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Pakistan’s largest province, Baluchistan is in a simmering situation following the extra-judicial killing of 20-years-old student Mola Baksh in November. The killing sparked a long march from the south-western city of Turbat to Islamabad under the leadership of Mahrang Baloch. A sustained rise in terror incidents in Baluchistan in recent months has further deteriorated the security situation in the province. According to South Asia Terrorism Portal 56 civilians and 28 security personnel have been killed in 26 terror incidents in 2024 alone. The incident of Iran-Pakistan missile strikes on each other's territories put the spotlight on Baluchistan further. So, what makes this province, which constitutes only 6% of Pakistan's population, so restive despite being endowed with valuable economic resources.
The modern Baloch struggle begins with its annexation into Pakistan following the invasion by the Pakistani army into Kalat on 27 March 1948, which immediately led to the first Baloch insurgency of 1948 under Karim Khan. Martin Axman said that “the death of the state was the birth of the nation”. This was followed by episodic Baloch uprisings in short intervals in 1958 and 1962. In the initial phase Baloch insurgents were mainly driven by a perceived betrayal by the Pakistan state and lacked a coherent sense of Baloch nationalism. This is mainly due to the tribal nature of Baloch society and geographical isolation of various tribes, as well as a lack of common ethnic markers like a codified common language. The watershed moment in the Baloch struggle came in 1973 after the dismissal of the Attaullah Mengal government. Brutal suppression of this insurgency by the Pakistani army, including the use of helicopter gunships etc created a permanent scar on Baloch memory.
The roots of Baloch alienation lie in the fundamental contradiction between the conception of Pakistan as a homogenized Islamic society and thee refusal of Baloch to part ways with their ethnic identity. Defeat in the 1971 war, due to the Pakistani ruling elite’s refusal to share power with Bengalis, further convinced that the unification of Pakistan required further strengthening of its Islamic character. Such a project is at odds with the Baloch ethnic identity, which is shaped by an intersection of tribal identity, geographic isolation, distinct language, and code of conduct.   The asymmetry between geography and demography in Baluchistan further aggravates this contradiction. Baluchistan, which is very rich in economic resources like gas, copper, gold etc, constitutes 44% of Pakistan’s land area and has a population of around 12 million. Only a decentralized system of governance and economic resource management can address such a situation. However, a weak civilian government – both at the provincial and central level – excessive interference by the military in Baluchistan, failure to honestly implement devolution measures like the 7th national finance commission award have all aggravated this asymmetry further. Thus, despite being the most resource rich province of Pakistan, Baluchistan has the worst socio-economic indicators in the country in sectors like female literacy, access to sanitation, village electrification, etc.
Linkage between alienation and insurgency has been quite fluid in Baluchistan over the years. On one end of the spectrum are the nationalists who want complete independence from Pakistan, on the other hand are pragmatists who want genuine autonomy within the federation. However, sustained refusal of the Punjabi-dominated civil-military elite to share political power with the Baloch has shrunk the space for political pragmatism over the years. Pakistan’s state has adopted a dismissive attitude toward the Baloch question and framed it in terms of a movement by a few disgruntled Sardars who wanted to obstruct the development work in the province to extract a better bargain for themselves. However, in recent years the leadership of the Baloch movement has passed over from traditional Chiefs of Mari and Bugti tribes to the educated middle class, for example Allah Nazar Baloch, Mahrang Baloch who are leading from the front. This has fundamentally altered the course of the movement.
In recent years greater Chinese engagement in Baluchistan in the form of development of Gwadar port and CPEC has had a profound impact on the Baloch insurgency. Initial hopes of economic revival of Baluchistan through Chinese investment have been belied over the years. The opaque nature of projects, mainly stirred by military from Islamabad and Rawalpindi, and the neglect of Baloch concerns like fear of being reduced to a minority in their own province, have pushed the Baloch narrative as citizens feel systematically deprived from their own land and resources by Pakistan’s ruling elite. Chinese involvement, instead of alleviating the suffering of the common Baloch, has increased it since it led to greater securitization of the province.
The withering away of state authority and its institutions in Pakistan has further dashed off Baloch aspirations. This is illustrated by the failure of the judiciary in putting an end to the grotesque practice of “enforced disappearances” of Baloch activists by the intelligence agencies. Complete control over the flow of information from Baluchistan by the state has created an atmosphere of suffocation among the Baloch youth. Such is the climate of intimidation in Baluchistan that Amnesty international has called the area a “graveyard for journalists”.
This powder keg situation in Baluchistan is not only a humanitarian catastrophe but also has a strategic dimension. The Makran coast, which contains significant ports like Gwadar, Ormara and Pasni, is a vital cog in Sino-Pak ambitions in the western Indian ocean. In recent years Baloch insurgents have followed the practice of raising the cost of any project in the province by doing intermittent attacks on Chinese workers. With the situation on the Afghan border so unstable due to a resurgence of the TTP (Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan) a further deterioration of the situation in Baluchistan can put Pakistan in an untenable situation. Pakistan state's attempts to Islamize the secular Baloch struggle and create counter-nationalists in Baluchistan have increased the potential of violence further.
Given its vital strategic location, land area and economic resources, it is unconceivable for the military to loosen its grip on Baluchistan. However, ironically, Baloch nationalism is a counter-reaction against state excesses and betrayals. Any reconciliation requires acknowledgement of legitimate aspirations of the Baloch and their just demand of control over their own natural resources. Till date the Pakistani state has managed to control Baloch insurgency, since they lack critical mass and international attention; however, with the change in the leadership composition and objectives and tactics of the movement it is difficult to predict future trajectories. As Marx once famously said, history repeats itself first as a tragedy. Pakistan should be wise not to let Baluchistan become another Bangladesh.
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