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Abstract:
Drawing from the review of existing literatures on Gorkhas this paper
charts the historical genealogy of the Gorkha identity and its evolution
from a martial race category to a social and cultural identity. The paper
draws attention to the constructed nature of Gorkha identity as martial
race, and highlights how this martial category subsumed many discreet
ethnic groups within its fold, while providing minimal space for
perpetuation of cultural differences. The paper argues that the collective
nature of Gorkha identity was structured in the past through the martial
thinking and is still perpetuated in the present context but in a renewed
and reinvigorated form.
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‘In my humble opinion they are by far the best soldiers in India, and if they
are made participators of our renown in arms, I conceive that their gallant
spirit and unadultered military habits might be relied on for fidelity; and
that our good and regular pay, and noble pension establishment, would
serve to counterpoise the influence of nationality especially in the Magar
and Gurungs.’
Brian Houghton Hodgson
(1833)
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‘The Gurkha, from the warlike qualities of his forefathers, and the
traditions handed down to him of their military prowess as conquerors of
Nepal, is imbued with and cherishes the true military spirit.’
Eden Vansittart (1896)
The study of groups and communities in a post-colonial country like India poses
great challenges, as the structures of group identities and boundaries underwent
systematic changes within the structures of colonial governmentality. In many ways the
colonial strategies to control and discipline the population of India led to the
development of different notions of people, and structured identities of many groups
and communities.1 The group’s internal constitution, as well as their conception of the
group boundaries was shaped by the way colonialist wrote, envisioned, and represented
them, which in turn created essentialized identities.2 The myriad aspects of colonial
governance initiated a discourse whereby new subjectivities were created through
different categorization process like census operations and large-scale ethnological
studies. This is the apt case of the Gorkha/Nepali as martial race and their present
predicament in India.3
This paper does not dwell into the regimental and military history of the Gorkha,
it rather attempts a critical analysis of the early text like the handbooks prepared by the
Army officers as they form the source of early details on Gorkhas. The paper will analyze
how Gokhas were represented in the official publications and other anthropological
writings which heralded the stereotypes of martial race. 4 It will argue that the Gorkha as
a martial category subsumed many ethnic groups within its ambit, and in subsequent
years assumed a socio-cultural and political form especially in a region like Darjeeling.
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The bulk of literature on the Gorkhas belongs to the class of writings by British
administrators, scholars, and army officers who served in the British army. The
literature can be aptly classified as regimental histories; recruitment handbooks and
coffee table books which speak volumes about the manners and customs of the Gorkhas,
along with their tales of gallantry. Most of them are didactic in nature, where gallant
past accounts are construed which provide legitimacy to the present and future. Most
importantly, these accounts create an image of gallant soldiers who are uprooted from
their own history and incorporated into the grand narrative of martilaity. 5 The literature
is conspicuously silent on the views and opinion of different ethnic groups, and their
conception regarding the category of martial Gorkha. Even the literatures produced by
the Indian scholars tend to celebrate the category of the Gorkha as a martial race,
without paying much attention to understand the ways in which the identity of Gorkha
was constituted in the minds of the people.6 The Gorkha martial category helps us to
explore new avenues of identity claims, and note the dynamics of categorical identity
formation in Darjeeling. in order to highlight this aspects this paper looks into the
historical process involved in the formation of Gorkha identity, and sets a framework to
explore the present through the idiom of the past.
Encountering the Gorkhas:
Many scholars give diverse explanations for the origin of the name Gorkha,
however in contemporary times most agree to the fact that the name Gorkha came from
a principality located in Nepal. Prithivinarayan Shah who unified Nepal in the late
eighteenth century came from this principality. He was known as the Gorkha King and
his troops were known as Gorkhali force.7 The origin of the Gorkha rulers in Nepal is
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shrouded in mystery and historians tracing the genealogy of the Gorkha dynasty 8 have
analyzed the Royal chronicles called Gorkha-vamsavali which narrates the migration of
the high caste Hindus from Rajasthan to the hills of Nepal following the Muslim
invasion.9 The historical narrative of the Gorkha dynasty as recorded by Hamilton
(1819) recounts the story of two brothers Khancha and Mincha who inherited lands in
the Magar country, Khancha in the neighborhood of Birkot and Mincha at Nawakot.
Khancha subsequently extended his realm to include Gulmi and Ghandrung and Mincha
extended his realm to Kaksi and Lamjung by subduing the Gurung of the region. 10 It was
from this latter branch of Lamjung that we first hear of Drabya Shah who was able to
seize the little principality of Gorkha.11 It was Pithhvinarayan Shah of this lineage who
conceived the idea of extending his realm to the Kathmandu valley. When he came to
power in 1743, he started a campaign to conquer the Baisi and Chaubisi principalities.12
Though faced with a stiff resistance from the Newars in 1757, yet Gorkhas subsequently
ran over Kirtipur in 1766, after which Jayaprakash Malla sought British help to resist
the invading Gorkha army. In 1767 the British anxious to maintain a steady trade
relation with Nepal and Tibet, send an expedition under Captain Kinloch to assist Newar
kings against the Malla. However, the expedition failed and Kathmandu soon fell into
the hands of the invading Gorkhas on the day of Indra Jatra festival.13
After the conquest of Kathmandu, Patan soon fell, followed by Bhadgau a year
after. So by 1769 the conquest of Nepal valley was completed and Prithivinarayan
shifted his capital to Kathmandu on 21 March 1770.14 After the conquest of the
Kathmandu valley the Gorkhas marched in both the western and eastern direction
establishing its proprietary rights over the smaller principalities. On the western front
the Gorkhas occupied Kumaon in 1791, Garhwal in 1803 and on the eastern front they
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occupied Sikkim and Darjeeling in 1789.15 From the year 1804 onwards they resumed
the campaign of territorial expansion in the region west of Kumaun. However, their plan
to expand westward into Kangra region was stalled due to the dispute they entered with
the British East India Company. Following such events war was imminent, and it was
formally declared on 1 November 1814. The war eventually came to an end with the
Treaty of Sugauli (signed on 2 December 1815 and ratified on 4 March 1816), which
determined the boundaries between Nepal and British India, and provided for
establishment of British Residency in Nepal. The treaty did not mention about the
recruitment of the Gorkhas into the British India Army. However, after the conclusion
of the war, the commissioner of Kumaon Edward Gardner wrote to the Government
urging to recruit Gorkhas into the regular troops of British India army, and this proposal
was welcomed by the Governor General. 16
Recruitment of the Gorkhas:
The recruitment of the Gorkhas into the Company’s Army started even before the
conclusion of the Anglo-Nepal war. British officers like Captain Hearsay recommended
the recruitment of the Gorkhas during the advent of Anglo-Nepal war.17 Similarly,
British General Ochterlony played a crucial role in the early recruitment of the Gorkhas,
it was during the course of the war that he requested the Company’s government to
recruit Gorkhas; which was duly accepted by Lord Moira, and an order was issued on 24
April 1815 to raise three Gorkha battalions. The first battalion raised was Nasiri or
Nusooree battalion which was formed to take part in the operation against the Malaun,
the second battalion was recruited mainly from the Gorkha prisoners held at Dehru
Doon and was named Sirmoor rifles. Kumaun battalion was raised at the same time
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from amongst men who were defeated at Almora. 18 Progressively all these regiments
underwent title successive changes in subsequent years. 19
The recruitment of the Gorkhas into the ranks of the Company’s army was
founded on the martial thinking which was gradually taking shape in the Indian subcontinent. The martial race theory was part of the European doctrine of ‘biological
determinism’ or ‘scientific racism’, which required more than the discursive
construction.20 The martial race theory became more concrete, codified, and took an
official shape following the events of 1857. Seemingly after the mutiny of 1857, colonial
anthropology was obsessed with the question of caste and its specific characteristics,
thus it became the sole determining factor for recruitment in the British Indian army. 21
Recruitment of groups such as Gorkhas was contingent on their essential difference
from people of the Indian plains, and loyalty to the British. McMunn emphasizes this
fact when he writes, ‘the bulk of Gurkha tribes are in no great sympathy with the races of
India, and in the army would far rather associate with the European soldiers than with
other Indian troops’22 Martial race was thus designed to recruit relatively backward
minorities who would be dependent on the British for their sustenace. 23 Enloe (1980)
refers to this process of labeling people from remote rural setting as ‘Gurkha
syndrome’.24 The deliberate attempt to lure Gorkha recruits through economic benefits
is best captured in Napier statement- ‘No pay no Goorkha.’25
Martiality was then a product of the economic vulnerability of a group and their
geographical isolation. This was most evident in the case of the Gorkhas, where certain
districts and regions of Nepal were singled out, which were thought to produce good
recruits, and some others were demarcated as regions producing poor recruits. In their
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search for the best fighting men from the hills the British ethnographers and military
officers downplayed the differences of culture, traditions, and customs of different
groups, and only highlighted their similitude as hill dwellers. 26 The importance of place
was paramount in identifying martial groups. Ethnic groups were perceived to retain
their martial quality only in their natural habitat. British officers shared the views on
miscegenation and insisted that intermarriage would undeniably contaminate the blood
and led to inferior breed.
Two central qualities actively associated with the martial races were that of
‘honour’ and ‘shame.’27 In this way the martial races stood in complete opposition to the
‘criminal castes/tribes.’ If the natural instinct of the martial race was warfare, in
contrast the natural proclivity of criminal castes was crime. It seems that the martial
race theory was promulgated to invert the inherent trait of criminality, to check its
negative content, to channelize it through disciplinary regimes for productive forces.
Therefore, as Omissi (1994) suggests many groups like Mapillas, Mers, and Minas could
be categorized as both ‘criminal’ and ‘martial.’28 The British recognized the proclivity of
both towards violence, so if unchecked it could pose as a serious threat to the Raj itself.
So martiality was a combined manifestation of ‘enumerative’ plus ‘survelliance’ modality
of the colonial state. In this logic criminality was unrestrained martiality, therefore, to
control it criminality was made to stand in stark opposition to martiality.
Though the Gorkhas served in the British India Army since1815, yet they came to
be seen as a corps d’ elite only after the mutiny of 1857. The first Nussuree Gurkha
battalion was raised through the combined effort of Lieutenant Robert Ross, and
Lieutenant Frederick Young, who formed corps with men from Gharwal. The disposed
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peasants from Kumaon and Gharwal later enlisted heavily into the ranks of Gorkha
soldiers. Thus, during and immediately after the Anglo-Gorkha war; regions such as
Kumaon, Gharwal, and Sirmoor served as pool for the Gorkha recruits. Early recruits
were actually Gharwalis and Kumaonis who were predominantly recruited as irregular
levies. These recruits were later molded into Company’s image of a gallant Gorkha
soldier.29
Gorkha was not a homogeneous group, as men were drawn from a host of
peripheral ethnic groups. The variable definition of the Gorkha, needs to be probed
given the fact that the first recruits as a Gorkha during the Anglo-Nepal war were men
from the Garhwal hills. Though recruited as Gorkhas, these early recruits were depicted
as ‘strictly speaking not Gorkhas.’30 This form of categorization provides sufficient
ground to critically interrogate the category of the Gorkha and trace its connection to
the purported martial race category. Structured as a martial race the category of Gorkha
was extended to include various groups and communities in subsequent years. Groups
such as Limboos and Rais who had resisted the Gorkha expansionist drive in the past
were categorized as Gorkhas in the reimagined configuration of martial race.
The first European to report about the martial qualities of the Gorkhas was
Hamilton (1819), which became even more prominent in the reports of Hodgson (1833),
who then Assistant Resident at Nepali court proposed a direct recruitment of the
Gorkhas.31 For Hodgson, recruitment of men from Nepal into Company’s army was a
tacit move to check the ever growing strength of the Gorkha state. 32 This view was
actively supported by Campbell- the then Assistant Surgeon at the Residency (later on to
become the first superintendent of Darjeeling). Though the British resident Edward
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Gardiner urged the Government of India to consider the recruitment of the Gorkhas, the
Nepali court was suspicious of such an idea. Infact, the Nepali court confiscated the land
grant of the soldiers who joined the British India army. In most cases the Nepali
government adopted measures to thwart the recruitment, while maintaining cordial
relation with the British. In all instances the Nepali court under Prime Minister Jang
Bahadur Rana viewed the recruitment as a strategy adopted by the British to curtail the
growing strength of the Gorkhas. Thus, to counter such strategies the Nepali court put a
ban on the movement of the families outside Nepal, and the soldiers were prevented
from returning home. The court also issued proclamations to punish the agents sent by
the British for recruitment.33 Given these obstacles clandestine recruitment was carried
out by the British during this period.34 All this while, the Nepali government under Jan
Bahadur followed an obstructionist policy, which was adopted by the subsequent rulers
of Nepal like Ranodip Singh. However, under heavy pressure from the British
government, Ranodip Singh agreed to circulate notice to the recruits throughout the
country, and to collect the recruits himself. During the reign of Bir Shamsher a proposal
to raise five Gorkha battalions was raised and was accented to by the Nepali court.
The recruitment of the Gorkha grew exponentially in 1862; there were five
battalions of the Gorkhas which grew steadily to 13 in 1885, to 15 in 1892 and 20 in
1914.35 The first eight Gurkha Rifles Regiments recruited mainly from the Magars and
Gurung groups, the 9th Gurkha exclusively from the Khas and Thakurs, and the 10th
Gurkha regiment from the Rais and Limbus.36 This policy elevated the status of the
Gorkha as elite soldiers within the British India Army. Soon regimental histories were
written and regimental homes started in different region. 37 The 1st regiment of Gorkha
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Rifles was stationed at Dharmsala, the 2nd at Dehru Dun, the 3rd at Almora, and the 4th
at Bakloh. The 5th and 6th were located at Abbottabad, the 1/8 at Shillong, the 2/8 at
Lansdowne, the 9th and 2nd at Dehradun, and 10th at Maymyo.38 The overall image of the
Gorkha was shy and docile who became ferocious warrior under the British command,
as Northey and Morris writes, ‘though shy and somewhat reserved at first, he attaches
himself closely to those under whom he takes service.’39 As the recruiters wanted to
enlist the most martial races, strong emphases was laid on determining recruit’s detail,
and avoid scrupulous claims of martiality.
Ethnological Accounts and Enumeration of Martial Gorkhas:
As the history of Nepal was crisscrossed by overlapping ethnic ties, where
cultural boundaries often overlapped the early accounts on Gorkhas present a very
confusing picture of ethnic boundaries. Socio-culturally, historically and regionally the
people of Nepal belonged to different ethnic, linguistic and racial groups like a)
Parbatiya comprised of the Nepali/Khas Kura speaking population, b) The Newars- the
Newari speaking groups who had their own elaborate system of caste hierarchy, c) The
Bhote or the Tibeto-Burman language speaking groups and d) The Kirat groups of
eastern Nepal classified as Rais and Limbus.40 Along with these there were also host of
ethnic groups like the Magars, Gurungs, Sunwars, Bhujels etc., who had their own
cultural autonomy prior to the Gorkha conquest. Given the prevalence of martial race
discourse many of these groups were categorized as Gorkha. In the early days
recruitment to the Gorkha regiments were confined predominantly to Magar and
Gurung tribes, followed by Khas and Thakuri. Formed in such a manner, the category of
Gorkha was both inclusive as well as exclusive. It was inclusive as the category of
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Gorkha was open to include groups of the eastern Nepal like Rais and Limboos who had
resisted the Gorkha conquest for years. However, it was exclusive in the sense that many
other groups like Lepchas, Tharus, Agri, Kumhal, Manjhi who predominated in Nepal
and the adjoining areas were excluded.41
In the martial discourse the question was not whether, one is a Gorkha or not,
but rather one was true Gorkha or not. This was epitomized in questions such as ‘what is
a Gorkha’, rather than ‘who are the Gorkhas.’42 Gorkhas was not an ethnic label, but an
empty signifier, that got signified through the discursive articulation embedded in the
martial discourse of bravery and machismo. So, the concern was not just to identify the
Gorkhas, but to find what made someone a true Gorkha. This quality of martiality was
itself an invention concocted by the British, thus the question ‘what is a Gorkha’ was a
reinforcement of the idea of martiality. Within these categories specific attributes were
associated to each ethnic group which in turn created stereotypical representations.
The first and the most systematic account on the martial races of Nepal is
provided by Hodgson, who includes four major groups mainly the Khas, Magar and
Gurungs as authentic Gorkhas. Hodgson classifies the Khas as speakers of ‘corrupt
dialect’ and regards them as more or less pure Rajputs of other Kshatriyas origin. 43
Despite acknowledging the martial status of the Khas; Hodgson does not regard them as
best suited for recruitment owing to their caste prejudice, and their devotion to the
house of the Gorkhas. He classifies the Khas group into twelve major clans each
containing host of sub-clans. The problem of in-determinability of group boundaries in
multiethnic and caste society is evident in the classification. In such classifications the
Ekthariyas are singled out from the Khas sub-division and a separate list of twenty five
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sub-divisions within it is provided. Similar is the case of Thakuris, who are singled out
like the Ekthariyas with eleven named sub-divisions within it.
Discussing the other two martial groups namely Magars and Gurungs Hogdson
argues that they are Hindus, only ‘because it is the fashion.’ 44 He divides the Magar
group into three major sub-divisions or clans namely the Ranas, Thapa, Alaya which are
further sub-divided into many sub-clans. Interestingly, Hodgson does not discuss subdivisions within Gurung, and only provides a list of forty two clans within the group,
without naming any sub-clan within it. So what passes as sub-division or clans in the
case of Gurung are indeed named sub-clans of the major subdivisions. Anomaly of this
nature is evident in the data collected by Hodgson; however, more important and
illustrious in his classification is the identification of the martial groups from the wide
array of ethnic groups in Nepal. These detail provided by Hodgson led to the
identification of martial races of Nepal and structured martial race thinking in
subsequent years.
The most detailed and comprehensive account on the groups categorized as
Gorkhas is presented by the army handbooks complied by British army officers (selfstyled as ethnologists) such as Eden Vansittart and C. J. Morris. These handbooks
classifies the tribes best suited for recruitment, and also provide a readymade guide for
the recruiters to determine the best clans from within the tribes, so as to avoid
scrupulous claims of martiality.45 It is interesting to note that the spelling of the name
Gorkha itself underwent changes in these handbooks so the first volume by Vansittart
(1890) spells the name as Goorkhas, which is spelt as Gurkha in 1906 and subsequently
retained in all publications. Defining Gorkhas Vansittart writes, ‘the term Gurkha is not
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limited to any particular class or clan; it is applied to all those whose ancestors inhabited
the country of Gurkha, and who from it subsequently extended their conquest far and
wide over the eastern and western hills.’ 46 The handbooks make ample use of the details
provided by ethnological studies such as that of Hodgson in determining the best
recruits. In some cases officers like Vansittart also compiled cultural details of the
groups under question through the recruits themselves. These handbooks also provide
anthropometric measurement, especially that of chest and the height of the groups
classed as Gorkhas. The most common facet discernible in the accounts presented on
the Gorkhas is the grouping of ethnic groups into some loosely defined and structured
units. Thus, the first unit is composed of Hinduized Khas language speaking groups
such as Thakur and Brahmins, the second groups is composed of Magar, Gurung,
Sunwar, and the third is composed of Kahmbus, Limbus and Yakkhas collectively
labeled as Kirati groups.
Vansittart while discussing the Thakurs regards the Sahi clan among them as the
best for recruitment followed by Malla, Sing, Sen, Khan and Sumal. Vansittart names
(twenty three clans) of Thakurs, from which two clans Sahi and Mal are further subdivided into sub-clans.47 This can be contrasted with the details of Morris who provides
a total of (twenty one clans) within the Thakurs with Sen, Sig, Khan, Malla and Sahi
clans being further sub-divided into sub-clans.48 The confusion stem from the fact that
in many regards the accounts prepared by them underwent systematic revisions and
with more clan names being identified, these officers seem unsure whether to name a
unit within the group as an independent clan or a sub-clan.
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For Vansittart the Thakurs share great cultural affinity with the Khas groups
which he links to the Rajput lineage. Especially the Ekthariariah clan within the Khas is
presented as pure descendants of Rajputs and thus superior to all other clans of Khas.
Vansittart provides a total of nineteen clans of the Khas group which are further subdivided into many sub-clans, with Baniya clan with the least of (one) sub-clan and
Khattris with most the number of (one hundred and thirty one) sub-clans.49 In this form
of categorization Matwala Khas is depicted as a separate category with eighteen major
clans, with three clans namely (Panre, Rawal and Saon), which are further sub-divided
into many sub-clans.50
The colonial self-styled ethnologists took great care to secure the most authentic
recruits from the tribes classified as martial, so they specified the real contours of the
groups under question. Vansittart classifies Gurungs into two great divisions the
Charjat and Solahjat. He describes the Charjat to be of superior standing than the
Solahjat. Lot of discrepancy is evident in the accounts presented by both Vansittart and
Morris, especially relating to the sub-clans structure of Gurungs. Vansittart states that
the Charjat among the Gurungs are composed of four major clans of i) Ghale (with
twelve sub-clans), ii) Ghatani (with twenty eight sub-clans), iii) Lama (with the twenty
four sub-clans) and iv) Lamchane (with the most number of thirty six sub-clans).51 The
corresponding figure of sub-clans in the account presented by Morris is larger, Ghale
(with nineteen sub-clans), Ghotani (with fifty nine sub-clans), Lama (with forty subclans), and Lamchane (with eighty three sub-clans).52 Similar is the case of the Solahjat
Gurungs, who in both the records are not divided into sub-divisions but categorized into
amorphous clans. Vansittart classifies (ninety three) clans within them53, whereas
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Morris classifies them into (one hundred and thirty nine) clans.54 In both the records
the Ghale clans is considered the most superior, being of the ruling clan and also
difficult to procure. Vansittart speaking about the Magars cautions that, though groups
such as Bohra, Roka, Chohan, Jhankri, Khas Matwala of Western Nepal claim to be
Magars they are indeed not true Magars. For Vansittart the real Magars are divided into
six major clans namely, i) Ale (with fifty sub-clans), ii) Burathoki (with twenty one subclans), iii) Gharti (with fifty five sub-clans), iv) Pun (with forty one sub-clans), v) Rana
(with seventy sub-clans), vi) Thapa (with one ninety nine sub-clans).55 Amidst these six
clans, the recruits from the Ale clan are considered to be the best. The effort on the part
of these accounts to structure the contour of groups by eliminating any form of
overlapping identities is most evident in the case of Thapa; a clan name shared both
Magar and Khas
Much more confusion is evident in the treatment of the Kirati groups such as
Limbus, Khambus and Yakkhas. Confusion regarding the Kirati group mainly sprung
from the titles they were conferred by the Gorkhas. After conquering the Kirati lands of
eastern Nepal the Gorkha rulers had conferred titles to these groups, like Rais to
Khambus, Subba to Limbus, and Diwan to the Yakkhas. Further, these three tribes
followed a custom of adoption and conversion in which an orphaned or an adult could
be adopted or converted into other tribe following certain ceremonies. Vansittart divides
the Limbus into ten districts (ancestral home or Kipat) and accordingly divides the clans
Swang in terms of their claim to those ancestral homes. Therefore, within the ten
ancestral home or Kipats (or Laji in Limbu language) he lists a total of (forty four)
Swangs or clans, which are further sub-divided into four hundred and twenty seven
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sub-clans. Along with it he also provides a list of (seventy eight) sub-clans which could
not be associated with any of the (forty four) Swangs or clans.56 The corresponding
figure provided by Morris is (fifty six) named clans with (five hundred and fifteen) subclans, and (thirty five) sub-clans not associated with any clan.57
Correspondingly the Khambus or Kirati Rais are treated as identical to the
Limbus, so much so that Vansittart refrains from providing the details of Rai customs
and traditions. This applies equally well for Yakkhas (Diwan) who are said to be
assimilated with Rais to such an extent that the two had become indistinguishable. One
of the persistent sources of trouble dealing with the so called Kirata group is evident in
noting the exact contours of the group. Standard classificatory models based on
language and religion could not account for the heterogeneity of the social units.
Especially, the social structure defined through the ever changing clan model acted as
the chief source of ambiguity. Vansittart provides an exhaustive list consisting of (forty
six) named clans of the Rais which are further sub-divided into more than (six hundred
and thirty two) named sub-clans. Further, he also provides a list of (one hundred and
sixty) named sub-clans, which could not be classified under any of the clans. 58 The
corresponding figure in Morris is much more higher i.e., (seventy eight) named clans, in
which Yakkha is placed as one of the clans, each of these clans are sub-divided into
many sub-clans along with the list of (one hundred and thirty three) sub-clans which
could not be placed within any of the named clans.59
From the accounts thus presented, it is evident that the effort on the part of the
British officers was to club the groups into neat, and order of ranks which could then enmasse be transferred to the category of the Gorkha. The best instance of this drive is
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presented in the case of Sunwars and Murmis (Tamangs). In Vansittart’s account
Sunwars are presented as being closely associated with the Gurung and Magars. They
are divided into two major sub-divisions the Das Thare and Barahthare clans. The Das
Thare is further subdivided into (ten) sub-clans, and the Barahthare into (four) major
clans with (ninety six) sub-clans within them.60 Similar is the case with the Murmis or
Tamangs, they are described as a group with close affinity to the Bhutia or the Tibetan
stock. Murmis are divided into two major subdivisions; namely the Barathamang and
Atharajat, the former considered superior to the latter. Though Vansittart claims that
there are no clan organizations among the Murmis, yet he provides a list of (fifty three)
clans of Barathamang and (three clans) of Atharajat.61 They are considered to be
potential recruits even if not classified as the martial race of Nepal.
Representation of Gorkhas and the Creation of a Homogenous Martial
Category:
The recruitment of the Gorkhas into the Company’s and later the British India
army was interwoven with series of narratives which Des Chene (1993) calls as ‘Gurkha
tales’, which associated Gorkhas with amazing feat of bravery and courage. This is
epitomized in statements of the recruits such as -“Kafar hunu bhnada marnu ramro”
meaning, ‘it is better to die than to be a coward’. 62 The associated theme of bravery and
loyalty runs throughout the narratives on the Gorkhas, Ensign John Shipp terms the
Gorkha soldiers as the ‘braves of the brave,’ further, he writes, ‘run they would not, and
of death they seem to have no fear, though their comrades were falling thick around
them.’63 Kirkpatrick describes them as ‘brave, sufficiently tractable, and capable of
sustaining great hardships.’ 64 The essential quality of bravery is seen as biologically and
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historically ingrained among the Gorkhas. One of the most enduring images of the
Gorkha that is passed on from one generation of officers writing about them to the
subsequent generation is the integrity of the Gorkhas and their feat of unsurpassable
courage. Volumes after volumes written on the Gorkhas speak about the extraordinary
task performed by them; some of which seems closer to myths than actual historical
account.65 These narratives highlight the courage of the Gorkha; his willingness to fight
and even to accept death cheerfully. In other narratives, the physical toughness of the
Gorkhas is presented in a manner which exceeds reasoned judgment. They are depicted
as being fond of fruits and vegetables, and as good sportsmen, and most accounts
abound the legends associated with their adventures in the forests. Allied with the
positive image of being brave, loyal, and cheerful, the Gorkhas are also represented as
possessor of vices such as, an unhygienic form of life, predisposed to drunkenness and
gambling. Along with this Gurkhas are also represented as being superstitious, with
their unchallenged faith on wizards, witches, and witchcraft.66
In the British records, one of the characteristic associated with the Gorkhas is
their childlike quality, and the gross lack of intellect. Gorkhas are treated as cherished
pets, who shared with the British the quality of being gentle, as well as brave. In many of
the accounts Gorkhas are viewed as nearly equal to the Europeans, especially owing to
the essential trait of courage and loyalty.67 Gorkhas as a special force were made to think
of themselves as belonging to different racial and cultural group from the rest of the
Indians and similar with the Europeans. Looking at these features Caplan asserts that
the accounts on Gorkhas cannot be classed as orientalist in the same manner as Said
(1978) and others associate with such texts and genres; whose sole focus is domination.
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In his analysis, the text viewed the Gorkhas as similar to the Europeans and was not
exoticized as the ‘other.’

68

This kind of analysis runs into problem as the power to

represent still lay at the hands of the colonial masters, and the subject was denied its
voice over its very constitution and predicament. The overpowering role and power of
these texts can be gauged form the fact that it was able to create both the positive as well
as the negative image of the Gorkha. The creation of such binaries can itself be viewed as
a strategy in controlling and disciplining groups. So on one hand the Gorkhas are
presented as warlike people, yet, at the same time they are also represented as docile
and peace loving subjects.
Colonial authorities not only created a category of the martial race but also
infused it with cultural elements which structured the identity structure of the Gorkhas.
In the colonial imagination regiments were the only space where a where a feeling and
sense of camaraderie developed between people who were otherwise divided by their
divisive loyalties. This camaraderie in the case of the Gorkhas was developed through
the imposition of the Hindu culture over the recruits from different ethnic groups. Thus,
after serving overseas, recruits were made to undergo the ceremony of Panipatiya and
Bhor Patiya as per the norms of Hinduism.69 The regiments also incorporated some
Hindu customs and named it as Gorkha customs to redress any conflict and grievances
emanating within the regiments. Despite being aware of the ethnic differences, most
accounts paint the picture of the Gorkhas as Hindu groups following strict caste norms.
Caplan argues that in most writings-‘differences were rendered insignificant by the
premise of a common biology, which transmitted the collective martial inheritance.’
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Gorkha as a category was thus sustained by narratives of racial uniformity and martial
proclivity.
Enlisted and categorical Identities:
Structured as a martial race, the Gorkha can then be regarded as a category, a
collective label for the diverse ethnic groups. Formed as a martial category Gorkha
subsumed diverse ethnic groups under a collective categorical identity. However, it also
provided some room for the perpetuation of exclusive ethnic identities. Firstly, the
categorization of groups for the recruitment purposes was done on the basis of their own
ethnic identities, thus in order to become an authentic Gorkha, firstly one had to be an
authentic Magar or Gurung etc. These identities therefore can be regarded as ‘enlisted
identities,’ as the ethnic groups recruited in the regiments were recruited owing to their
sense of being an authentic Magar or a Gurung. Infact, many recruits enlisted
themselves into the ranks claiming to be a pure Magar or a Gurung, as enlistment was
contingent on their claims to authentic ethnic identity. The concept of enlisted identity
therefore resonates very well with what Bilgrami calls ‘subjective identities’ i.e., ‘a
person is said to have a certain identity owing to some characteristics she has and with
which she identifies, then identity is being thought of in its subjective aspects.’ 71 It
entails the process in which the subject himself/herself endorses the characteristics that
is pre-given. The most important part of subjective identity is the un-revise ability of the
endorsed values and its projection into the future.72 The recruitment process itself
created a dual form of identity as enlistment was first and foremost contingent on ethnic
group’s exclusivity and purity, which was verified by the recruiting officer. However, the
very process of labeling them as a martial race also created a homogeneous ‘categorical
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identity’ of the Gorkha. This categorical identity relates to what Bilgrami calls as
‘objective identity’, that is the identity in question does not require behavioral aspects of
the subjects to reflect their identity; rather, ‘the characteristics and the identity are given
by the delivery of some (social, political, economic, or biological) theory regarding these
subjects.’73 Gorkha as a categorical identity represents an apt case of objective identity.
Though, colonial military discourse may have developed the category of Gorkha, to state
that Gorkha was essentially a construct of the regimental culture would be an
overstatement. There were other historical processes involved in the transformation of
this collective identity into subjective identity.
In the context of Darjeeling, the name Gorkha became readily acceptable owing
to the political mobilization which assured an indigenous and national identity to the
inhabitants, thus distancing them from citizens of Nepal. In the past many other names
such as Gorkhali, Bharpali, Bharatiya Nepali, Bhargoli and Bharatiya Gorkhali were
devised, however, over the course of time the name Gorkha was retained to refer to the
collective identity of the Nepalis in India.74 The usage of this category by the postcolonial Indian state further added to its popularity. The current definition of Gorkha in
official annals adheres to the stereotypical image construed during the colonial period. 75
Given these developments categories such as the Gorkha have assumed a social
significance in the cultural life, and have a large bearing on the post-colonial
imagination of the Nepali community in India.
The cultural negotiation of this collective identity was a marked phenomenon
during the course of my fieldwork. On the social and cultural parlance people identified
strongly with the Gorkha identity, but expressed reservations regarding its applicability
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to groups such as Marwaris, Bengalis, and Biharis etc. However, in all unanimity they
regard Lepchas and Bhutias as authentic Gorkhas, groups who are otherwise not listed
as Gorkhas in the official lists. The construction of clear cut social and cultural
boundaries was complicated by the political contingency, thus in the social parlance
Gorkha is treated as a historical and political category including communities residing
in the region of Darjeeling, and supporting the cause of Gorkhaland. Though Gorkha
identity over the years have assumed the status as a collective political identity of Nepali
speech community; yet at the social level it is not confined to the Nepali speaking groups
alone. This goes contrary to the statist definition of the Gorkha as a blanket term which
includes only the Nepali language speaking population.76
In the colonial discourse, only an authentic ethnic group of Nepal could be
readily enlisted into the ranks to become an authentic Gorkha. In the post-colonial
setting the categorical identity of Gorkha took precedence over distinct ethnic identities.
In this regard it can be argued that the category of the Gorkha itself was formed, and
was crystallized as a social and collective identity within a specific socio-political
condition in India. It was informed and invigorated by the social and political
importance laid to it, as it was selected to represent the aspiration of the community. In
this process the martial quality of the groups was reinvigorated in the imagination of a
cultural community and it gets renewed every time these groups assert its place in the
nation, or demands rights and recognition from the state.
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