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The Martial Race Theory and Pashtuns: A Historical Analysis

   

  

Dr.Barkat Shah Kakar* 

 

Abstract:      

 

In the wake of European Colonialism, occident created an orient which was in all means inferior, 

backward, less-civilized and wild. Orientalists who worked with British India during 19th and 

20th centuries have created an image of Pashtuns which confirm Pashtuns as medieval, warlike, 

wild and childish (1). These notions have long been resonated even after the post-colonial era.   

Critical analysis of the narratives and commentaries by orientalists unpacks the reality that these 

notions have been coined for peculiar colonial subjugation, British Empire’s cultural and 

political domination. These tropes and metaphors are regenerated in the postcolonial era by the 

cadres of researchers, anthropologists and ethnographers. The theory of Martial Races evolved 

after the War of Independence in 1857. The military regiments that remained strict to their 

colonial masters and repulsed the people movement to overthrow the British Empire from India, 

after crushing the movement the British Raj directly took the reins of empire in India, and they 

formed an exclusive army consisted of the races who stood fast and consistent to the Raj. In this 

connection, the Martial Race theory was coined which unilaterally advocates that the loyal races 

are by nature warriors and possess strong martial spirit; on the contrary the races who revolted 

are the one who do not possess the innate capability to become the soldier the Queen. This paper 

tends to explore the impacts of the so-called Martial Race theory on the self-image of Pashtuns.      
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۱۸۷۴

۱۸۵۷

 (Neo-Historicism) 

 

۱۸۳۹۱۸۴۲

۱۸۱۵

– 
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۱۸۵۷

 

(Mutiny)

۱۸۵۸

 

“The Mutiny ended the old system of a regular Indian Army, Infantry, Cavalry and 

Artillery, dressed and clothed like the pre-Crimean Army of Great Britain and modeled generally 

on the Queen's Service so far as exteriors went, but a brotherhood in itself worshipping the ways 

of caste and somewhat dead to the ways of war and the habits of efficiency”(2) 

۱۸۵۷
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H Parsons Timothy 

According to the concept of “martial races”, certain ethnic, religious, caste or social 

groups were regarded as possessing a more masculine character, as being loyal and therefore 

especially suited for military service. On the other hand, “non-martial races” were regarded as 

unfit for fighting. They were often members of higher castes and belonged to an educated and 

politicized middle class; they were thereby considered dangerous and disloyal to the British Raj. 

(3)

Fit

Timothy

 

 

(David Omissi)۱۸۶۸

۲۸

https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/masculinities
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۱۹۱۴۵۸

۴۰۱۹۱۴۱۱

(4)

RandWagner 

۱۸۶۲

۱۸۶۲۱۹۱۴۴۰۳۰

۱۸۲۸۱۵

(5) 

۷۵

۹۰

۶۵
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“Military efficiency was not the sole reason for this policy; the need for martial races within the 

army was necessary to offset fears regarding masculine and racial degeneration within both 

imperial and British society and culture” (6)   

 

“Ethnographers argued that climate, diet, and forms of community organization all 

contributed to a community’s “martial” nature, although in practice, British military 

administrators also chose martial races based on which groups they believed were unlikely to 

rebel.”(7) 

 

https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1057/9780230626522_8
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1057/9780230626522_8
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(8) 

(Indirect rule)

(9)

The Jat Sikhs mighty and curled of beard, the Jutes from Jutland, with them Moslem and 

Hindu Rajput, the fierce Hillman from the frontiers, the Tartar from Nepal that we know as 

Gurkha,  the great White King, had summoned them and that his white officers would lead 

them and his white troops fight by their side. (10)  



170 

۵۰۶۶۲–۲۰۲۱                       

 

(Brotherhood)

۱۸۵۰

While he was dying, he said, with a smile on his face,:“Sahib: I am happy: but promise 

me one thing, - don’t let my old mother want, I leave her for your care”.(11)    
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۰

 

More importantly, the martial races, when co-opted into the Raj, could be used as a police 

force to put down rebellions of the contemptible peasants and babus. Consciously or 

unconsciously, the colonial mentality recognized the tribal warriors as men” (12)  
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۱۹۱۱

―It is one of the essential differences between the East and the West, that in the East, 

with certain exceptions, only certain clans and classes can bear arms; the others have not the 

physical courage necessary for the warrior.  Sikhs, Dogras, Pathans, Rajputs, Jăts, and Gurkhas – 

these (among others) were the ―military races of India that made possible the wide reach of the 

British Empire. (13)  

۱۸۵۷

۱۹۱۴

۱۱

۲۸
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.

(Great 

Game)

                                                
۱۸۸۸

۱۲۹

۱۹۷۱

 

۱۸۹۴

۱۹۱۵

۱۹۵۴

https://www.gov.uk/government/case-studies/ww1-pakistani-vc- mir-dast (Last acessed MArch 2, 2019)  

https://www.gov.uk/government/case-studies/ww1-pakistani-vc-recipient-mir-dast
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 (East is East) (Kim)(The Emir’s 

Homily)(14) 
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