
Migration Letters 

Volume: 21, No: 7 (2024), pp. 555-561 

ISSN: 1741-8984 (Print) ISSN: 1741-8992 (Online) 

www.migrationletters.com 

British Iindia’s 19th Century Tribal Policy 

Towards The North-Western Frontier Regions 
 

Prof. Dr. Babar Shah1 , Prof. Dr. Ghulam Qasim Marwat2 , Brigadier 

Doctor Muhammad Naeem Akbar Qazi3 

 

Abstract 

The 19th Century Indo-Afghan frontier regions, which were mainly inhabited by the 

independent Pakhtoon tribes, gained a significant geostrategic importance during the wake of 

the Anglo-Russian power struggle in the region that is generally called as the Great Game. In 

order to extend and establish its strategic influence in Afghanistan and beyond, it became 

equally important for the British Indian Administration to deal with these independent tribes; 

to effectively neutralize political adversaries’ influence and win over the support of the 

independent tribes deeply influenced by their traditional tribal way of life driven by a strong 

spirit of love for freedom. Working in such difficult environment, especially negotiating and 

bargaining with independent war liking tribes as well as maintaining an order was a complex 

and challenging1 job for the British Indian administration. To this end, different policy 

approaches were adopted that were mainly based on the principles of governance from the 

inside through arrangements lie collective responsibility, collective incentive and collective 

punishment. This system was generally called as the Tribal Political Administration and the 

set of laws introduced time to time were named as the Frontier Crimes Regulations. 

 This article, written through the academic lens of realism, highlights how winning the 

support of the independent tribes living along the Durand Line and establishing a strong and 

effective hold of the British Indian government became need of the hour during the wake of 

Great Game? What policy approaches were adopted by the British Indian Government and 

how far it has been effective?  
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HISTORICAL BACKGROUND  

The British Indian administration first came into contact with the independent tribes living 

along the Northwestern Frontier after they defeated the Sikh Empire in Punjab in 1849. There 

was no special arrangement for dealing with these independent tribes and the job of keeping 

relations with these tribes were assigned to the district administration of the then contiguous 

district.2. 

 Following the annexation of the Punjab to British India in 1849, the major problem 

confronting the Government on the border was the defence and security of the settled districts 

of the Punjab from the trans-frontier tribal raids and incursions. Initially, it was almost 

impossible for the British Government to maintain direct relations with the tribesmen. The 

Government, therefore, decided to deal with them through local intermediaries like the Arbabs 
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of Peshawar and Nawab of Taank etc., who were considered having a significant influence 

over them.  

However, this method of dealing with the tribesmen through the influential men of 

the border of keeping the tribes peaceful proved unsuccessful because of the frequent 

incursions and raids by the tribesmen. Thus, the Punjab Government had to assume direct 

control of border affairs. 

 During the second Afghan war (1878-80), the Frontier was greatly disturbed and the 

tribes became restless. Especially the Afridis, would harass the British troops passing through 

the Khyber. After the Treaty of Gandamak signed between Afghanistan and the British Indian 

Government after the war in 1878, the latter secured the control of the Khyber Pass. In 1878, 

the Government sent an expedition against Afridis. The same year Khyber Political Agency 

was created to deal with the Afridis of Khyber and a special political officer was appointed for 

dealing with Afridis and Shinwaris. An agreement was made, on 17 February 1881, between 

the Afridis and the British Government, by which, both the Afridis and Shinwaris of 

Landikotal, accepted exclusive responsibility for the safety of Khyber region. In return for this 

agreement, allowances were fixed for the concerned tribes. 

 In 1889-90, Robert Bruce, the Deputy Commissioner of Derajaat proposed a plan to 

control the Mahsud Tribesmen through their own tribal organization. Bruce introduced the 

`Malaki System' in Waziristan and leading Maliks were selected and started payment of 

allowances to them by the Government. In return, the Maliks used to supply manpower for 

services, as levies to guard the Gomal Pass, to control the tribes as a body, and to surrender 

individual criminals to the Government for trial. But owing to some mistakes and 

misunderstanding , the `Malaki System' failed resulting into many casualties, including a 

British Political Officer and three Maliks in Waziristan Areas.3 

 Meanwhile, in 1892, the Kurrum areas became Political Agency at the request of the 

`Turi Tribe', the predominant residents of the valley. It meant that the Kurrum had record of 

stern resistance, casualties and expeditions while becoming a Political Agency.4 Soon after the 

Durand agreement of 1893, in 1894-95, the Government of India mounted expeditions to 

Waziristan and till 1895, the whole of Waziristan was brought under British Political control. 

Both became agencies South Waziristan and North Waziristan in 1894 and 95 respectively.5  

In 1901, when Lord Curzon, Viceroy of India, created the North West Frontier 

Province as a Chief Commissionership, Sir Harold Deane was appointed the first Chief 

Commissioner. The Tribal Areas, however, came directly under the control of Central 

Government. After the creation of Pakistan, Mohmand Agency was carved out of Peshawar 

District in 1951. Prior to 1951, the Mohmand Tribe was administered by the Deputy 

Commissioner of Peshawar. The Orakzai and Bajaur were given the status of Political 

Agencies in December 1973, on the popular demand of the public of the respective areas. Prior 

to 1973, the Orakzai Agency was part of the Frontier Region of Kohat, and Bajaur was a 

remote subdivision of the Malakand.6 

 

STRATEGIC PUSH AND PULLS 

In response to the Tsarist Russia’s constant march in Central Asia towards the Afghan frontiers 

during the second half of the nineteenth century two schools of thought grew up in the British 

policy circles on how to tackle this apparently unstoppable march? One advocated the 

"Forward Policy” while the other talked of the "Masterly Inactivity or Stationary Policy". Each 

school of thought had its hawks and doves; moderates and its extremists. Of the Forward 

school, the extremists wanted to advance up to the Hindukush or even up to the Oxus River. 

Its moderates wanted the most strategically advantageous frontier that could be achieved by 
 

    3 Baha, Lal. N.W.F.P.Administration under the British 1900-1919, Islamabad: National 

Commission on Historical and Cultural Research, 1978. PP 33,35,52. 
    4  Davies, C. Collin. The Problem of The North-West Frontier 1890-1908, With a survey of policy since 

1849:.Cambridge University Press, and Curzon Press, London,:1974. P.79. 

    5 Baha, Lal. Op.cit, PP.35,36. 
    6 Ahmad, Akbar S..Op.cit, pp.23,28. 
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the least possible advance. On the other hand, extremists of the inactivity or non-interventionist 

policy wanted no further move unless it were a retreat to the Indus. Its moderates suggested 

some advance in the situation if the Russians constituted any real threat.7 

 It was the second Afghan War and the consequent occupation of the Afghan territory 

that impressed upon the statesmen the necessity for a scientific border. The question came up 

that what is the true frontier on the North-Western borders and what is the best line of defence?8 

Apart from dealing with Afghanistan, dealing with the independent Pakhtoon tribes living 

along the Indo-Afghan frontier was an equally important challenge. 

 

The Stationary and Forward Policies 

From the conquest of Punjab, in 1849 India’s North-western Frontier Policy was in the hands 

of "non-interventionist or stationary" school led by Sir John Lawrence, who was strongly 

opposed to any forward move beyond the trans Indus foothills. He advocated meeting any 

invader in the valley of Indus and that it would be an act of folly to give battle at a far distance 

from the base and that the longer distance He was of the opinion that our true policy lay in 

attacking invading forces as they come down from Afghanistan and the tribal belt through the 

mountain passes.9 

 Sir John Lawrence, who became Governor General India in 1864 was also of the 

opinion that the British could strengthen India’s defence by winning over the hearts and minds 

of its chiefs and people, and by spending money on internal improvements rather than on 

military adventures on the frontier. Then if Russian attempts an attack, the British could meet 

them with a contended population at their back. 10 

 Thus, the British administration, besides dealing with Afghanistan, was equally 

engaged in implementing its border policy to win over the support  of independent tribal belt 

as well. Various conciliatory methods were adopted by the Punjab administration in this regard 

that mainly included: 

 a) A system of complete freedom of trade for tribals was instituted and  

  commercial intercourse encouraged. 

 b) Steps were taken to increase the Powindha trade, local fairs were held for 

exchange of commodities. 

 c) Roads were constructed to the nearest bazars. 

 d) Steamboat service was established on the upper Indus. 

 e) Free medical treatment was provided in hospitals and dispensaries   

 established at various points along the frontier. 

 f) Tribal maliks and jirgas were encouraged to enter British territory   

 to settle their disputes. 

 g) Attempts were made to make residential colonies at the waste lands for 

families from across the border. 

 h) The ranks of army and police were opened to all those, desirous of entering 

British services. 11 

  The coercion methods were also applied to force tribes to terms, these 

included: 

 a) Subsidies and Fines 

 

     7 Heathcote. T.A., Op cit. PP. 85, 88. See also Collin C. Davies, The Problem of NWFP 

1890-1908. Curzon Press London. 1974. P. 3. 

     8 Davies. Collin.C. The problem of the North-West-Frontier Province. 1890-1908, Curzon 

Press, London. 1974. P.3. 

     9 Davies C.C.. Op cit.  P.3- 4. See also Heathcote T. A., Op cit. P. 88. 

     10 Heathcote, T.A. Op cit ,  P.88. 

     11 Davies. C.C. Op cit.. PP. 23- 24. 
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 b) Blockades 

 c) Expeditions. 

 

Subsidies were rendered to certain tribes in return of certain services or guarantees from them. 

For example, Adam Khel tribe was promised a subsidy of Rs.7,500 annually for protecting 

and not attacking the travelers through the pass. They closed the pass after the first year. A 

punitive expedition was taken against them. The pass was reopened and the responsibility of 

the Khyber Pass given to Orakzai Tribe in exchange of a subsidy of Rs.7,000 per year.12 The 

fine was to get compensation for the plundered property and blood money for lives lost. If the 

fine was not paid men were seized from the concerned tribe and detained until the 

compensation was paid. As a last resort the tribe was either blockaded or punitive operation 

was undertaken against it. A blockade consisted of preventing a certain tribe from holding any 

intercourse with the inhabitants of the British territory.13 

 The aims of the Punjab authorities in implementing this policy were to protect their 

subjects from the attack of plunderers. To keep the trade routes open and as far as possible to 

secure the tranquility of border regions. The policy of the Punjab administrators was of 

tolerance and forbearance. The British officials were prevented from entering the tribal 

territory. For twenty-five years no official of the Punjab Government crossed the border. The 

tribesmen were allowed to trade within the British borders. Whatever the merits of this policy 

may have been, evidently it was a concession to the susceptibilities of the tribesmen and 

intended in the interest of peace. 14 

 

Shortfalls of the Closed Border Approach 

This system thus introduced, was known by the term "Closed border" but in fact it was a 

misnomer, as the border was close on the British side only, while the tribesmen were allowed 

to enter the Indian territories. The result was that murders, highway robberies and thefts were 

perpetrated. The authorities, of course, tried to secure some compensation for their plundered 

subjects by employing some tribal chiefs as intermediaries but this gave rise to a pernicious 

system of employing middlemen through whose double dealing the confusion at the border 

was worst compounded. 

 The method of defence through system of Punitive expeditions and go between 

gradually proved to be less effective. Punitive expeditions gradually failed to bring about any 

marked improvement in tribal relations. Violence begot violence and with the passage of the 

time tribal inroads grew in number. Between 1849 to 1877 the number of Punitive expeditions 

undertaken to chastise the tribes were not less than thirty. Besides the go in between were 

insincere, interested only in acquiring power, status and position for themselves which they 

used frequently for their own aggrandizement. Punitive expeditions generally failed to yield 

the desired results, their cost appeared to be a recurring burden, which was more than cost of 

want of protection along the passes. Commerce could not develop in such circumstances.15 

 

The Frontier Crimes Regulations (FCRs) 

Frontier Crimes Regulations enacted in tribal areas. At first the FCRs were introduced in 1872, 

revised in 1887 and for the second time revised in 1901.16 Besides other provisions, the FCRs 

empowered the political agent to refer both civil and criminal cases to a jirga appointed by 

deputy commissioner, blockade of tribes as penalties, community fines, prohibition in certain 
 

     12 Embree, Anslie T. Pakistan's Western Border land. 1977, PP. 7- 8. 

     13 Davies. C.C. Op cit. P. 25. 

     14 Davies. C.C. , Op cit PP. 22, 23. 

     15 Khan ,Azmat Hayat, The Geo-Strategic Importance of the Durand Line, 

 PP. 149-50. 

     16 Baha, Lal Op Cit. P.30. 
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cases of the creation of new villages, the removal of established villages where necessary to 

maintain law and order, imprisonment with the view to prevent crime and the regulation of the 

village hujras. 

 Referring the cases to jirga, was generally presented by the British as a concession to 

Pathan tradition, but in some cases however it appeared to be the inadequacy of the 19th 

Century British justice in the face of Pathans' disregard for it. While the jirga a Pakhtoon 

institution was beyond doubt. But the form it took under the FCRs was a far cry from its natural 

state.17 Where the D.C. or Political Agent was convinced that a civil dispute is likely to lead 

to blood-feud or to a breach of the peace, especially where a frontier tribesman is a party, he 

was at liberty to refer the case for an investigation and for report to a jirga, of his own 

nomination. In all the cases the decision of the jirga was primarily recommendatory.18 There 

was no right of appeal from conviction and punishment under the Frontier Crimes regulation, 

although the Chief Commissioner had the power of revision in civil and some criminal cases.  

 “In the event of any frontier tribe, or any section or members of such tribe, acting in 

a hostile or unfriendly manner towards the British Government or towards persons residing in 

British India, the Deputy Commissioner may, with the previous sanction of the Commissioner 

by the order in writing direct: 

• The seizure, wherever they may be found of all or any of the members of such 

tribe, and of all or any property belonging to them or any of them. 

• The detention in safe custody of any person or property so seized;  

• The confiscation of any such property; and may with the like sanction, by 

public proclamation. 

•  Debar all or any members of the tribe from all access into British India; and 

• Prohibit all or any persons within the limits of British India from all 

intercourse or communication of any kind whatsoever or of any specified 

kind or kinds, with such tribe or any section or members thereof. 

Political Agent’s Role 

The role of the Political Agent was described as "half ambassador" and "half governor, by J.W. 

Spain. The whole edifice of Political administration revolves around his person and office in 

an agency. The power, glamour, and prestige of the Political Agent’s job was unrivalled in the 

Sub-continent. In the absence of a popular Political representation his power and prestige were 

great. In his person he represented the government itself. He administered his agency on behalf 

of the Government with a necessary mixture of tact, patience, wit and sympathy. He was  the 

most important official in the agency and to the average villager he is the Government His 

power was limited by his own personal capacity by the inadequacies of his subordinates, not 

because his decisions could be challenged in the higher court of law.19 

 

The Sandeman System 

About the tribesmen of Baluchistan, dynamic British frontier `officer, Captain Robert 

Sandeman presented proposal for an agreement with the Khan of Kalat. With guarantee to the 

authority of the Kalat State, the Khan should provide for stationing of a British garrison at Shal 

Plateau at Quetta. The Government of India endorsed the idea. 

 During 1876-77. negotiations continued with the Khan wherein Sandeman succeeded 

to get his way. An agreement was made under which Quetta and its environs together with the 

Bolan Pass were leased to the British Government on a perpetual quit rent, to remain under 

nominal Kalat sovereignty, but to be administered by the government in accordance with the 

local customs. A British Indian force was cantoned at Quetta and the Sandeman became the 

 
     17 Spain, J.W. The Ways of The Pathan: Indus Publications, Karachi: 1963.P.145. 

     18 Bangash, Mumtaz, A.. The Political and Administrative Development in the Tribal Areas. A 

Focus on Khyber and Kurrum  (Unpublished ) P. 230, 31. See also Jansson, Erland, 

Pakistan, India or Pukhtoonistan. Stochholm: Almqvist and Vicksell International,. 

Netherlands 1981. P.26-28.) 

  19  Bangash, Mumtaz A.. Opcit. P. 243. See also Ahmad, Akbar, S., Op cit. P. 43 
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first Resident. In return of the increased subsidy the Khan, besides location of the troops, also 

allowed the construction of railway and telegraph lines through Kalat territory. The importance 

of the treaty lies in the fact that it marked the beginning of the forward movements in 

Baluchistan.20 Kabul, although, had very nominal control over Kalat, but greatly resented and 

feared the advance of India's frontier to Shal. 21 

 Sandeman had a realization that it was essential to dominate the Baluch territory with 

troops. An important part of his scheme for the pacification of Baluchistan was the holding of 

the positions between the tribes and safe retreat afforded by Afghanistan. This he did by the 

occupation of the Bori and Zob valleys. Getting control and influence over Baluchistan was 

practically bloodless. Fortunately. it was rarely necessary to resort to force. But it however 

must not be forgotten that this system also like other frontier policies was ultimately rested on 

force. 22 

 The Sandeman System was simple, based on friendly interference with the tribes 

backed by spasmodic force. Sandeman believed that in dealing with the tribes blockades and 

reprisal were futile, and the only effective way to deal with them, was to turn "The wild 

tribesmen from enemies into friends". Secondly, he never assumed as matter of course that, an 

offending tribe was safely the sinner, therefore he always made his readiness to settle the tribal 

Jirgas and differences between the tribes. Thirdly, he was always ready to offer the headmen 

allowances to maintain a certain number of armed men, and with their help to keep order in 

the tribe, to guard the trade routes and passes, and to carry out the Jirga decrees. This was the 

system of service which formed an important feature in the Sandeman System of frontier 

administration. Sandeman however never claimed to have invested the tribal system of which 

he is labeled the author. He always declared that in policy only he was follower of his 

predecessors in the frontier administration.23 

 

Conclusion 

From annexation of the Punjab to the British departure from the Indian Sub-continent in 1947, 

for most of the time the British Indian administration appears to be following a friendly closed 

border policy or a non-interventionist policy towards the northwestern tribal areas. This policy 

advocated a maximum possible forward movement, presence and influence towards the 

northwest so as to check and keep the Russian influence away from the British Indian 

territories.  

 The British Administration did succeed in establishing a Tribal Political 

Administration System which derived its strength from the local support through Frontier 

Crime Regulations System. Basic guidelines of the Tribal Administration System were 

administration from the outside with least physical engagement from the outside; through 

inside support; through Collective incentive; collective responsibility and collective 

punishment.  

 The tribesmen, though, did respond to the engagement policies and approaches due to 

the fear of coercion but whenever and where ever an opportunity came to assert and uphold 

their tribal independence they availed it. This is clear from history of the incidents of violence 

against the British officials, properties infrastructure etc. The incidents of turmoil and rapid 

spread of unrest and sending of preventive and punitive operations by the government 

remained a regular feature. It can be said that the administration did succeed in establishing its 

hold and rule in the tribal areas and beyond but people did not accept it from the heart and the 

question of common man’s social and political support did exist. 

 

     20 Caroe, Olaf. The Pathan, Karachi :Oxford University Press,. P. 374. 

     21 Davies, C C. Op cit. P. 33. 

     22 Davies, C.C. Op cit. P.34. 

     23 Khan, Azmat Hayat. Op cit. PP. 152, 53, 54. See also C.C. Davies, Op cit. PP. 33-34. 


