Much of this rhet o ric dove tails with the claims 
of Pash tun, al though it rarely ques tions the ar my; 
rath er, the fo cus is on the threat that this pres ents to 
the na tional in teg rity of Pakistan, call ing their coun try 
“col lat eral dam age” in America’s games. Tribal Pash tun 
who had been liv ing in Lahore are fa mil iar with this 
rhet o ric and oft en use the same terms, such as “new 
great game” or “col lat eral dam age,” but to de scribe their 
own po si tion. These un der stand ings of con tem po rary 
geo pol i tics were oft en then used to make sense of, and 
give mean ing to, their own sit u a tion and ex pe ri ences 
of vi o lence in their vil lage. This is par tic u larly vis i ble 
in in ter ac tions be tween mi grants who had come from 
the Tribal Areas long ago and those who had come 
re cent ly. 

The de scrip tion of one in ci dence of vi o lence, told 
by a mother and her son, pro vi des an il lus tra tion. The 
son, Khalil Khan, had been liv ing in Lahore for some 
years, hav ing ar rived in 1990 from a small vil lage in 
Mohmand Agency. His par ents had con tin ued to live 
in the vil lage, but had to leave when the war started. 
When I went over to meet them, I learned that they 
had de cided to leave aft er the fam ily home had been 
attacked. The ac count that I heard was largely re told by 
the mother with in ter jec tions from Khalil Khan, who 
had not been pres ent at the time of the in ci dent. One 

night, in the sum mer of 2012, a group of men with long 
beards and guns on their shoul ders appeared at their 
door and demanded that they be let in. Upon en ter ing 
the house, they an nounced that they would be stay-
ing in the courty ard and that ar range ments should be 
made to feed them. “They had come to our house un in-
vited but they were po lite men. We did not know them, 
but their ac cent was not for eign ei ther,” recalled the 
moth er. “They stayed for a week, we gave them food 
but they kept the courty ard clean.” When they were 
leav ing, they warned the brother that they should be 
care ful, that on the same day the fol low ing week, they 
would be attacked by the ar my. The fam ily did not pay 
much at ten tion to this, but to their hor ror, their house 
was attacked as predicted. “I was stand ing out side in the 
open field with the chil dren, and the girls (daugh ters-in-
law) were cleaning in side,” said the moth er. Suddenly, 
there was a hail of bul lets that came from no where. The 
mother started run ning with the chil dren to ward the 
house, but there was a huge bang and, for a while, ev ery-
one was blinded by dust and smoke. When it cleared, 
they saw that a huge “rocket had fallen on the house.”33 
The peo ple in side had man aged to run out just in time 
and no one was in jured, al though two women and a 
small girl had re duced hear ing aft er the in ci dent. The 
house was com pletely destroyed. 

When the mother nar rated this event, un like Khalil 
Khan, she men tioned nei ther the Taliban when re fer-
ring to the men who had come to the house, nor the 
army in re la tion to the at tack. Instead she had used an 
ab stract wǒh (“them”) through out the nar ra tion. When 
probed about who had come to the house, and who had 
attacked it, she looked con fused and remained si lent. 
In the mean time, Khalil Khan interjected, “of course, 
the Taliban had come and the army had known this 
and chose to at tack when they left. “It was their usual 
dra ma,” he said. The moth er, lis ten ing to this ex pla-
na tion, then said, “Yes, he is right; that’s what they 
were up to . . .  we have no say in what is done to 
us.” “Besides,” she con tin ued, “there is no dif fer-
ence be tween them; they come with their guns and 
do what they want. We are left with noth ing.” Later, 
when asked whether it was a rocket or drone that had 
land ed, she remarked, “When you are run ning away 
from a rain of bul lets, you do not look to see what 
they are and who is fir ing . . .  the Taliban, the ar my, 
it is all  the same.” It seemed that the only way left 
to make sense, amid the sense less ness and chaos of 
vi o lence, was through the categories and im ages pro-
vided by con spir acy rhet o ric. 
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Mystification and Tricksters 

In a broader cul ture of un cer tain ty, I have discussed up 
to this point how ru mors and con spir acy the o ries do not 
have a sin gle eff ect. Following their so cial life, as they 
move be tween Tribal Areas and cit ies, I have unraveled 
how, as much as ru mors and con spir a cies are mech a-
nisms through which ter ror, fear, and un cer tainty are 
spread and ex pe ri enced in ev ery day life, they are also 
deployed to nav i gate these am big u ous ter rains. Rumors 
clar ify and con sti tute a source of po lit i cal anal y sis and 
use ful knowl edge, while also off er ing a “back door out 
of speak ing”—de ni abil ity when re quired. Underlying 
many of the ac counts, whether ru mors about hap pen-
ings in the Tribal Areas or treat ment in the cit ies, is a 
sense of en demic mis trust and skep ti cism of cen ters 
of pow er. Conspiracies and ru mors crit i cize the army 
and the Taliban, un set tling offi  cial and state-supported 
ex pla na tions and dis tinc tions, yet their cir cu la tion also 
mystifies. That is to say, ru mors con struct such play-
ers as a dis crete and ho mog e nous group with a spe cific 
pur pose and in tent and, most im por tant ly, one that is 
sep a rate from ev ery day so ci ety and re la tions.34 Within 
the broader cul ture of un cer tain ty, where the sense that 
no one ad e quately knew who any one else was prevailed 
over most en coun ters and re la tions, this kind of mys-
ti fi ca tion al lows for con nec tions and over laps be tween 
sup pos edly op pos ing groups. In other words, the army 
and the Taliban are imag ined as far-away and sep a rate 
en ti ties, while they are also en coun tered in ev ery day 
life. 

Although al most all  tribal Pash tuns were crit i cal 
of the army and maintained a clear sep a ra tion from it 
in dis cus sion, they also interacted with its per son nel 
or the in sti tu tions linked to it within their daily lives. 
Those in volved in the transportation busi ness, es pe cially 
trade and truck ing on high ways, de pend upon con tacts 
among, and re la tion ships with, low er-level mil i tary 
offi  cers who are oft en assigned to man age check-posts. 
Similarly, as the open ing vi gnette suggested, many 
young men have attended mil i tary-run schools, oft en 
the only avail  able op tion in the Tribal Areas. Given 
the lack of other op por tu ni ties, state em ploy ment is 
viewed as a path to up ward mo bil i ty. Some have man-
aged to en ter ju nior po si tions within the bu reau cra cy, 
usu ally through the quota sys tem in which a per cent-
age of seats are re served for can di dates from each 
prov ince, and a few have also en tered mil i tary ser vice. 
Equally, oth ers in vil lages have crossed the bor der to 
re sist US forces in Afghanistan, or be come part of lo cal 
groups that fight against the Pakistan ar my. Some have 

not been in volved in the fight ing but, as a way to earn 
mon ey, have driven ve hi cles for diff er ent groups ac tive 
in the ar ea; for in stance, the fa ther of one of my in for-
mants has worked, at diff er ent times, as a driver for an 
in ter na tional aid agency and for lo cal gangs resisting 
the Pakistan ar my. These con nec tions coexisted with 
the larger crit i cal stance and hos til ity to ward the army 
and Pakistani state and, as the open ing vi gnette il lus-
trat ed, were some times a source of ten sion. Yet, it was 
oft en pos si ble for these op pos ing po si tions to be held 
si mul ta neously due to the mys ti fi ca tion—an ob scur ing 
of con nec tions—that oc curred in daily life through the 
cir cu la tion of ru mors and a con stant sense of un cer tain ty. 

During my field work, one of the most vo cif er ous 
crit ics of the Taliban I met was Fayyaz, a twen ty-two-
year-old stu dent at a pub lic uni ver sity in Lahore. He 
had ar rived from a vil lage near Razmakh, one of the few 
towns in South Waziristan, and oft en talked about the 
de struc tion that had resulted in the “false” war be tween 
the Taliban and the ar my. Discussing how his vil lage 
had been re duced to rub ble, he men tioned that the 
Amer i cans were so im moral that they even sent drones 
to fu ner als. A year be fore, he had been at tend ing the 
fu neral pray ers of his cousin when the con gre ga tion 
was attacked by a drone, resulting in the death of five 
peo ple. Fayyaz, luck i ly, had es caped with mi nor inju-
ries. Upon hear ing his ac count, I men tioned that I had 
read that the Amer i cans oft en launched drone at tacks 
on the fu ner als of Taliban fight ers as a strat egy for tar-
geting their as so ci ates. Fayyaz was si lent for a few sec-
onds be fore retorting, “And who are these Taliban any-
way?” He went on to re veal that his cousin was part of 
a group of men that had wanted to fight the Amer i cans. 
Some men had come to the vil lage school and told the 
boys there that they would train them to be come pro-
fes sion als, but all  his cousin had been made to do was 
pa trol the vil lage at night and re port back to the men. 
Fayyaz then said, “You know, you have heard stories on 
how much money is pumped into the Taliban; they ba si-
cally have the same equip ment and train ing as the ar my; 
my cousin was not that.” Days lat er, when the topic of 
his cousin came up again, he said, “I just went to my 
broth er’s fu ner al, not of a Taliban. . . .  We live in such 
clouded times that even death is not clear.” 

Rumors mys tify by build ing im ages and en ti ties 
that di vorce daily ex pe ri ences from larger po si tions 
and be liefs about how the world works. Experienced 
through stories of the du plic ity be tween Pakistan and 
the United States, the Taliban are imag ined as a dis crete 
en tity that is dis tanced from their daily in ter ac tions. As 
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with Fayyaz’s ac count, I oft en found that peo ple be long-
ing to clans that had re fused any in ter ac tions with 
the Taliban or the army in side their vil lages en gaged 
with them out side. For in stance, aft er an in ci dent in 
a vil lage near Sarrakhwa in Mohmand Agency where 
some lo cals were killed in what I was told was a “fake” 
en coun ter be tween the army and the Taliban, the vil lag-
ers de cided to ban both groups—who ever they are or 
sided with—from their ar ea. However, for some of the 
men from the vil lage, who were in volved in the trad ing 
and trans port of fruits, var i ous kinds of in ter ac tions 
con tin ued out side the vil lage. Gul Khan and his fam-
ily transported ap ples grown close to South Waziristan 
for sale in Rawalpindi; the fruit had to be transported 
within a day so that it would be fresh enough to fetch 
an op ti mal price. Given the time pres sures, smooth run-
ning of the op er a tion was es sen tial, and the men re lied 
on the ac qui es cence of lo cal gov ern ment offi  cials and 
sol diers at check-posts to pass free ly. Here, these per-
son nel were not viewed as rep re sen ta tives of the state 
or mil i tary pow er, but as friends they had done busi-
ness with for years. Extortion rack ets were also pres ent, 
and demanded pay ment for the parts of the road they 
claimed they owned. Gul Khan would pay the larg est 
racket each month and ask them to deal with the rest. 
He told me that these days they just paid the Taliban and 
they han dled the oth ers. When I asked how it was pos-
si ble for them to con tinue busi ness, he shrugged and 
responded that, in this time of un cer tain ty, it was hard 
to tell who was who. “All kinds of peo ple call them selves 
the Taliban . . .  peo ple we deal with, we have been deal-
ing with them for years . . .  now they call them selves 
the Taliban. If they were America funded, like the ones 
who came to our vil lage, they would not be stand ing 
with bro ken rub ber slip pers on the road. They would be 
in a SUV.” 

Mystification, in a con text of un cer tain ty, opens 
spaces for the trans gres sion of stated bound aries, giv-
ing room for con tra dic tory po si tions and for mul ti ple 
pos si bil i ties.35 This lent a trick ster qual ity to so cial re la-
tions and, more gen er al ly, to the en vi ron ment, where 
nei ther the nar ra tor nor the ob server could ever be fully 
sure of the in tent be hind what was said and how it was 
interpreted. This re quired cau tion about what was said 
and to whom, but un cer tainty also meant that one could 
say one thing and mean an oth er. My in for mants oft en 
thrived on this un cer tain ty, for it allowed them to hint 
at as pects that would normally be un ac cept able. For 
in stance, one could use un cer tainty to defy the usual 
codes of kin ship and clan sol i dar i ty. Once when I men-

tioned to a rick shaw driver that his cousin had told me 
that the Taliban had threat ened that they would kid-
nap his fa ther, he ini tially looked sur prised but then 
laughed. He then told me that he had heard oth er wise: 
it had been their other rel a tives, who the cousin had 
been in busi ness with, who had threat ened him. Noth-
ing more was said on the mat ter, and we started to talk 
of other things. But as I was leav ing, he said, “We live 
in trou bled times, no one knows what is go ing on . . .  
for all  that is hap pen ing, one’s own fam ily could just 
be come the Taliban.” I was only left to guess whether he 
was im ply ing some thing about his ex tended rel a tives, 
or the cousin I had men tioned, or whether it was just 
a gen eral com ment. Neither could he have been cer-
tain how I interpreted his com ments. It was pre cisely 
in these mo ments of am bi gu ity that my in ter loc u tors 
revealed, only fleet ing ly, an un cer tainty not just about 
the so cial world, but also about them selves—a dis com-
fort with what they had be come as they tried to build a 
life and means in an in creas ingly frag ile time. 

Young tribal Pash tuns oft en played with un cer-
tainty and the trick ster op por tu ni ties it opened in more 
light hearted ways as well. Echoing in many ways the 
stories they told of pre tense and role-chang ing, they 
oft en used the un cer tainty that existed around them for 
their own in ter est and amuse ment.36 On col lege cam-
puses and in class rooms, where they were oft en treated 
with sus pi cion and fear, some of my in for mants would 
oft en de lib er ately add to the mis trust around them. Zar 
Ali, for in stance, laugh ingly told me how he had mis led 
a group of girls in his class into think ing he had once 
been part of the Taliban. “I would say things like, ‘if you 
had seen me a year ago, you would have never rec og-
nized me, I had long hair and beard and kept my face 
cov ered.’ ” Seeing my con fu sion, on why he had done 
that, he laughed more, “just to see their faces . . .  al so, 
I think it added to my mys tique. Many of them came 
to me aft er wards to ask me what I meant, what it was 
like; I kept them guessing.” Similarly, Asim shared sto-
ries of al ter nat ing be tween be ing a “un ed u cated trib al” 
and an in ter na tional de vel op ment prac ti tion er. When 
his fam ily had been forced out of their vil lage, they had 
gone to live with their cous ins, who were al ready set-
tled in Rawalpindi, in stead of liv ing in IDP camps that 
had been set up for displaced peo ple. But his mother 
would send him to the camp each week with vouch ers 
to col lect the ra tion that they had been al lot ted. The 
queues for the ra tion were long, and he oft en had to 
wait for hours for his turn. When he could spare time 
he would wait; he not ed, “The army distributers would 
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see me as just an other un ed u cated trib al, at their 
mer cy.” However, on other oc ca sions, he would ask his 
friend who was a driver for an in ter na tional aid agency 
to take him. “My friend would bring the com pany car 
and I would sit in the back, wear ing a suit . . .  the same 
guards who would oth er wise be lit tle me would sa lute 
me and I would go in side the offi ce and say I am collect-
ing ra tions to give to some help less fam i ly.” If my in for-
mants had been forced to live with un cer tain ty, they 
also some times found ways to in flict it on oth ers. 

In this ar ti cle, I have deployed un cer tainty as an 
an a lytic cat e gory and as eth no graphic prac tice to in ves-
ti gate the eff ects of ru mors and con spir acy the o ries. In 
an en vi ron ment of un cer tain ty, I have ex plored how 
such ac counts have mul ti ple and, oft en, con tra dic tory 
eff ects. Rumors spread panic and fear, adding to a larger 
am bi gu ity and con fu sion about whom to be lieve and 
whom to trust, but the tell ing of ru mors also su tures 
to gether trust, fa mil iar i ty, and mo ments of sol i dar i ty. 
The cir cu la tion of stories and ac counts on the Taliban 
and the army mys ti fy, ob scur ing con nec tions and in ter-
ac tions that tribal Pash tuns de pend on for daily liv ing. 
By re think ing the role of ru mors ne go ti at ing the ev ery-
day in un cer tain con texts, I have un set tled what is, at 
times, a neat sep a ra tion be tween the pow er ful and the 
pow er less. Rumors confirming the com plic ity of the 
army and Taliban, or con spir acy the o ries on the col lu-
sion be tween the army and United States, are re mind-
ers of the in cor po rated his to ries of im pe rial in ter fer-
ence and, at the same time, forms of crit i cism of the 
ob scu rity and lack of trans par ency in the work ings of 
power in both na tional and in ter na tional forms. Yet 
these ac counts are not crit i cisms “from the out side,” but 
are pro duced through en gage ment and in ter ac tions in a 
so cial world im bued with un cer tain ty. Uncertainty may 
be an intended or un in tended con se quence of im pe rial 
in ter ven tions and state ac tions, but it cre ates a so cial 
world in which tribal Pash tuns find their way through 
the cir cu la tion of ru mors and con spir a cies. The con se-
quences and re sults of this are a do main of which nei ther 
the em pire nor the state are in con trol. Tribal Pash tuns 
are mar ginal to struc tures of power and au thor i ty, but 
they are “co e val” par tic i pants in a world of un cer tain ty. 

Ammara Maqsood is a lec turer in so cial an thro pol ogy 
at University College London. She has held re search 
and teach ing po si tions at the University of Manchester, 
the University of Oxford, and King’s College London. At 
Oxford, she held an ESRC Future Research Leaders Fel-
lowship at the Institute of Social and Cultural Anthro-

pology and a ju nior re search fel low ship at St Cath-
erine’s College. She is the au thor of The New Pakistani 
Middle Class (2017), which was awarded the 2019 AIPS 
Book Prize. 

Notes 
My field work was supported by the pro ject “Tolerance in Contempo-
rary Mus lim Practice: Political Theory be yond the West,” funded by 
the Eu ro pean Research Council. Earlier ver sions of this ar ti cle were 
presented at the Annual Conference on South Asia at Wisconsin-
Madison in 2016, at a work shop on civ il-mil i tary re la tions at Yale 
University in 2017 and, in 2018, at the weekly so cial an thro pol ogy 
de part ment sem i nar at the University of Manchester. I am grate ful 
for the gen er a tive dis cus sions at these ven ues. I would es pe cially like 
to thank Samar Al-Bulushi, Ilana Feldman, Sahana Ghosh, Radhika 
Gupta, Farhana Ibrahim, and Humeira Iqtidar for help ing re fine my 
ar gu ment. Any short com ings are en tirely my own. 

1. I use the term trib al to dis tin guish be tween Pash tuns who, through 
their offi  cial do mi cil i ary sta tus, are res i dents of FATA and those who 
be long to other parts of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. I am mind ful of the 
epis te mo log i cal prob lems with the term; the co lo nial dis tinc tion 
be tween “set tled” and “trib al” Pash tuns was ar bi trary, linked more 
to practicalities of gov er nance and geo po lit i cal con cerns of buff er-
ing Brit ish In dia from the neigh bor ing Af ghan and Rus sian em pires. 
More broad ly, in stat ist dis courses, rather than sig ni fy ing some 
in nate diff er ence or qual i ties, the term tribe oft en de notes a par tic-
u lar re la tion ship with the state—that is, a re fusal to come un der its 
am bit of con trol (see Scott, The Art). However, the use of struc tures 
of leg is la tion and gov er nance based on this dis tinc tion, such as the 
Frontier Crimes Regulation, gives it eth no graphic and po lit i cal rel e-
vance. Many Pash tun from FATA self-iden tify as “trib al,” and do so in 
or der to diff er en ti ate them selves (and their treat ment by the state) 
from other Pash tuns. Pash tuns who are not res i dents of FATA also 
dis tin guish be tween them selves and “trib als” by pointing out diff er-
ences in dis po si tions, prac tices, and norms. My use of the term here 
is not to sugg est that any of these qual i ties are in nate. Rather, it is to 
re flect that these constructed diff er ences are rel e vant in ev ery day 
and po lit i cal con texts. 
Several leg is la tive changes have taken place since this ar ti cle was 
first drafted. In May 2018, amid large-scale pro tests by young Pash-
tun against ex tra ju di cial kill ings, the Frontier Crimes Regulation 
was repealed and FATA was merged with Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa, 
un der the FATA Interim Governance Regulation (FIGR 2018). 
However, FIGR outlined a sep a rate le gal frame work to con duct 
civil and crim i nal cases for FATA res i dents and, on these grounds, 
was de clared un con sti tu tional by the Supreme Court of Pakistan. 
There is an on go ing de bate on whether FATA should re main part of 
Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa or be granted in de pen dent pro vin cial sta tus. 
Despite these changes, the over all mar gin al i za tion and sys tem atic 
op pres sion of Pash tun hailing from FATA back ground con tin ues. 
The pro tests against ex tra ju di cial  kill ings have co a lesced into the 
Pash tun Tahafuz Movement (PTM), led by Manzoor Pashteen, a 
civil rights move ment de mand ing just and equal treat ment of tribal 
Pash tuns and dis clo sure of enforced dis ap pear ances in GWOT. 
PTM’s ac tiv i ties are heavily sur veilled by the armed forces and in tel-
li gence, their rallies are oft en disrupted by the po lice, and there is 
heavy cen sor ship in the Pakistani press on dis cus sions about the 
move ment. PTM’s sup port ers (Pash tun or oth er wise) are fre quently 
harassed and threat ened by state se cu rity agencies. 
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2. Figures for drone at tack ca su al ties are taken from Bureau of Inves-
tigative Journalism, “Strikes.” The es ti mate for mil i tary op er a tion 
ca su al ties has been taken from an ar ti cle in the Pakistani news pa-
per, Dawn (see Haider, “Over Four Hundred”). The dis place ment fig-
ures are based on the United Nations’ es ti ma te, reported by Voice of 
America (see Anwar, “Tribesmen Displaced”). 

3. For a his tory of the mar gin al ized sta tus of FATA and diff er ences 
in leg is la tive struc tures, see Marsden and Hopkins, Fragments of the 
Af ghan Frontier, 23–49; Nichols, “Frontier ‘Tribal’ Areas”; and Nich-
ols, History of Pash tun Migration. See also note 1. 

4. For Pakistan’s role in the Af ghan re sis tance, see Ahmed, Thistle and 
Drone; Rashid, Descent into Chaos; and Rashid, Taliban. 

5. West and Sanders, Transparency and Conspiracy; Fenster, Conspir­
acy Theories; Marcus, Paranoia within Reason; Tanner, “Conspiracy 
of the Invisible Hand”; Olmsted, Real Enemies; Singh Grewal, “Con-
spiracy Theories”; Sutton, “The Foreign Finger”; Knight, Conspiracy 
Theories; Boyer, “Conspiracy, History, and Therapy”; Allen, “Sincer-
ity”; Bjerg and Presskorn-Thygesen, “Conspiracy Theory”; Boltan-
ski, Mysteries and Conspiracies. 

6. Guha, Elementary Aspects; Bhabha, “Of Mimicry and Man”; Bhabha, 
“Spirit of Calm Violence”; Taussig, “Culture of Terror”; Taussig, 
The Nervous System; Arnold, “Touching the Body”; Chandavarkar, 
“Plague Panic”; Perice, “Rumors and Politics”; Sökefeld, “Rumours 
and Politics”; Brittlebank, “Tales of Treachery”; Kumar, “Beyond 
Muffled Murmurs”; Cox, “Rumors and Risings”; Turner, I Heard It; 
White, Speaking with Vampires. 

7. Jansen, “Conspiracy Theorizing,” 6. 

8. Fa bi an, Time and the Other. See also Briggs, “Theorizing Moder-
nity,” 176. 

9. See, e.g., Walton and Mitchell, “Ethnographic Experiences”; Wal-
ton, “Hungry Wolves”; Mitchell, Paranoid Styles; and West and Sand-
ers, “Power Revealed.” See also Hellinger, “Paranoia, Conspiracy, and 
Hegemony”; and Harding and Stewart, “Anxieties of Influence.” 

10. See, e.g., Mahmud, “ ‘The World Is a Forest.’ ” 

11. Taussig, “Culture of Terror,” 469. 

12. Taussig, Shamanism, 121. See also Taussig, Nervous System. 

13. Walton and Mitchell, “Ethnographic Experiences,” 87. See also 
Khalili, Time in the Shadows; Walton, “Hungry Wolves”; Mitchell, 
“Paranoid Styles”; and McGranahan and Collins, Ethnographies. 

14. Ho, “Em pire through Diasporic Eyes,” 230–33. 

15. Bhabha, “Of Mimicry and Man.” For this eff ect of ru mors on Brit-
ish au thor i ties in Tribal Areas, see Sökefeld, “Rumours and Politics.” 

16. Taussig, “Cultures of Terror”; Perice, “Rumors and Politics”; Söke-
feld, “Rumours and Politics.” 

17. Perice, “Rumors and Politics,” 2. 

18. Ghosh, “Role of Rumor,” 1236. 

19. Guha, Elementary Aspects. 

20. Bhabha, “Spirit of Calm Violence,” 334–35. 

21. Sökefeld, “Rumours and Politics.” 

22. Kapferer, Rumors, 264; Shibutani, Improvised News. 

23. Fenster, Conspiracy Theories, 9. See also West and Sanders, “Power 
Revealed”; Schrauwers, “Through a Glass Darkly”; and Kendall, 
“Gods, Markets, and the IMF.” 

24. Tanner, “Conspiracy”; Olmsted, Real Enemies. 

25. Iqtidar, “Conspiracy Theory.” 

26. Perice, “Rumor and Politics,” 4. 

27. National Identity Cards in di cate the place of birth. 

28. Taussig, “Culture of Terror,” 494. 

29. Perice, “Rumors and Politics,” 9. 

30. Perice, “Rumors and Politics,” 9. 

31. Kapferer, Rumors, 264. 

32. Akhtar and Ahmed, “Conspiracy and Statecraft”; Iqtidar, “Con-
spiracy Theory.” 

33. The En glish word rock et is used in Urdu to de note any kind of pro-
pel ling weap on, rang ing from tanks shells to drone mis siles. 

34. Piliavsky, “A Secret”; Gambetta, The Sicilian Ma fia. 

35. Cf. Marsden, “Mus lim Cosmopolitans?,” 217–20. 

36. Cf. Marsden, “A Tour,” S69–70. 
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