
 

  

 

 

PROFILE GUIDE THE PASHTUN IN PAKISTAN 

 

 

___________________ 

 

A Paper  

Presented to 

Dr. Jenny McGill 

Dallas Theological Seminary 

 

___________________ 

 

In Partial Fulfillment 

of the Requirements for the Course 

WM5420 Mission Strategies for Unreached People Groups 

 

___________________ 

 

by 

Ramon A. Tavarez 

December 2020 

File #1362 



 

2 

PROFILE GUIDE PASHTUN PEOPLE GROUP IN PAKISTAN 
 
 Originally from Afghanistan, the Pashtun are a people group of around 50 million. 
Today, while some 12 million remain in Afghanistan, the majority are located in Pakistan (~30 
million). The Pashtun people are known to be the largest tribal society in the world with around 
350 tribes.1 They are very proud people who cherish family and their tribal identity. The Pashtun 
follow their code of honor called Pashtunwali, which is deeply engrained with their world view 
and how they interact with each other and with society. The practicing religion among the 
Pashtun is Sunni Islam and they are often related to Taliban. The purpose of this people group 
profile is to provide a better understanding of the Pashtun and provide some strategies on how to 
minister to them. 

Location & Environment Information 
 First let us look at the terrain in Pakistan, which is divided into three major geographical 
areas. In the north we have the highlands. In the center and east we have the Indus River Plain. In 
the south and west we have the Baluchistan Plateau. In general, the climate is mostly hot and dry. 
The weather in the northwest is temperate while the north area experiences arctic weather.”2  
Earthquakes are frequent and during times of heavy rain, areas near the Indus River experience 
flooding. The Pakistani Pashtun people are mostly in the north, and the majority are located in  
Peshawar which is in the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province. Besides Peshawar the Pashtun are also 
found in the cities of Karachi, and Punjab. The largest concentration of Pashtun are found in 
these major cities. The reason they are attracted to major cities is the amount of job opportunities 
that open up in Pakistan and other surrounding nations (like the UAE). Although there are a large 
concentration in the cities, the vast majority of Pashtun live in rural areas in the northern border 
between Pakistan and Afghanistan."3  They are subject to more arduous living environments, 
lack of education, and healthcare. For example, in 2010, there were heavy rains and monsoons 
that caused major floods devastating villages, homes, and farmlands near the Indus River. 
Because of this, many people were displaced to other areas in the country. 

                                                 
1 Joshua Project Website, 2020, “Pashtun in Pakistan,” Joshua Project, Accessed November 1, 2020, 

https://joshuaproject.net/people_groups/14256/PK. 

2 World Factbook, 2020, “Pakistan,” Central Intelligence Agency, Accessed October 25th, 2020 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/print_pk.html. 

3 Joshua Project Profile, 2020,  “Pashtun.” Joshua Project. Accessed November 1, 2020 
https://joshuaproject.net/assets/media/profiles/text/t00307.pdf, 7. 

https://joshuaproject.net/assets/media/profiles/text/t00307.pdf
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Language & Literacy Information 
The Pashtun people group’s main language is Northern Pashto spoken by around 20 

million people. The secondary languages are Central Pashto (7.89 million people), Southern 
Pashto (780k people), and Urdu (620k people). The major differentiators between the Pashto 
languages are the pronunciation of certain group sounds. “These multiple dialects differ 
according to their tribe and geographical region, urban and rural. Even women, who have less 
interaction with outsiders and other language groups, are said to speak a distinctive variety of 
Pashto."4 It is important to note that the literacy rate in Pakistan is around 59%, but this rate has 
been going down in recent years. Among the Pashtun, the literacy rate is even lower when 
compared to other groups in the country. The Pashtun who live in bigger cities are considered 
literate in Urdu, the national language in Pakistan. Those living outside of the major cities and 
that have less access to education might be less literate and more oral.  

Economics 
The main income sources in Pakistan are agriculture 42.3%, industry 22.6%, and services 

35.1%.  The Pashtun people who live in cities and have access to education tend to be more 
financially stable and have more access to job opportunities outside of Pakistan (i.e., UAE). The 
other majority of those who live in rural areas, among their Pashtun tribes, are tent-dwelling 
nomads and rely on farming and herding animals. “Members of the wealthier Pathan families 
will occasionally farm or tend to the animals, but they will not engage in any other occupation 
within the village. The men usually perform the more difficult tasks outside the home, while the 
women are responsible for the things within the home."5 It is important to note that in Pakistan 
poverty affects most of the population, especially in the rural areas where the percentage of those 
in poverty is around 29.5%. Recently, there seems to be a trend to move to bigger cities for more 
job opportunities not only in Pakistan but outside as well. Pakistan is one of the fastest-growing 
Asian markets for smartphones, especially for youth, who comprise over half of the population, 
in urban areas."6 

Living Conditions & Community Development Status 
Pashtun people living in rural areas are with their family group or tribe and they own a 

piece of land. They typically live in a fortified residence called “qala”.7  Each qala is divided into 
two main sections: a general living area and a private living area. “The household normally 
                                                 

44 Ibid,  3. 

5 Etnopedia, “Northern Pasthun,” Last modified October, 2017, Accessed October 25th,2020 
https://en.etnopedia.org/ wiki/index.php?title=Pashtun,_Northern. 

6 Joshua Project Profile, “Pashtun,” 6. 

7 Etnopedia, “Northern Pashtun”. 
 

https://en.etnopedia.org/
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consists of a man and his wife, his unmarried children, and his married sons and their wives and 
children.8 Some of the challenges for rural Pashtuns are access to healthcare, clean water, and 
employment. Often times, as mentioned previously, they are pressured to go to bigger cities to 
find better employment in order to provide for their families.  

With regard to the access to technology in their homes "over 93% of the homes in 
Pashtun-majority provinces have radios, which are a chief source of information and 
entertainment. At least 34% of homes have televisions."9 Because of their access to media, they 
are able to stay in touch with family members who are either far away or in other countries for 
working purposes.  

Society 

History 
The Pashtuns were originally rulers in Afghanistan for over 250 years. During the 1970-

1980’s, the conflict to combat the Afghan communist party in conjunction with the Soviet 
invasion caused a major migration to Iran and Pakistan. During this time, around one third of the 
population was displaced. Today we have more than 28 million Pashtun in Pakistan and the 
majority reside in bordering regions between Afghanistan and Pakistan.10 There is still much 
political conflict in the northwest border. Pashtun’s that live in the high conflict areas are often 
involved with the Taliban or other local terrorist groups. They control the lucrative drug and 
weapon trades in that region. As a result of the continued turmoil, more people continue to be 
displaced.11 Their acculturation to national society in Pakistan is also quite challenging since they 
are trying to seek equality from the Pakistani government. The lack of attention from the 
Pakistani government has lead many Pashtun to radical terrorist groups where they are accepted. 

Tribal Identity 
Tribal identity plays a big role among Pashtun society. Etnopedia mentions that tribal 

customs and traditions influence their everyday decisions. Their society is ruled by the code of 
ethics known as Pushtunwali “the way of the Pushtun.” The code of ethics is present in every 
household. Pushtunwali includes the following practices; “melmastia (hospitality and protection 
to every guest); nanawati (the right of a fugitive to seek refuge, and acceptance of his bona fide 
offer of peace); badal (the right of blood feuds or revenge); tureh (bravery); sabat (steadfastness); 
imamdari (righteousness); 'isteqamat (persistence); ghayrat (defense of property and honor); and 

                                                 
8 Countries and Their Cultures, 2020, “Pashtun”, Every Culture, Accessed November 01, 2020, 

https://www.everyculture.com/wc / Afghanistan-to-Bosnia-Herzegovina/ Pashtun.html#ixzz6cNNBOQg8. 

9 Joshua Project Profile, “Pashtun,” 6. 

10 Joshua Project Website, “Northern Pashtun” 

11 World Factbook, “Pakistan”. 
 

https://www.everyculture.com/wc%20/%20Afghanistan-to-Bosnia-Herzegovina/%20Pashtun.html#ixzz6cNNBOQg8


5 

 

mamus (defense of one's women).”12   
  At the center of the practice of the code of ethics is honor (ghairat). The notion for the 
Pashtun in “which autonomy, pride, zeal, courage, manliness, self-definition, and self-
determination are all wrapped up together—the ethos or spirit of a true Pashtun.”13 What is 
interesting is that in a household a representation of Honor for a tribe or family group is women, 
thus they must be modest and loyal. Honor can be ascribed or achieved by acts of generosity, 
virtuous acts, or responses to challenges. It is crucial to behave in an honorable way that not only 
preserves honor for oneself but for elders and their community. Pashtun honor is reflected in 
many of their sayings. For example, “May I lose my faith, but may I never lose my honor!” or 
“A Pashtun will throw himself in the fire (even the fire of hell!) for the sake of his honor!” Thus, 
both Islam and honor are moral authorities for behavior, decision-making, and daily life."14 
Honor holds a position even more valuable than Islam itself. 

Women in Society 
Women in Pashtun society represent honor for a household. This requires them to be 

modest in their dress, their behavior towards others, and their submission to the men in the 
immediate family. Because they hold such high value in the Pashtun household, they are 
restricted to stay home with limited access to healthcare, education, and opportunities outside the 
family. “Women are both the weakest link, and the most important symbol, of the honor of any 
Pashtun man, family, and tribe.”15  As a result, it is almost impossible for women to get access to 
education or pursue a career outside their home. This is strongly held in rural homes. This can be 
contrasted to the Pashtun women who live in bigger cities, have more freedom, and access to 
education but still are very constrained in comparison to the men. 

Art & Poetry 
The Pashtun are known to have a rich oral tradition in literature, folkloric forms, 

proverbs, songs, poetry, and dance. Some of the important artistic figures are Khushal Khan 
Khattak (1613-1689) and Sufi mystic poet, Abdu Rhaman Baba (1653-1715).  A well-recognized 
modern-day poet among the Pashtun is Ghani Khan.16 Poetry, songs, and dance can be tools for 
contextualization and storytelling of the Gospel to the Pashtun. 

Children & Youth 
The biggest needs we have seen among children is education, trafficking, and drug 

addiction among the youth. Children who live in cities have more access to opportunities of 

                                                 
12 Etnopedia, “Northern Pashtun”. 

13 Joshua Project Profile, “Pashtun,” 4. 

14 Ibid, 7. 

15 Ibid. 

16 Ibid, 6. 
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education, but overall in Pakistan school enrollment for children is low (around 40% state 
schools).17 Another problem that is noted in Pakistan is child labor and sex trafficking. The 
largest human trafficking problem is bonded labor in agriculture, and brick making. It is also 
common to see children bought, sold, rented, and placed in forced begging services. Militant 
groups have also used children to spy, fight, or die as suicide bombers.18  

Religion  
The primary religion among the Pashtun is Islam. The Joshua Project data shows us 

that there are no known secondary or tertiary practiced religions among the Pashtun. Like the 
majority of Muslims they follow the five pillars of Islam, which are the shahada, ritual prayer, 
fasting, almsgiving, and pilgrimage to mecca. The form of Islam that is practiced among the 
Pashtun is Sunni Islam, but Sufism is what their faith looks like day to day. Sufism is a branch of 
Islam intertwined with mystic beliefs, and as a result the Pashtun are very superstitious. They 
will do many things to fend away djinns (demons) and the evil eye (bad luck). Most Pashtun will 
practice astrology and use charms and amulets to keep away evil spirits. In rural areas, where the 
Taliban and Islam fundamentalist are located, we see a strict Shari’a law implemented. In these 
areas, it is common to see more radical forms of Islam and it is very dangerous for Christian 
workers. Children are considered Muslim from birth and are integrated in their faith practices as 
they grow. 

Missionary Efforts Among the Pashtun 
For those who would like to serve and work there, foreigners are still welcome in 

Pakistan; yet, many Pashtun hold a negative view of Americans. It is also important to note that 
although missionary visas are still possible they are extremely difficult to get. However, there are 
many opportunities in medicine, education, and equipping ministries in Pakistan. We have also 
seen an increase of Christians from east Asia coming to serve in Pakistan. Bibles are available in 
Pashto in both written and audio form. Thankfully we have many other resources to compliment 
missionary efforts such as the Jesus Film and The Prophets Story. In Pakistan as a whole there 
are around 0.9% Christians, but a good majority are from very poor background (Punjabi and 
Sindhi) because many Muslims are not interested in becoming Christians. According to 
Operation World, there are two known Pashto speaking fellowships. There are a handful of 
expatriate workers and agencies are committed to ministries among the Pashtun, but they often 
come under heavy spiritual attack and oppression. There is a need for outside (cross-cultural) 
assistance from both missionaries, Christian professionals, and creative access ministries. 

Sharing the Gospel  
For ministry among the Pashtun and Muslims in general, it is good to start with 

relationships and hospitality. Our initial discussions should focus on areas where we share 
                                                 

17 Jason Mandryk, “Pakistan,” Operation World, 7th ed, (Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press, 2011), 
257. 

18 World Factbook, “Pakistan”. 
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common ground, such as God being one, God is just and righteous, and man is sinful. In 
addition, Muslims believe that the Bible is true.19 Although they believe in the Bible, they 
consider Jesus as a prophet and not a Son of God who died for our sins. These are areas that can 
be discussed as you are starting off relationships because they take their relationships seriously. 
We use these common grounds to build bridges of understanding among the Pashtun people. 
 
Based on the research, there are five areas where there are opportunities for approaches in the 
gospel.  

1) Professionals – There are a large amount of opportunities for people in the workforce to 
go to Pakistan. This may serve as a bridge for Christians who are engineers, doctors, 
teachers, or people in the Information Technology field to find a job. While there, they 
can seek for opportunities to preach the gospel. 

2) Focus on Cities – Although most Pashtun are in tribal areas, currently there is a large 
migration to cities. People who often live in cities are more open to listen and embrace a 
culture different to them. Many of the Pashtun who live in cities still stay in touch with 
their families that have remained in the more rural areas.  

3) Relief Work and Refugees – Because of the consistent turmoil of war and political 
instability in the northern border, many Pashtun are forced to migrate to safer areas in the 
country and also externally. There is a big need for people to help with refugee 
resettlement, counseling, and emotional support.  

4) Media – Since most Pashtun have either radio or television in their homes, we can use the 
media as a tool to share the Gospel message. 

5) Church – It is important to find creative ways to build the local church and equip the 
church pastors to do the work. Cross cultural work among the Pakistani from different 
people groups may be necessary since the majority of current Christians in the country 
are not Pashtun (but Punjabi). 

 
Prayer Points 
 

1) Pray for God to continue to send laborers to the Pashtun in Pakistan. It can be through 
missionaries to help plant churches or equip local leaders to continue the work of the 
Great Commission. Pray that God would also send Christian professionals in education, 
business, healthcare, and development to go to Pakistan and serve the Pashtun people. 

2) Pray for the Gospel to bear fruit in the hearts of the Pashtun, whether through media or 
other people who come to share with them. 

3) Pray for the women who are oppressed and in need to experience the love of Christ. 
4) Pray that the strongholds Islamist extremism and terrorism to be demolished among the 

Pashtun and in the northern border of Pakistan. 
5) Pray for Bible translations to be completed in different Pashto dialects. 
6) Prayer for safety and protection for current Christians, churches, and missionaries in 

Pakistan. 
 

                                                 
19 Dr. John Bitar, “Class Presentation WM330”, Mission and Evangelisim: Ministry in Muslim Context, 

(Dallas Theological Seminary, Dallas TX, 2020). 
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General Information

Pashtun Society

Pushtunwali

Education & Economy

Religion

Challenges

Opportunities to Engage

A Call to Action

Questions

TODAY'S

DISCUSSION
TOPIC OUTLINE



30,315,000

POPULATION

North and Northwest Pakistan largest

concentration in Peshawar.

GEOGRAPHICAL AREA

Primary -Pashto North 20,488,000

Secondary - Pashto Central 7,939,000

Other - Southern 780,000 / Urdu (620,000) 

 LANGUAGE

NORTHERN PASHTUN

Kyhber Region-  22,236,00 (Peshawar-2MM)

Balochistan - 3, 408,000

Large concentration in borders and cities.

Vast majority are spread out in rural areas.



History

Living

Originally from
Afghanistan
Soviet Invasion
Displaced Society
Terrorism in their
society

Qala
Men & women roles in
the home and
community.
Technology in home.
City Pashtun

Worldview

Education

Tribal Identity
Family
Pushtunwali
Honor
View of women

Literacy Rate (Urdu)
Differences in access
to education (Rural vs.
Cities)
Women vs Men

 PASHTUN SOCIETY



Pushtinwali
The way of the Pushtun

MELMASTIA 
HOSPITALITY AND PROTECTION TO

EVERY GUEST 

NANAWATI 
THE RIGHT OF A FUGITIVE TO SEEK

REFUGE, AND ACCEPTANCE OFFER OF

PEACE 

BADAL
REVENGE 

TUREH 
BRAVERY SABAT

STEADFASTNESS 

IMAMDARI 
RIGHTEOUSNESS

'ISTEQAMAT 
PERSISTENCE

GHAYRAT 
DEFENSE OF PROPERTY AND HONOR 

MAMUS 

DEFENSE OF ONE'S WOMEN

Honor



"A true Pashtun says I loose my faith, but may I never

lose my honor"

"A Pashtun will throw himself in the fire (even the fire

of hell!) for the sake of his honor"

PASHTUN SAYINGS



EDUCATION & ECONOMY

TRANSITIONRURAL
PASHTUN

URBAN
PASHTUN



Islam is the largest religion 98.6%

Christian Adherent 0.9% (1.983 million)

Punjab State 1.818 million largest Christian Group

(Sindh State Second Largest)

Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa state - 2,350 Christians 

PAKISTAN

100% Islam 

Unknown actual number of Christians (scattered and

in danger)

Focus on other Christian PG's.

AMONG THE PASHTUN

Cultural Muslims - None practicing but still identify

with mystical traditions.

Fear of demons (djinn)  and the seek protection form

evil eye.

Our approach to ministry should focus on building

bridges of understanding with the Pashtun.

BUILDING BRIDGES OF UNDERSTANDING

FOLK ISLAM

RELIGION



CHALLEGNES

NATURAL

Rural areas difficult

to access.

Monsoon Floods

(2010) and still

today we have

flooding around

Indus Rive.

GEO-POLITICAL

Protest against the

Pakistani government

Influence from

terrorist groups.

War and death at the

border.  (Many

refugees) - Shari'a Law

Drug Trade

SOCIAL

Rural areas lack of

education

Basic needs such as

healthcare, clean

water.

Children at high

risk to be trafficked.

Drug addiction

among youth

CULTURAL

Pride and Honor is

deeply engrained in

their worldview.

Treatment of

women within

Pashtun society.



OPPORTUNITIES TO ENGAGE

BIG CITIES

A large migration of pashtun

people to big cities, more

opportunities to engage, church

plant and evangelize.

PROFESSIONALS

A need for international and

national professionals. Teachers,

engineers and doctors to serve

the Pashtun

RELEIF WORK

Work among displaced Pashtun

people because of violence at

the border or natural disasters.

MEDIA

Radio and TV's are in most

Pashtun households. 

EQUIPPING

Opportunities to train, equip

and develope local Christians.



THERE IS HOPE! Thriving Church

Growing community of believers

Peace instead of War

What if......



THANK YOU FOR LISTNENING

QUESTIONS?
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