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Abstract 

 

 This thesis seeks to answer the question of why some rebel movements choose to take on a 

religious character, and why some do not, even in cases where they share many 

characteristics. This thesis argues that a religious or secular framing is a tool that can be 

tactically utilised by rebel groups in order to further their goals and strengthen their position. 

  Given the fact that rebel groups usually start out at an inherent resource disadvantage, 

securing external support is paramount for any rebel group to stand a fighting chance. 

External actors need to be talked into supporting these rebel groups, and are more likely to 

support rebel groups with whom they share certain characteristics. This thesis argues that one 

of the main ways in which insurgent groups can seek to lobby or appease external actors is 

through aligning its religiosity to fit that of the external actor. Through examining the 

lifespan of two separate ethnic insurgencies in Pakistan, that of the Baloch and of the 

Pashtun, and tracing that to the religiosity of the latest iterations of insurgent groups within 

these long-standing conflicts, the Balochistan Liberation Army (BLA) and the 

Tehreek-e-Taliban (TTP), which have taken very different paths when it comes to religiosity 

despite their similar origins, and examining their potential external backers and the influence 

they may have had, this thesis found that foreign backer religiosity might be a powerful 

determinant in influencing insurgent religiosity. 
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Introduction and Research Question 

 

Why is it that some insurgencies become religious, even up to a point of fundamentalism, 

while others remain entirely secular, even when these groups have similar backgrounds and 

histories, arose under similar circumstances, and find themselves in very similar situations? 

 ​For the grievance-minded reader, there might be a very obvious answer to my research 

question, related to religious diversity; clearly, some religious groups are oppressed and 

discriminated against, either economically, politically or religiously, and therefore the people 

of these groups are willing to take up arms in order to defend their religion, their religious 

brothers and sisters, and their common right to practice their religion freely. Obviously, not 

every ethnic minority in the world has a different religion from the majority in the 

government that rules over them, and therefore it is quite natural that only some insurgencies 

have a religious aspect to them, while others remain secular. 

  While this sounds logical, there are a lot of empirics that go against this train of thought.  

First of all, scholars disagree on whether religiously diverse societies are more likely to 

experience civil war or not, with several studies having been unable to find any connection 

between religious diversity and civil war. In fact, some scholars have found that religious 

factors are not always potential conflict powder kegs, but can also serve to reduce the risk of 

civil war and to de-escalate ongoing conflicts. (Svensson, 2018) 

 In addition to that, there are several examples of where a heavily discriminated 

ethno-religious minority has gone to war against a government, whilst the group’s stated 

goals have remained entirely secular; some examples are the Arakan Salvation Army in 

Burma, or the Kosovars fighting for the independence of Kosovo. (Svensson, 2013) 

  Similarly, we also have examples of where rebels with the same religious background as the 

government have used religious grievances as the stated main cause behind their 

insurgencies; some examples here are the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan and the Ansar al-Dine 

in Mali, who are both islamist groups rebelling against an islamic government. (Svensson, 

2013) 

  There are also many instances where rebel groups have changed their goals either during a 

conflict, or during the downtime between two conflicts in a prolonged conflict setting. This 

occurred in Chechnya, as well as in Pakistan, where originally ethnic rebellions took on a 
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religious flair over time. (Svensson, 2013) Clearly, the answer to this question requires some 

additional discussion. 

In general, previous peace and conflict literature on civil war onset has often overlooked 

religious factors in favour of traditional, secular factors like strategic and economic interests. 

When religion has actually been discussed as a factor, it is often in the previously mentioned 

cases of a state suppressing and/or discriminating a religious minority, but, as we discussed 

above, this is by no means an exhaustive view on religiously motivated insurgencies. 

(Svensson, 2018, Svensson, 2013) 

  In many cases, religion is portrayed as a powerful tool that can be used to quickly mobilise 

and rally support for your cause. Isak Svensson writes that ​“knowing the potency of the 

international constituency, the entrepreneurs seeking to initiate or prolong a conflict, have 

therefore strategically framed their conflict in religious terms, in order to generate support” 

(Svensson, 2018 p.15) and Daniel Byman similarly argues that ​“the Al Qaeda label enabled 

some groups to “rebrand” after failure, giving them access to new supporters both at home 

and abroad. Some Al Qaedalinked groups also beneted from an inux of foreign ghters 

who, along with Al Qaeda training, brought with them effective tactics”​. (Byman, 2013 

p.993) 

  But if a religious framing brings about all these benefits, the crucial questions remain: why 

do only some groups take advantage of the benefits associated with portraying one’s struggle 

as a religious one? What reason could all the other groups possibly have for giving up these 

massive advantages? Why is it that only some conflicts are characterised by a religious 

aspect? 

  Svensson presents three primary factors that cause conflicts to become religious - foreign 

external intervention, insurgent leaders seeking foreign external support, and competition 

between insurgent groups of the same religion over the same support base and trying to 

supercede each other in their religious commitments. (Svensson, 2018) 

  While external interventions may very well pose as contributing factors, logic would have it 

that it is insufficient on its own, since obviously not all conflicts with foreign intervention are 

religious. Similarly, I argue that intra-religious rebel group competition may very well 

explain a religious rationale spiraling out of control as rebel groups try to out-fundamentalist 

each other, but also cannot stand as a primary explanation, as the only requirement for 

intra-religious competition is two or more groups which cater to the same intra-religious 
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audience (which is certainly present in both the secular and the religious case I will present 

further down the line). 

  The final contributing factor outlined by Svensson was rebel group leaders seeking foreign 

intervention by strategically utilising faith-based rhetoric, and this is the factor that I will be 

attempting to outline and investigate further in this thesis. (Svensson, 2018) 

 Once again, the critical question must be why this only occurs in some cases, and not in 

others. Surely, reason would have it that all insurgent groups would benefit from an influx of 

seasoned fighters, revenue, transnational contacts and much more, all which stands to be 

gained from a religiously motivated external intervention? And yet, only some groups appeal 

for this through a religious framing. Why? This is the research gap that this thesis aims to 

investigate further, and attempt to fill. 

 The answer to this conundrum, I believe, can be found in the geopolitical realities of specific 

conflicts, and more specifically in the religiosity of those external powers who might get 

involved in the conflict. The primary objective of all rebel groups is survival, and the 

secondary objective is victory. The tools necessary to bring about these things can be 

summarised as ​resources​, defined by Salehyan et al (2011) as “​money, equipment, training, 

and personnel needed to mount an effective challenge to the state.”  ​(Salehyan et al, 2011 p. 

716) It is well known that rebel groups usually start out at a significant resource 

disadvantage, and that their survival is dependent on quickly and efficiently mobilising a 

significant military capacity.​ ​(Salehyan et al, 2011)  

  One of the quickest and easiest ways of bridging this resource gap is external support. As 

Daniel Byman writes, “​the presence or absence of outside support can fundamentally shape 

the conduct of insurgent warfare, the winners and losers within an insurgent movement, and 

the insurgents’ overall success.”​ (Byman, 2013 p. 994). According to Byman, external actors 

can influence conflicts in multiple ways; the most common as well as the most potent being 

through providing weapons and materiel, providing sanctuary, and providing recruits and 

training for the insurgents. (Byman, 2013) Clearly, there are several large advantages to 

having an external backer supporting your cause. 

  From the point of view of the potential external backers, according to Salehyan et al, 

“sponsoring a rebel organization is a tactic that states use to destabilize target 

governments”​(Salehyan et al, 2011 p. 712)​ ​and can be interpreted as an instrument of foreign 

policy used to weaken a rival. It is significantly less costly, both in economic as well as 
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diplomatic terms, than directly going to war with the rival state in question, and can often be 

done in relative secrecy. (Salehyan et al, 2011) 

 It thus presents an excellent opportunity for states and organisations to expand their power 

base at the expense of a rival. Although the objectives of supporting a rebel group may vary, 

some common goals include ​“gaining leverage over territorial issues, disputes over policies, 

and attempts to unseat unfriendly regimes”​ (Salehyan et al, 2011 p. 712) Supporting rebels 

could therefore be seen as an extension of international politics, if you will. 

  However, external actors will not just aid any group that asks for it - there are several 

potential drawbacks for the external actors, should they get involved. Apart from the obvious 

loss of time and money, there are a number of risks that an external actor takes when deciding 

to back an insurgent movement. 

  When external actors get involved, conflicts tend to be bloodier and the risk of international 

conflict increases. ​“State support can lead a conflict to spill over well beyond the intended 

theater of operations. This can be because of counterbalancing interventions or because the 

counterinsurgent government expands the war in order to punish state supporters or go after 

rebels in a foreign country.“​ (Byman, 2013 p. 987) In addition to that, the more support 

insurgents receive, the stronger they become, and the stronger they become, the harder it gets 

for the external actor to control “their” proxy groups. In worst case scenarios, it could end up 

with the insurgents turning on their previous backers. External actors also run the risk of 

insurgent groups going rogue or committing atrocities, which risks tarnishing the external 

actor and ends up hurting their ambitions. (Salehyan et al, 2011) 

  Put together, all of these potential drawbacks make supporting an insurgent movement a 

significant risk, and not something that is done haphazardly. External actors will prioritise 

supporting insurgent groups that they believe share similar goals, in order to try to minimise 

the risk and consequences of the group potentially going rogue. As Salehyan et al state it; ​“if 

the rebel group’s preferences are not closely aligned with that of the foreign patron, the 

potential for agency loss is high. External states may nd themselves providing resources to 

rebels who are pursuing different goals than those desired by the sponsor.”​ (Salehyan et al, 

2011 p. 714) They believe that external actors choose to support states based on two primary 

criteria:​ “their ability to pose a viable threat to the target regime, and the degree of 

preference congruence”​ (Salehyan et al, 2011 p. 715) 
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  Therefore, it seems only logical that insurgent groups will attempt to cajole the external 

actors into granting their support to the group, through convincing the external actors of their 

preference compatibility. This, one must presume, is not limited only to verbal action, but 

also to altering and aligning the insurgent policies to become more attractive to the potential 

external backers. 

  According to Salehyan et al ​“ethnic or religious ties to the rebel organization are likely to 

reduce concern with preference divergence since a common worldview and shared cultural 

understandings often indicate similar preferences (or are at least perceived to)” ​(Salehyan et 

al, 2011 p. 715), and therefore act as a sort of flagship when it comes to determining whether 

external supporters choose to get involved. Of the two, ethnicity is static - you can not 

feasibly change the ethnic composition of your group without alienating your support base - 

and that leaves religion as the flexible crème de la crème of rebel virtue signalling that 

attracts or dissuades potential foreign backers. A religious or even fundamentalist backer 

ought to be a lot more likely to support a religious or fundamentalist insurgency, and a 

secular backer (or a backer of another religion) ought to be a lot more likely to support a 

secular-nationalist insurgency. 

  In this way, this thesis argues that rebel groups might, in order to increase their resources, 

elect to adopt either a religious or a secular framing in order to cater to the characteristics, 

ideologies, desires and fears of the external actors they believe most likely to aid them. Who 

these specific external actors may be is based on the geopolitics of specific conflicts.  

  Insurgent groups do not exist in a political vacuum, but are rather interconnected with the 

country in which they are rebelling. Things such as political rivals of the target government, 

geography, geopolitical ambitions of regional and global powers, etc. affects who might be 

considered the potential backer (or backers) of a group. (Byman, 2013) 

These geopolitical conditions are likely to be known to insurgent leaders, and this religious 

alignment may very well occur at or prior to the formation of these groups, and the group’s 

initial religious stance may thereby be influenced by these considerations. Therefore, I 

consider it important to look not only at the lifespan of a single group, but at the deeper ties 

and history of the group it is claiming to represent, which has culminated in said group. 

  In the preface to his book, “​Ending Holy Wars: Religion and Conflict Resolution in Civil 

Wars”​(2012)​ Isak Svensson alludes to some similar thoughts: ​“​the conflict is essentially a 

political one, and not religious. But he also stresses the fact that the insurgents have tried to 
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utilise religious issues in order to mobilise support for their cause.” ​(Svensson, 2012 p.1 of 

the preface) and again when he discusses the conflict in Chechnya: ​“There might also have 

been some opportunism in the framing of the conflict. The Western world did not assist the 

Chechens in their nationalist uprising in the first Chechnya war, so Chechnyan warlords and 

politicians saw that they had a better chance of getting assistance from Muslim organisations 

abroad if they portrayed themselves as an Islamic resistance”​. ​(Svensson, 2013 p.42) 

  As he expresses it, religion might have been used opportunistically by insurgent groups in 

order to increase their resources and capabilities in the conflict. This thesis argues that this is 

primarily done by aligning their religiosity to that of their potential backers, in order to 

increase the potential and magnitude of external military and political support. 

  If we can better understand what drives rebel groups to either secularism or religious 

fanaticism, this could have serious implications for policy in conflict zones. Of course, this is 

not a greyscale, where groups are either religious extremists or entirely secular, but with the 

increasing number of fundamentalist groups, especially in Middle East, I believe this thesis 

might still offer some insight into why the majority of muslim insurgent groups have been 

fundamentalist lately (Svensson, 2018) - secular backers have simply not been a reliable 

choice, and that leaves rebel groups competing for the support of the fundamentalist backers. 

Simply the presence of potential external backers could be enough to sway groups and 

regions in the desired direction of the backer. 

 

 To examine this, I will start off by introducing the theory and the testable hypothesis, 

followed by outlining the utilised research method. Furthermore, this theory will investigate 

the roots and history of these ethnic rebellions, culminating in a close examination of the 

selected contemporary cases, attempting to identify the potential external supporters and their 

religiosity, and whether and how this might have influenced the religiosity of the insurgent 

groups. 
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Theory 

 

Causal story 

 
The causal story of this thesis is that the religiosity (or lack thereof) of external backers is 

likely to influence the religiosity (or lack thereof) of insurgent groups. This is due to the fact 

that external actors, always fearful of losing control of their proxies, are more likely to 

support groups that share characteristics similar to their own. (Salehyan et al, 2011) Because 

of this, I theorise that rebel groups choose to align themselves in such a way as to make them 

appear palatable to their potential external actors. Due to the important ideological value of 

religion, especially in some parts of the world, rebel groups choose to frame their struggle in 

a way that mirrors, or at the very least pleases, placates or soothes the religious 

considerations of the external actor, in an attempt to solicit their support in the insurgency. If 

the external actor is secular, or adheres to a different majority religion, rebel groups ought to 

be more likely to be secular in an attempt to dissuade concerns regarding religious fanaticism 

(which might backfire on the external backer). Similarly, if the external backer is religious, 

rebel groups seeking the support of that backer should be more likely to be religious 

themselves, as religious fanaticism would be interpreted as a sign of virtue, righteousness, 

reliability and accord, which would therefore decrease the risk of the rebels’ interests 

diverging from the backer and going rogue, and thereby increase the chances of external 

support. 

 
Definitions 

 

Religious or secular group 

 

  There are a few of the central concepts discussed above and below that warrant some 

additional clarifications and definitions. Firstly, we need to define who or what constitutes a 

religious or irreligious, secular group. Here, I have elected to utilise the same definitions that 

Svensson outlines in his book, ​Ending Holy Wars - religion and conflict resolution in civil 

wars​.  
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 He identifies three different types of religious conflicts, with the first being the kind where 

there is a clear divide between the two parties in terms of their religious identity. Here, the 

conflict is between people who consider themselves to be of different religious traditions. 

This could be Muslims versus Christians, Shi’ites versus Sunnis and so forth. In this case, the 

role of religion does not necessarily have to be active religious convictions, but it can also act 

as a cultural-religious denominator for the parties. (Svensson, 2013) 

  The second type of religious conflict is one which features at least one religious 

incompatibility. In these conflicts, religious disagreements constitute at least one of the 

incompatibilities between the parties, but is not the central issue. Only certain elements of 

factions within a group might have religious goals, or these religious issues might be less 

important to the group than their certain incompatibilities, which might be independence, 

regime change or equality. (Svensson, 2013) 

  The third and final type of religious conflict is one where religious incompatibilities are a 

core issue for at least one of the parties. Isak Svensson writes that ​“an armed conflict can be 

considered as a ‘core’ religious conflict if the parties’ demand, in relation to religion, is one 

of their main demands, and if most of the non-state actors on the rebel side are behind such 

demands.” ​ (Svensson, 2013 p. 21) 

  With these different types of conflicts in mind, I would define any actor that has at one 

religious stated incompatibility as a religious actor. In the first case, where the parties have 

separate religious identities, religion might play a role that is primarily identity-defining 

rather than convictional, and therefore it is not guaranteed that the conflict itself is religious. 

In the case of umbrella groups, Svensson states that even if the religious demands are not 

pressed by the entire group, a singular religious incompatibility ​“implies that there is a 

religious dimension in the basic incompatibility of the conflict.” ​(Svensson, 2013 p. 21) 

  On a similar note, a secular actor is defined as an actor that does not have any stated 

religious incompatibilities. In attempting to attract backers as well as local supporters, it 

seems unlikely that parties would hide their true intentions, and therefore I argue that 

defining actors' religiosity by their stated incompatibilities makes sense. 
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Potential external backer 

 

  Another definition that must be made is that of the ​potential external backer.​ Intrinsically, 

this is something that is difficult to prove, as this is something that is rarely stated outright. In 

some cases, the potential external backers will have stated their support publicly, and in some 

it may simply be theorised as a relationship that could have been logical. It is important to 

note that​ potential external backer​ does ​not​ mean that the external actor is actually 

supporting the insurgents. It simply means that, given the situation of the conflict, they are 

the actor for whom it would be most logical to support the insurgents, and that this fact on its 

own should be enough to cause the rebels to want to placate them. 

 Here, ​potential external backer​ will be defined as the ​external actor or actors which might 

be convinced to provide significant support in the war effort​. This may be a foreign state, an 

international actor or another insurgent group. Often, these external backers do not publicly 

announce their support. Therefore, I will examine the conflicts thoroughly and take into 

account many opinions, but in the end a certain degree of personal judgement will have to be 

used.  

 

Assumptions 

 

The rational actor model 

 

  Like all theories, this one operates under a certain set of assumptions. First of all, this thesis 

assumes the rational actor model, which assumes that main actors in international politics are 

rational, unified which is capable of analysing value, costs, benefits, risks and which can be 

trusted to make the choice that will be seen as the most beneficial for said actor’s group. The 

rational actor model pays no attention to conflicts, debates and power struggles internal to 

actors, which certainly exist, and is instead focused on the arena where different actors meet. 

(Norwich University Online, 2017) This model will be applied both to insurgent groups, as 

well as potential external backers. 
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External support should always be desirable 

 

Another assumption in this thesis is that rebel groups will always desire external backers, 

despite potential drawbacks in autonomy, group cohesion and goal orientation. Research 

indicates that insurgent groups that are either very weak or very strong, compared to their 

government counterpart, are less likely to receive support from external powers. In the first 

case, the insurgents would probably gladly receive outside aid, but it is likely that the external 

backers do not believe the group can pose a real threat, and therefore it is on the backing end 

of the equation that the potential support breaks down. (Salehyan et al, 2011) 

  In the second case, if the rebels are very strong, it is likely that the rebels do not feel like 

they need any assistance. Foreign backers always have an agenda, and usually offer support 

on the condition that the rebel group redirect some of their effort towards reaching this 

agenda, resulting in a net reduction in autonomy for the rebel groups. There, in the cases that 

victory for the rebels is all but assured, a foreign backer would simply lead to less control 

over one’s goals in exchange for needless support. (Salehyan et al, 2011) Regardless, the 

second case is rather rare, and most rebel groups are not in a position where they would 

decline outside aid, so I believe the risk is negligible. 

  Finally, I argue that the one thing that might make rebels reject an offer of external support 

are the demands that are attached to this support. It is therefore not external support itself that 

is unwanted, but rather the loss of autonomy that the group might suffer as a result of the 

external support. (Salehyan et al, 2011) I will therefore operate under the assumption that my 

cases would, purely theoretically, have desired aid from all their potential backers, and not 

consider the possibility that the backers’ demands would have made aid undesirable for the 

rebels. If this had happened, it would have been essentially unknowable, and difficult for me 

to account for.  

 

External support is not impossible without religious placation 

 

  This thesis does not mean to say that it is impossible for groups to receive support from 

external backers without placating them religiously. There may be other situations where 

external backers feel that the potential benefits of establishing a proxy group outweighs the 

risk of them going rogue. A prime example of this was when the Americans supported the 
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Mujahideen in Afghanistan in overthrowing the Soviet controlled government. In that 

situation, one can theorise that advancing American Cold War efforts and preventing a 

communist beachhead close to US allies Pakistan and India was a more pressing matter than 

whether this group might eventually turn on its former benefactors. Nevertheless, in most 

circumstances external backers will require insurances, and religion is the cream of the crop 

when it comes to those. (Salehyan et al, 2011) Thus, I argue that specific events of secular (or 

different religious) support for religious groups, or the other way around, do not disprove my 

hypothesis, but rather hint at some very strong incentives for the external backer to overcome 

the risk of supporting a group of a different religiosity. 

 

External support is continuous and therefore requires continuous alignment 

 

External support is not something that has to simply be earned once. Instead, external 

supporters frequently reevaluate their support to proxy groups, and therefore the alignment 

shifts that may be made in order to please external supporters may very well be long-term or 

even permanent. This new alignment may in turn become a focal point and a source of pride 

of the insurgent movement, and indistinguishable from “organic” ideology. This thesis does 

not mean to portray religiosity and personal convictions as fake, but rather that their political 

usage (or lack thereof) is often ultimately rooted in a rational cost-benefit analysis. 
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Hypothesis 

 

The simplified, testable hypotheses end up looking like this:  

 

 

Both our independent and dependent variables are categorical. That means that they cannot 

be ranked, nor do the variables themselves have any statistical value. It is important to 

remember that the simplified hypotheses do not reflect our chain of events, which would look 

something more like this: 
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Research Design 
 

Method 

 
  To investigate my hypothesis, I performed a confirmatory, hypothesis-testing comparative 

study. After electing my cases and determining the potential external backers, and 

determining whether insurgent religiosity was indeed aligned to their external backers, I will 

examine the cases and present examples of ways in which external backer religiosity may 

have influenced the groups. The unit of analysis will thus be first the insurgents, in order to 

establish who the most likely potential backer, and then these backers in order to ascertain 

their religiosity. 

 

Case selection 

 

 To elect my cases, I opted for the most-similar case selection method. ​T​his method is useful 

for explaining a difference in either outcome or the causal variable by isolating the  causal 

mechanism from other potentially confounding variables. According to Gerring (2008), this 

type of analysis often begins ​“with an apparent anomaly: two cases are apparently quite 

similar, and yet demonstrate surprisingly different outcomes.”​ (Gerring, 2008 p.26) ​This case 

selection method seeks to compare two cases that are as similar as possible - except in the 

one variable that we believe affects either the outcome or the causal variable, where we want 

a great variation. ​The goal is to identify cases that ​“exhibit different outcomes, different 

scores on the factor of interest, and similar scores on all other possible causal factors.” 

(Gerring, 2008 p.26)  

  When utilising this method, the similarities between the two cases act as control variables, 

allowing us to identify the causal mechanism that we believe can explain the difference in 

outcome. When testing a hypothesis, cases should be selected on account of their variance in 

outcome. ​(Gerring, 2008)​ For this thesis, that meant choosing two insurgent groups that are 

as similar as possible to one another, apart from in the outcome variable - their religiosity. 

Therefore, we should ideally select one fundamentalist insurgent group and one secular 

insurgent group as our cases. Ideally, these cases should also share a lot of similarities when 

it comes to our control variables. If we can account for other potential variables that might 
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influence religiosity through our case selection, and are still left with the correlation we 

believe we will find, we come closer to proving causality. ​(Gerring, 2008) 

  Our control variables are very important, as they will influence the results we end up with 

and can prevent us from reaching false causation through a spurious variable.​(Gerring, 2008) 

I was looking for cases which are similar in as many aspects as possible - first and foremost 

they should both be of the same religious identity as their enemy government, as this will 

ensure that religious persecution is not a factor. The cases should also be part of the same 

religious identity, as there are likely differences in how religion is utilised politically between 

different religious traditions. Apart from religion, I also wanted the cases to share similar 

values. The way I tried to account for that was through picking cases from roughly the same 

region, with a similar history. For example, despite both countries being catholic, comparing 

theoretical situations in Poland and Peru is unlikely to be fruitful on account of their vastly 

different location and history. Although values are hard to quantify by definition, I felt that 

this would ensure that the cases would not end up being vastly different from one another. 

  My research question as well as the hypothesis it evolved into stemmed from a set of 

conflicts that perfectly fit the bill - the conflict between the government of Pakistan and the 

Balochistan Liberation Army (BLA) in the southwest of the country as well as the conflict 

between the government of Pakistan and the Pashtun Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) in 

the northwestern part of the country. 

 To clarify, ​I think of my chosen cases simply as the latest iterations in a long line of rebel 

groups part of a larger ethnicity-based insurgency. What interested me was why, despite the 

numerous commonalities thought to influence civil war onset shared between the Baloch and 

the Pashtun peoples, the contemporary insurgent groups claiming to represent these 

ethnicities are such polar opposites in their religiosity. 

I believe these cases should be representative of a larger population of cases - their common 

enemy and shared statehood should account for governmental factors, and thus be externally 

valid. In fact, I do believe this theory could very well be universal, but that its applicability 

today is relatively limited. While I theorise that the same kind of considerations and tactical 

religious alignment aimed at attaining external support were made by the German princes in 

the Holy Roman Empire during the 30 Years War, as well as by rebel groups during the cold 

war when it came adhering to secular Marxism or not, today my personal belief is that the 

conditions necessary for religious external support exists primarily in the Muslim world. 
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Although I still argue that secular or other-faith external backers would be off-put by 

religious goals, the plethora of actors citing religious incompatibilities undeniably seem to be 

overwhelmingly Muslim. (Svensson, 2018) 

 

Introduction to the cases 

 

 The Balochistan Liberation Army is fighting a secular, separatist struggle, completely in 

favour of the separation of state and religion. The fourth article of  “The Balochistan 

Liberation Charter”, which serves as a guideline and manifesto for the Baloch independence 

movements (including militant Baloch insurgent groups) states that ​“​the Baloch national 

struggle is a secular movement. It is for the separation of religion from state and politics. It is 

for the power of reason and in opposition to any religious and ideological dogma.” 

(Balochistan Liberation Charter, part 1) In addition, the fifth article states that ​“Freedom of 

religion, belief and expression are among the most fundamental rights of the citizens of 

Balochistan. Every individual is free to follow any religion or unorthodox belief provided that 

in so doing they do not impose their religion and belief and hence infringe the liberty of other 

people to believe the contrary.”​ (Balochistan Liberation Charter, part 1) This is a very stark 

contrast to both the fundamentalist TTP as well as Pakistan, which states that ​“Islam shall be 

the state religion of Pakistan”​ and that ​“All existing laws shall be brought in conformity with 

the Injuctions of Islam as laid down in the Holy Quran and Sunnah… and no law shall be 

enacted which is repugnant to such Injunctions.”​ (National Assembly of Pakistan, part IX: 

Islamic Provisions, article 227-1) 

    On the other hand, the TTP started out as a loosely organised umbrella organisation for 

various Pashtun tribal warlords with some peripheral religious demands, but during its 

lifespan the group transitioned into a full-fledged jihadist group bent on global jihad. 

(Siddique, 2010) 

Upon its creation, the group had several demands: enforce sharia throughout Pakistan, 

battling the coalition forces in Afghanistan, the abolition of all military checkpoints in the 

FATA area, and performing a defensive jihad against the Pakistani Army. (Siddique, 2010) 

Despite its religiously loaded wording (with the term jihad), the third objective, the defensive 

jihad against the Pakistani Army, may be more of a political than a religious goal, aimed at 
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reducing the government’s control of the tribal regions. However, the first objective of 

imposing strict sharia in Pakistan is clearly a religious goal.  

 

Control variables (through careful case selection) 

 

  Both of the insurgent groups are composed primarily of a singular ethnic group, fighting the 

same enemy in the Pakistani government. This eliminates yet another potential spurious 

variable - we now know for certain that government actions are not enough to make groups 

either religious or secular, as we have two vastly different insurgent groups rebelling against 

the same government. In addition, both groups are made up of sunni muslims within a sunni 

muslim islamic state, Pakistan, which should eliminate the potential of religious 

discrimination or oppression being a factor.  

Furthermore, both peoples are located in inhospitable terrain, the Baloch in the arid desert 

and the Pashtun in the mountainous wasteland. Both the primarily Baloch province of 

Balochistan and the primarily Pashtun province of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa are underdeveloped 

and poor compared to the rest of Pakistan. (M. Khan, 2013) (Schetter, 2017) As discussed by 

Feyyaz (2016) and Khan (2009), both the Baloch and the Pashtun have a history not only of 

tribal autonomy, but also of independence, and both had influential factions which opposed 

the absorption into Pakistan when the British left India. Furthermore, according to Schetter 

(2017), M. Khan (2013), and Samad (2014), within both ethnic groups, there is a sentiment 

that the group is politically repressed and discriminated against, and that the government in 

Islamabad is dominated by other ethnic groups, like Sindhi and Punjabi, that do not care 

about the insurgents’ own ethnic group. Both insurgencies originally started as 

“anti-Pakistani overlordship” resistances, sparked by governmental attempts to increase the 

control of these regions and aimed at maintaining the tribal autonomy of the clans that live 

there. (Schetter, 2017) (Samad, 2014) (A. Khan, 2009) 

  In summary, the two insurgent groups share a very large amount of characteristics, and are 

identical in many aspects that could have been imagined to have an effect on the religiosity of 

the groups. In spite of this, they have taken vastly different paths in their religiosity, with the 

BLA being entirely secular and the TTP developing into a group of fundamentalists, taking 

up arms in a global jihad. 
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Time period 

 

  The analysis will be of the two selected cases, from their roots within their ethnic 

movements, to their nascence and until today. Once the potential external supporters have 

been determined, their involvement in the conflict will also be studied. It is important to note 

that although this analysis is focused on the TTP and the BLA and their external backers, it 

would be incorrect to examine these groups in a vacuum. In both of these conflicts there are 

many similar groups with similar objectives, who sometimes work together as basically one 

large umbrella organisation and who sometimes work independently (even occasionally 

fighting each other). (Mapping Militants Project, 2018) Oftentimes, the actions of one of the 

groups represents a change in all of them, united by their cause as they often are. 

  Even the conflicts themselves are difficult to examine in a vacuum, as the creation of one 

group often has its origin in the merger or disbanding of others. The creation of new groups 

often reflects overall structural and/or value-related changes among the affected ethnic or 

tribal groups. (Svensson, 2018) The nascence of the more religiously minded TTP in 2007 

was not the result of a sudden spark of religious zealotry among first-timer insurgents - 

instead it represented a change among the Pashtun tribal warlords in the area and a chance for 

them to re-invent their struggle. ​(Siddique, 2010) 

 This fact also makes limiting the time period a difficult task, as the conflict dynamics will 

likely predate the births of the rebel groups, and in some cases the very birth of the rebel 

groups themselves might constitute the change that we are interested in. Therefore, I will 

analyse the groups behaviour and religiosity since their inception, including the events that 

led up the group’s creation.  

 

Material 

 

For my material, I will primarily rely on peer-reviewed essays and case studies of the TTP, 

the BLA, Pakistan and the region in general. Through a vast array of viewpoints, potential 

biases that may exist in individual essays will be corrected by the others. This in-depth 

material will also be complemented with information from various databases on insurgent 

actors - such as the UCDP and the Stanford Mapping Militant Project. 
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Operationalisation 

 

For my dependent variables, religious insurgent group and secular insurgent group, I will use 

the operationalisation introduced by Svensson; all groups with at least one stated religious 

incompatibility is considered religious, and groups without any religious incompatibilities are 

considered secular. 

For my first independent variable, a religious external backer, I use a similar 

operationalisation. To adjust for the possibility that this actor might be a state (and 

incompatibilities need conflicts, which are not guaranteed) I will instead consider external 

backers as religious if they feature at least one religious goal or ideal in their platform. 

(Svensson, 2013) 

My second independent variable is two-fold, but they fulfill the same role in this 

examination. A potential external backer who is either secular, or religious but of a different 

faith from the rebels who perceive it as a potential backer, should always prefer to support 

secular rebels. Therefore, I operationalise secular (or of different religion) backer as having 

either no religious ideals at all in their platform, or religious ideals of a differing religion in 

their platform. By platform, I mean both official documents, as well as statements by the 

government and its officials. 

  Although these are, by definition, concepts that are difficult to define, I believe these 

operationalisations capture the essence of what I am looking for here. Additionally, the thick 

definition of what a platform is allows me to capture the same information from both 

governmental sources, rebel group manifestos and interviews. 
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Results & Analysis 

 

 In many ways, both the Baloch and the Pashtun modern conflict stem from the Partitioning 

of India in 1947, when the British left the subcontinent. Both of these regions were remote, 

inhospitable tribal areas with a strong tradition of autonomy, and there were powerful 

factions in each that favoured the creation of an independent Balochistan or Pashtunistan 

respectively, as opposed to acceding to Pakistan. Under the British, these areas had been 

autonomous and semi-independent, but the newly formed Pakistan became a highly 

centralized and militarized state, that attempted to maintain a high degree of central control 

over its provinces. (Schetter, 2017) (Khan, 2013) 

In the view of the Baloch and the Pashtun, this centralisation encroached on the stipulated 

autonomy of their respective provinces, and in both the former Federally Administered Tribal 

Areas (FATA), Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP) and Balochistan violent struggles were fought 

against the newly formed Pakistan. (Schetter, 2017) (Khan, 2013) 

In both conflicts, the locals felt that they had not had a say in whether they wanted to be part 

of Pakistan or not, with many Baloch and Pashtun favouring independence and some 

Pashtuns instead favouring becoming part of Afghanistan. Pakistan was seen as a foreign 

concept that had been forced upon the Pashtun and the Baloch, and had no right to interfere in 

the affairs of the tribes. (Schetter, 2017) (Khan, 2013) 

 

Background of the Pashtun conflict and the Afghan connection 

 

  The rise of the TTP can not be understood without first looking across the border into 

Afghanistan. Despite their shared name, the group is distinct from the Afghan Taliban, 

although their relationship is both symbiotic and complex. ​(Mapping Militants Project, 2018) 

Unlike their fellow Taliban in Afghanistan, which has the US-led intervention forces as their 

main target, the TTP’s primary enemy is the Pakistani. In some cases, the Afghan Taliban has 

even condemned TTP operations as “un-Islamic”, such as its 2014 attack on an army school 

in Peshawar. ​(Mapping Militants Project, 2018) ​Despite these differences, the groups often 

cooperate in order to maintain control of the tribal regions on the border of Afghanistan and 

Pakistan, and ​all TTP fighters ultimately swear allegiance to the Afghan Taliban mullah, 
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although this allegiance is more of a populist tool than anything, designated to facilitate TTP 

recruitment. According to the Stanford Mapping Militants Project, ​“​by pledging allegiance to 

the Afghan Taliban, the TTP is able to capitalize on the widespread support for the Afghan 

jihad which exists among Pashtun tribesmen”​. (Mapping Militants Project, 2018) 

  The border between Pakistan and Afghanistan (known as the Durand Line) was created by 

colonial powers and Conrad Schetter (2017) describes the border as​ “​a product of colonial 

politics par excellence”​ (Schetter, 2017 p.52)​ ​and ​“an ethnic horror”​ (Schetter, 2017 p.52) , 

which divides the Pashtun heartland with complete disregard of tribal identities. For the 

Pashtun living on both sides of the Durand line, the border is considered a foreign invention, 

which they pay no mind. The border is extremely porous, and the Durand Line is a border 

which ​“winds through a barely accessible labyrinth of mountain ridges, which does not 

favour the establishment of a border control regime.”​(Schetter, 2017 p.63) In reality, the 

border is crossed on a daily basis by thousands of tribal Afghans and Pakistani with no 

papers, without any form of state control. (Schetter, 2017​) 

 

The relationship between the tribal areas and Pakistan 

 

   Despite early attempts, Pakistan was unable to subdue the tribal areas, and resorted to 

keeping the tribal insurgencies at a tolerable level through bribery and conquer-and-divide 

tactics. For a long time, these tribal areas and the government of Pakistan existed in a 

relatively symbiosis, where Pakistan pretended to rule over the tribal areas, and the tribes 

pretended to be ruled by Pakistan. In reality, the main beneficiaries of this relationship were 

the tribal elites, ​“which acted as intermediaries between the state and the tribes. In Pakistan, 

the relationship between these tribal elites and the respective political agents enabled them to 

reinforce their distinct political and economic status.” ​(Schetter, 2017 p. 59) 

  Paradoxically enough, the same tribal elites that have seen such benefit from state support, 

have been the greatest defenders of tribal autonomy and demarcating the boundary between 

the state and tribes. The tribal elders have been happy to accept material support, while at the 

same time making it very clear that they reject and oppose all forms of state interference in 

the tribal areas.​ ​(Schetter, 2017) 
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The US intervention of Afghanistan and how it affected the tribal areas in Pakistan 

 

Considering the ethnic, familial and societal ties and the porosity of the border, it is not 

strange that Pashtun on the Pakistani side of the border flocked to join the Afghan Pashtun in 

many of their armed struggles, and to provide sanctuary for their kin when it was needed. 

(Feyyaz, 2016) The Pashtun code of honour, known as ​pashtunwali​, also stipulates that 

Pashtuns should offer ​“hospitality and protection to every guest”​ and ​“the right of a fugitive 

to seek a place of refuge, and acceptance of bona fide offer of peace and pardon”​ (Feyyaz, 

2016 p. 115) Tribes on both sides ​“have always seen the Durand Line less as an impregnable 

barrier than as an option which has allowed them to exempt themselves from the control of 

the state”​ (Schetter, 2017 p. 63) 

  Many Afghan Taliban sought refuge in and operated from Pakistan during the American 

invasion, which was not popular with the United States. According to Siddique, “​the main 

goal of these refugees was to reorganize and return to Afghanistan and fight US troops.” 

(Siddique, 2010 p. 9) The United States put pressure on their close ally Pakistan to finally 

enforce the rule of law in the tribal areas and to root out the Taliban. Reluctantly, Pakistan 

agreed and began military operations to rid the tribal areas of militants. (Siddique, 2010) 

  For many in the tribal areas, this was seen as a betrayal by the Pakistani government. 

Siddique claims that ​“the presence of, and military operations by, the Pakistani army in 

FATA, then, were seen as rubbing salt in existing wounds. That is, the government had not 

only ignored the needs of the tribal people, it was now engaged in disrupting their society 

and infrastructure and, on occasion, causing considerable levels of collateral damage. This 

inevitably angered the local population and helped shift their sympathy towards the local 

Taliban, the only movement to put up a strong front against the hegemony of the tribal 

leaders – who were seen as puppets of the Pakistani government – which, in turn, was seen 

as the puppet of the US. ​(Siddique, 2010 p.59) 

  The fact that the army demanded that the Pashtun turn over their honoured guests was also 

seen as deeply disrespectful to the Pashtun code of honour and way of life, Pashtunwali. In a 

sense, the army was seen as not only invading their tribal domains but also their Pashtun way 

of life. (Siddique, 2010) As Schetter puts it, ​“the defense of tribal autonomy directly fuels the 

insurgent movements. Every attempt from outside to wield influence that impacts on the local 

order is a source of irritation. Many local actors see the war on terror as a state-building 
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war waged from outside which attacks local ideas and customs in an effort to establish 

statehood and gain control over territory and population. But local elites have little interest 

in promoting a state monopoly on violence or in uniform norms and values, such as a 

uniform legal code or an overarching ideology.” ​(Schetter, 2017 p.65-66) 

 

The creation of the TTP 

 

  All of these factors contributed to the creation of the TTP in 2007. The TTP is ​“​the largest 

and deadliest militant umbrella organization in Pakistan”​ (Mapping Militants Project, 2018) 

It includes most, but not all of the members of the Pakistani Taliban. The autonomy of these 

groups vary heavily, and changes frequently. They were constituted primarily by tribal 

groups who had been present in the area for a long time, and which had a long history of 

violent confrontations with the Pakistani state. Most of these groups grew out of local settings 

and were often led by tribal strongmen, and often strongly influenced by tribal 

divisions.​(Siddique, 2010) 

 Upon its creation, the umbrella organisation had four primary goals: To enforce sharia, 

fighting the US coalition forces in Afghanistan, performing a “defensive jihad” against the 

Pakistani Army and the abolition of all military checkpoints in the Federally Administered 

Tribal Areas (FATA). In addition to this, the group demanded the release of a radical imam, 

and swore to refuse all future peace deals with the Pakistani government. (Siddique, 2010) 

 

The religiosity of the TTP 

 

  Throughout its lifetime, the group’s religious goals have grown in importance, and the TTP 

has emphasised its religious goals, with an ever-increasing focus on the ‘global jihad’ - 

whether that pertains rescuing fellow muslims from ‘occupation’, the spread of sharia, or 

vengeance for the US presence and drone attacks in Pakistan.​ ​(Siddique, 2010) 

  In itself, this suggests that the idea of jihad for the TTP has changed significantly - from 

being a tribal self-defence jihad against Pakistani encroachment, to liberating the entire 

country and avenging wrong-doing against muslims worldwide, to establishing a global 

caliphate. The original religious incompatibility - the desire to implement sharia in Pakistan, 

has been sidelined in favour of a more international form of jihad. Additionally, the exact 
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implementation of sharia has not really been clarified and according to Siddique, ​“apart from 

advocating converting Pakistan’s existing constitution to sharia law, the militant 

organization appears to lack a political agenda... it is unclear whose interpretation of the 

sharia will be endorsed as the final product: religious nuances prevail between different 

militant groups based on their specific brand of Islam.”​ (Siddique, 2010 p.13) 

  Since the fall of the Afghan emirate in 2001, a lot of foreign jihadis have sought refuge in 

Pakistan. In addition to this, the Pakistani Taliban has strengthened its ties with numerous 

other international terrorist networks, and the group is now multi-ethnic, featuring Arab, 

Afghan, Chechen, Turkmen, Uighur, Uzbek and Punjabi fighters, although the large majority 

of the soldiers are still Pashtun. (Jamal & Ahsan, 2015, Siddique, 2010) For example, one of 

the TTP’s leaders, Hakimullah Mehsud​,​ personally claimed to have played a key role in 

giving asylum to al-Qaeda and Uzbek mujahideen. (Siddique, 2010 p.34) 

  

The TTP’s potential external supporters 

 

According to the Mapping Militants Project, one of the TTP’s most powerful ally is 

Al-Qaeda. Many of the tribal factions within the TTP are closely linked to Al Qaeda, and 

have provided shelter to wanted Al Qaeda leaders since the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan in 

2001. In order to settle internal disputes among the different TTP factions, Al Qaeda leader 

Osama bin Laden and Afghan Taliban leader Mullah Omar met with some of the top 

commanders in the TTP, which further demonstrates the importance of al-Qaeda to the 

group.(Mapping Militants Project, 2018) 

  In addition to al-Qaeda, the TTP is allied to a multitude of islamist groups in and around 

Pakistan, like the Haqqani Network, Jundullah, Kashmir-based Lashkar-e-Taiba and the 

Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan. (Mapping Militants Project, 2018) 

  On a state-level, a TTP member claimed that both Afghan and Indian intelligence agencies 

allegedly provide TTP with funds and other assistance to combat the Pakistani government. 

This claim was vehemently denied by the Afghan and Indian governments, and was 

dismissed as ​“an attempt by the Pakistani government to further the narrative that it is a 

victim of terrorism, while, in actuality, it is a sponsor of terrorism in Afghanistan and India” 

(Mapping Militants Project, 2018) Since the truth of the matter is likely to remain hidden, I 
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examined these claims from a logical perspective. As is the case for any enemy of Pakistan, 

India makes for a logical ally. However, in this case a few caveats exist. 

  First of all, the TTP is a fundamentalist religious group, with goals ranging from 

implementing sharia in Pakistan to establishing a global caliphate. India, as a Hindu-majority 

nation ruled by a Hindu-nationalist government is probably not very fond of the idea of a 

global caliphate. Add to that the fact that India has had its share of islamist terror attacks in 

the last decades, and it is probably an actor that is very hesitant to support any islamist 

groups. Suppose that the TTP would be successful in its goal of conquering the entirety of 

Pakistan and establishing an islamic emirate. Where would they go next in their pursuit of a 

global caliphate? India and Pakistan share a long and hotly contested border, and remains 

mixed up in the religiously loaded conflict in Kashmir. In addition to this, India has a 

significant muslim minority within its borders, and tensions between religious groups are 

commonplace. It is not difficult to imagine that the next step of an Islamic Emirate of 

Pakistan would be the “liberation” of the muslims of India. Surely, the same thoughts would 

have crossed the minds of New Delhi, and made them think twice about supporting any jihadi 

groups. In addition to that, if proof of the hindu-nationalist government supporting jihadi 

terrorists came out, it would be likely be ​very​ impopular amongst its support base and cause 

quite the political disaster. 

  There is yet another reason that I consider Indian support to the TTP unlikely. India is a 

close ally of the United States, the world’s foremost military power. The TTP is a sworn 

enemy of the United States, and one of their main goals is the destruction of US forces in the 

area. Therefore, if India were to support the TTP, they would be directly funding and aiding 

an enemy of their most important ally. Surrounded by its archrivals of Pakistan and China, 

India is probably unlikely to be willing to compromise their alliance with the United States. 

  Afghanistan and Pakistan have always been at odds regarding a number of issues, including 

the Durand line border and the Pakistani support for the Taliban. Despite this, the current 

Afghan government is a sworn enemy of the Afghan Taliban, who seek to overthrow them. 

As the TTP and the Afghan Taliban are closely allied, it is unlikely that the Afghan 

government would support the TTP. As a significant portion of the Afghan state apparatus is 

Pashtun, it is not impossible that some members of its intelligence division sympathise with 

the TTP, and might have sought to aid them. (Schetter, 2017) However, if this was done it 
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was probably without the consent of the Afghan government, and quite limited in order to 

prevent detection by the aforementioned. 

  To summarise, the TTP started off as a loosely organised conglomeration of local tribes and 

warlords, united by a desire to preserve the tribal nature of their region and opposition to 

Pakistan, as well as some religious incompatibilities. The group is closely allied to a number 

of local and regional islamist organisations, and over the years became very closely allied 

with al-Qaeda. Other potential external backers, like India and Afghanistan, are unlikely to 

have directly supported the TTP. For al-Qaeda, who ​“​aims to rid the Muslim world of 

Western influence, to destroy Israel, and to create an Islamic caliphate stretching from Spain 

to Indonesia that imposes strict Sunni interpretation of Shariah law”​(Mapping Militants 

Project, 2019), ​religious goals form the core of their ideology. To all of the weaker local 

insurgent groups with whom the TTP is allied, religious incompatibilities are either central or 

at the very least peripheral. ​(Mapping Militants Project)​ It is therefore safe to say that the 

potential external backers of the TTP were religious. 

 

Background of the conflict in Balochistan and the harsh Pakistani measures 

 

  Balochistan is the largest but least populous out of the four Pakistani provinces. It is arid, 

desolate, mountainous and inhospitable. Balochistan is a place of extraordinary geopolitical 

value. According to Mahrukh Khan, its importance ​“lies in the fact that it offers easy access 

routes to land-locked Afghanistan and Central Asia, has an entrée to the warm waters of the 

Indian Ocean, the Middle East and South Asia.”​ (Khan, M, 2013 p.200) 

   Significant populations of Baloch also live across the borders in Iran and Afghanistan, the 

area popularly known as Greater Balochistan. The Baloch are divided across large tribes, 

whose ​sardars​, a form of tribal chiefs, rule rural swathes of the province with their own 

militias. The Baloch had been allowed a great deal of autonomy during the British, but upon 

the inception of Pakistan this self-rule was revoked in favour of centralising the state. (Khan, 

M, 2013) 

  The conflict that has continued until today was reignited in 2005, which marked the fifth 

time that Pakistan had to launch a military campaign in Balochistan. The first one began one 

day after the creation of Pakistan in 1947, when the Baloch princedom of Kalat declared its 

independence. The Pakistani army arrested its leader, and mobilised its army, threatening to 
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open hostilities. In the face of this show of force, Kalat surrendered and was annexed. Since 

then, several other conflicts have erupted, usually sparked by a Baloch perception of 

Pakistani tyranny, encroachment on Balochistan’s stipulated autonomy and neglect of Baloch 

interests. (Khan, A, 2009)  

  The Pakistani army’s response to these insurgencies has been forceful: a report in 2005 

noted that ​“tensions between the government and its Baloch opposition have grown because 

of Islamabad’s heavy handed armed response to Baloch militancy and its refusal to negotiate 

demands for political and economic autonomy.” ​(Khan, A, 2009 p. 1080) 

  The army and the security establishment, consisting of intelligence bureaus, the paramilitary 

Frontier Corps, police and levies, attempted to brutally quell the rebellion through a 

campaign of abductions, detentions, torture and extra-judicial executions. According to 

Yunus Samad,  ​“the modus operandi appears to be that individuals are rounded up by the 

security agencies and held in secret detention centres located on cantonments. In effect, they 

‘disappear’ and in some cases their dead bodies are later found dumped by the roadside.” 

(Samad, 2014 p. 295) According to Human Rights Watch, hundreds of people like activists, 

teachers, journalists and lawyers have disappeared in Balochistan since 2005. (Khan, M, 2013 

p. 208) 

In retaliation to the harsh Pakistan counterinsurgency actions, the Baloch insurgents attack 

government infrastructure like gas pipelines, railway lines, bridges, communications network 

areas, power stations as well as military camps and control posts. The insurgents have also 

been accused of targeting non-Baloch civilians, whom they view as colonisers. (Khan, M, 

2013) 

 

 

Poverty and the exploitation of natural resources 

 

  Balochistan is the poorest province in Pakistan, with 47% of the population living below the 

poverty limit. It boasts the highest unemployment rate and the lowest literacy rate, and a mere 

20% of the people have reliable access to drinking water, compared to the 86% of the 

Pakistani average. The healthcare situation is also awful, and due to a lack of sanitation and 

health care facilities, the incidence rates for tuberculosis and malaria is more than 30 times 
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higher than the nation’s average. It also suffers from the highest child mortality rate. (Khan, 

A, 2009) 

  Despite this poverty and underdevelopment, Balochistan is extremely rich in natural 

resources such as natural gas, copper, uranium, gold, coal, silver, platinum and potential oil 

reserves. Many Baloch claim that Pakistan exploits these natural resources for the good of the 

rest of the country, leaving Balochistan with only the scraps of its own riches. As an example, 

Balochistan provides 36% of Pakistan’s total gas revenue, with most of the gas being pumped 

to the other provinces, and was a major revenue earner for the Pakistani government. Despite 

the fact that gas was discovered in 1952, ​“gas was made available to Balochistan’s own 

capital, Quetta, only in the 1980s and even today, piped gas is available to a mere four out of 

28 districts.” ​(Khan, A, 2009 p. 1075) 

According to Farhan Hanif Siddiqi,  the presence of natural resource wealth in Balochistan 

fuels the nationalist movement in more ways than one, and it provides the nationalists, 

specifically the separatist nationalists, with the belief that they could do without the Pakistani 

state. (Siddiqi, 2012) 

 

The creation of the BLA 

 

  The spark that ignited the current ongoing insurgency is the megaproject of the deep sea 

port in  Gwadar in southwestern Balochistan. The port in Gwadar is part of the larger 

China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), which itself is part of China’s belt and road 

initiative, which seeks to diversity China’s transport and trade routes and lessen its reliance 

on shipping, which could easily be threatened by a potential enemy (read: The United States). 

(Siddiqi, 2012) 

  Initially, the decision was welcomed by the Baloch locals, but in time it was evident that 

they would not be party to this megaproject: ​“When President Musharraf signed the project 

agreement with chinese vice Premier Wu Bangguo on March 24, 2002, no representative of 

the provincial government was present” ​(Khan, A, 2009 p. 1078) 

  For the Baloch, this was yet another example of the Pakistani government exploiting 

Balochistan’s riches and giving nothing back. In addition to this, perceived fears of 

non-Baloch colonisations were raised as Baloch nationalist claims that the development of 

the port in Gwadar, will turn the Baloch into a minority in their own region through the influx 
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of workers from the other regions of Pakistan. Whether this is done advertently or 

inadvertently, many Baloch are of the opinion that jobs which could have gone to local 

Baloch were instead handed out to Pakistanis of other ethnicities, in order to enforce 

Pakistani control over their homeland. (Siddiqi, 2012) 

  In response to this development, many new Baloch insurgent groups arose, such as the 

Balochistan Republican Army (BRA), Balochistan People’s Liberation Front, (BPLF), 

Balochistan Liberation Front (BLF) and the Balochistan Liberation Army (BLA). Some of 

these groups share the same objective, and often seem to operate in unison, although 

according to the Stanford Mapping Militants Program there is no evidence of the BLA 

cooperating with other organisations. (UCDP, FSI) 

  The death of one of the Baloch insurgency’s leading figures in Nawab Akbar Bugti, 

presumably at the hands of Pakistani security forces, as well as the 18-month long solitary 

imprisonment of another leader, Nawab Khair Bakhsh Marri further infuriated the Baloch, 

and led to an upswing in insurgent recruits. (Siddiqi, 2012) 

  As of today, the conflict is still ongoing, and the Chinese involvement in Balochistan has 

only served to infect the situation. With Balochistan’s increasing economic and geopolitical 

importance for both China and Pakistan, the rebels are presented with an opportunity to strike 

Pakistan where it hurts the most, not only in disturbing its economic activity but in putting 

pressure on Pakistan’s close reliance on Chinese investment to fund the economy. In 

response, Pakistan has upped its security in the region in order to prevent more attacks on 

infrastructure, workers and military targets. (Siddiqi, 2012) 

 

The religiosity of the BLA 

 

The Balochistan Liberation Charter is a manifesto and a roadmap for Baloch independence, 

created by the exiled Baloch leader Hyrbyair Marri, son of the deceased Nawab Khair Bakhsh 

Marri who passed away peacefully in 2014. It is described as ​“a provisional constitution, ​a 

plan and guide for the Baloch people to regain their inalienable democratic rights of freedom 

and independence” ​(Balochistan Liberation Charter, part X, provisional constitution). Among 

articles regulating everything from economics to the political system, there are two articles 

that deal specifically with religiosity. Article 4 stipulates that​ ​“The Baloch national struggle 

is a secular movement. It is for the separation of religion from state and politics. It is for the 
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power of reason and in opposition to any religious and ideological dogma.”​ (Balochistan 

Liberation Charter, article 4), and article 5 stipulates that ​“freedom of religion, belief and 

expression are among the most fundamental rights of the citizens of Balochistan. Every 

individual is free to follow any religion or unorthodox belief provided that in so doing they do 

not impose their religion and belief and hence infringe the liberty of other people to believe 

the contrary.” ​(Balochistan Liberation Charter, article 5) 

  These clearly secular official statements are backed up by interviews with Baloch leaders; in 

an interview in al-Jazeera’s documentary ​Balochistan: Pakistan’s other war​, one of the 

Baloch insurgent leaders, Nawab Khair Bakhsh Marri, in response to whether or not he would 

welcome Indian support, says that ​“India is human, hindus. What is strange about India for 

us Baloch what is not for Punjabis, Americans or English? Is India such a demon? India 

wants to help us, would we deny? Because we are true muslims? Because we are true 

Pakistanis? Neither applies. We are muslims for our own sake, and more Baloch than 

Pakistani.”​ (al-Jazeera) He clearly states that the fact that India is Hindu does not bother him, 

and that the muslim faith of the Baloch people is irrelevant in this context. 

  In another interview, Hyrbyair Marri, son of Nawab Khair Bakhsh Marri, stated that ​“In an 

independent Balochistan we will have friendly relations with all free nations, including Israel 

and India,” Marri asserts. “Baloch have sympathy for Jewish people and Israel because 

their worldview is secular. Moreover, the Jewish population and their extraordinary 

achievements in state-building also inspire our younger generation.”​ (al-Jazeera) 

The articles in the Balochistan Liberation Charter along with the statements from interviews 

with Baloch leaders seem to prove beyond all reasonable doubt that the movement for an 

independent Balochistan is a secular one. 

 

The BLA’s potential external supporters 

 

 There are a number of possible candidates for this external involvement. India is the primary 

suspect, but suspicion also falls on Afghanistan, Iran and the USA. As the archenemy of 

Pakistan, it is logical that the gaze first falls upon India, and Pakistan has, with varying 

degrees of proof, directly accused India of supporting the Baloch insurgency many times. 

(Samad, 2014) 
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Although both the Baloch and India deny the accusations vehemently, it would certainly 

make for an alluring opportunity for India. Not only would an independent Balochistan (or 

just stronger insurgency movement) weaken Pakistan, but it would also provide India with 

some counter leverage to the many Kashmiri islamist groups, which are commonly believed 

to hold (or at least have held) the support of Pakistan. India, also a rival of China’s, probably 

is not too happy about the growing Chinese influence in Central Asia and Balochistan could 

present a good opportunity to oppose that. 

  Even if India denies even offering any material support to the rebels, politically it supports 

the idea of an independent Balochistan. In his inauguration speech in 2016, Indian prime 

minister Narendra Modi sent his greeting to the people of Balochistan, and expressed 

sympathy for their plight. (AsiaSentinel) 

As previously stated by Nawab Khair Bakhsh Marri and many other Baloch leaders, 

including Hyrbyair Marri, India’s help would certainly be welcome: ​“We need India’s 

friendship, support and help,” Marri said. “But rather than using the Balochistan 

independence struggle as a means to checkmate and counter Islamabad, New Delhi should 

look at Balochistan as an all-weather ally and India should see a post-independence secular 

and stable Balochistan which will be one of the factors in bringing tranquility in the 

region.”​(AsiaSentinel, 2019) 

  However, there are some that claim that instability in Balochistan is contrary to Indian 

interests.  According to A. Khan, ​“if in the 1970s instability in Pakistan was in the interest of 

India, today it is political stability in Pakistan that India finds favorable to its economic 

ambitions. Energy-starved India is keen on the proposed 2,600-kilometer Iran-Pakistan-India 

gas pipeline, of which some 750 kilometers will pass through Balochistan. Thus, instability in 

Balochistan goes against indian interests.”​ (Khan, A, 2009 p. 1084) 

Nevertheless, there is some circumstantial evidence that points to limited Indian support of 

the Baloch insurgents (and given the basically-proven Pakistani sponsorship of Kashmiri 

islamist groups, it is not that surprising that India would seek payback), although the evidence 

is far from conclusive. (Samad, 2014) Nevertheless, it is clear that India is an external actor 

that certainly has the ​potential​ to get involved in Balochistan. 

  Similarly to India, the US opposes the Chinese expansion on the Arabian Sea, which it fears 

might threaten its bases in the Middle East. The US also opposes the construction of the 

Iran-Pakistan-India pipeline, believing it will strengthen the Iranian economy and ​“reduce the 
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West’s economic leverage over Tehran—economic leverage that is necessary to persuade 

iran to abandon its nuclear ambitions.”​ (Khan, A, 2009 p. 1085)  

   In 2012, US congressman Dana Rohrabacher presented a resolution titled ​Expressing the 

sense of Congress that the people of Balochistan, currently divided between Pakistan, Iran, 

and Afghanistan, have the right to self-determination and to their own sovereign country. 

Although this implies a certain concern for the Baloch people, there are other concerns for the 

US, represented by the fact that ​“ the State Department was quick to distance itself from the 

hearing and oppose the idea of an independent Balochistan”​, fearful of upsetting their 

Pakistani allies. (Siddiqi, 2012 p. 171) 

  The idea is that although the independence of Balochistan and a stronger BLA would benefit 

the US, it is not worth upsetting their Pakistani allies over. Pakistan is one of the US’ most 

important allies in the region, and despite their sometimes shaky relations A. Khan is of the 

opinion that US strategic interests go against an independent Balochistan, as ​“the U.S. also 

does not want anything to divert the Pakistan army from its assigned job of active 

contribution to the so-called War on Terror. As far as secular Baloch nationalism is 

concerned, in the absence of a communist threat the U.S. could not worry less” ​(Khan, A, 

2009 p. 1085) 

Although US support in the conflict is currently unlikely, it is not unthinkable that, in case 

future American-Pakistani relations break down, the US might support, or at least threaten to 

support the Baloch in an attempt to apply pressure to Pakistan. The relationship between the 

US and Pakistan is already frosty, and the US is probably wary of Pakistan’s burgeoning 

friendship with China. 

  Iran has its own Baloch insurgence on their side of the border, and is on good terms with 

Pakistan, and therefore not a realistic external backer in the conflict. (Samad, 2014) 

  The relationship between Pakistan and Afghanistan has always been less than cordial, and 

there is significant evidence that some Baloch insurgents operate out of Afghanistan: ​“Kabul 

was an ally of Pakistan’s archenemy, India, and throughout the 1970s Baloch insurgency, 

Afghanistan provided training camps for Baloch militants. In the present insurgency, Bugti 

and Marri refugees have sought sanctuary in Afghanistan and insurgents launch attacks from 

Afghanistan across the porous border.”​ (Samad, 2014 p. 300) 

 Although earlier iterations of Afghanistan have assisted the Baloch more actively, I consider 

it unlikely that the Afghans today are doing anything but perhaps passively allowing the 
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Baloch to operate from Afghanistan. Whether this is an active choice, or simply a result of 

the weakness of the Afghan state, the seemingly never-ending civil war and the porosity of 

the Afghan-Pakistan border is difficult to know, but considering the Baloch nationalist idea of 

a Greater Balochistan includes areas in southern Afghanistan, it is very unlikely that Kabul 

would support an independent Balochistan, as that would inevitably undermine the territorial 

integrity of Afghanistan. 

  The final potential supporters in the area are the various Taliban groups in the area. The 

north of Balochistan is dominated by the Pashtun, and several insurgent groups, including a 

Balochistan branch of the TTP exist. Since both the Taliban and the Baloch share the same 

enemy in the government of Pakistan, an alliance could be beneficial to both groups. Despite 

this, no evidence has been provided of cooperation between Baloch nationalist and Taliban 

groups. (Samad, 2014) 

The Baloch insurgency, which is strictly secular, does not share any objectives with the 

Taliban, and according to Mahrukh Khan, the Baloch probably consider the presence of the 

Taliban and other religious groups likely to only sabotage their insurgency.(Khan, M, 2013) 

In addition to this, there is no love lost between the Baloch and the Pashtun, who make up a 

sizable minority in Balochistan. In the eyes of the Baloch, the Pashtun are colonisers which 

exploit their province, and that while the Baloch fight for the province’s rights, the Pashtun 

take advantage of what little is distributed to the province by the federal government. It is 

clear that, despite their shared enemy, the Taliban are unlikely to support the Baloch as they 

do not share any goals, and the two groups are ethnic rivals. (Khan, M, 2013) 

  To summarise, the Balochistan Liberation Army and its fellow Baloch nationalist insurgent 

groups have one external backer upon which it makes a lot of sense to place their bets: India. 

Although there are elements within the United States that sympathise with the Baloch cause, 

the nation’s close alliance with and reliance on Pakistan makes support unlikely, unless the 

relationship with Pakistan heavily deteriorates. Afghanistan has no real interest in an 

independent Baloch state, and the fact that the insurgents often operate from within 

Afghanistan can probably be attributed to the lack of control of the Afghan state. 

  That leaves India as both a powerful and potential backer. India is a hindu-majority country, 

but the first sentence in the Indian Constitution states that ​“We, the people of India, having 

solemnly resolved to constitute India into a sovereign socialist secular democratic 

republic...”​ (Constitution of India, preamble) Despite this clear secular statement, India as of 
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late has taken on a distinct Hindu-nationalist character under the ruling Bharatiya Janata 

Party (BJP). The Party adheres to an ideology known as Hindutva which ​is​ “an ideology that 

states that India is the homeland of the Hindus. According to believers, those who profess 

other faiths can live in the country only at the sufferance of Hindus.”​ (Ganguly, 2019) Under 

the BJP, anti-Pakistan rhetoric and attacks on Indian Muslims have attacked and although 

India remains an officially secular and pluralist nation, it is increasingly dominated by 

hindunationalist rhetoric. (Ganguly, 2019) It is difficult to categorise it as either entirely 

secular or entirely hindu. However, for our independent variable that does not matter, as 

secular actors as well as actors of a different religion should have the same influence on the 

insurgent group. For our causal mechanism, that means that India should prefer to support 

secular movements when dealing with insurgent groups of other religions. 

 

 
 

Table of results 

 

Variable\Actor BLA TTP 

History of independence? Yes Yes 

History of tribal autonomy? Yes Yes 

Perception of Pakistan 
oppressing own ethnic group 

Yes Yes 

Ethnic group economically 
and developmentally 
marginalised? 

Yes Yes 

Any religious 
incompatibility? (DV) 

No Yes 

Religiosity of most likely 
potential backers (IV) 

Secular/Hindu (India) Fundamentalist (al-Qaeda 
and regional jihadi groups) 
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Interpretation of the results 

 

  As we can see, the relationship theorised by the hypothesis is there - the most likely external 

backers out of the insurgent group’s potential external backers did indeed sport a religiosity 

that matched our expectations based on the religious incompatibilities of the insurgent 

groups. The Balochistan Liberation Army is entirely secular with no religious 

incompatibilities, which should be palatable to the secular and/or hindu India. On the other 

hand, the TTP is a group with religious incompatibilities whose importance ranges from 

peripheral to central depending on the examined factions, which should also be preferable to 

al-Qaeda and the other local and regional islamist or semi-islamist groups. 

  Despite the apparent ​correlation​ discovered, and although I personally feel that causality is 

plausible, it would be very hard to say that ​causality​ has been proven. An internal weakness 

to comparative case studies is that both time order and isolation can be difficult to guarantee. 

Although I feel that my research design is strong when it comes to time order, that is, 

insurgent religiosity is very unlikely to have influenced the typically much more powerful 

external backer, there are definitely some risks when it comes to isolation. That is, it is very 

difficult for me to say for certain that there was not another variable, the confounding 

variable Z, that is behind the correlation that I have found. 

 Considering that, as its core, my theory is that rebel leaders internally will decide to align 

their religiosity to potential external backers, not necessarily out of conviction but to benefit 

them tactically, this will always be difficult to prove, especially as the groups themselves 

have an interest in convincing their foreign backers that their beliefs are not just a tactical 

choice, but motivated by true religious zeal or a conviction that secularism is the way to go. 

Despite their similarities, the backgrounds of the TTP and the BLA have some differences. 

The major one that might have served as a confounding variable is the American invasion of 

Afghanistan and the war on terror. The fact that their Pashtun kin across the border were 

invaded not only by a Western power, but also a christian power could have driven the 

Pashtun feel that their religion was under threat, and the religiosity of groups in this area 

might be a result of rebel groups attempting to capitalise on the religious worries of local 
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tribes in an attempt to facilitate recruitment (which would not be compatible with my 

hypotheses, as that would mean that the dependent value would be dependent on another 

independent value, rather than the religiosity of foreign backers). At the same time, both 

Balochistan and the Pashtun Areas were colonised by the British, which were also a Christian 

power, and who were arguably much more invasive than the Americans. 

  Additionally, although both the Baloch and the Pashtun opposed the integration into 

Pakistan, Baloch nationalism seems to be a lot more alive than Pashtun nationalism. Perhaps 

this is because of the Baloch secularism, or perhaps the secularism is a result of the Baloch 

nationalism. In all fairness, I have to admit that both of these potentially confounding 

variables also present possible explanations, some of which could work alongside my 

hypotheses and some which would invalidate them. 
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Summary & Conclusions 

 

This thesis found that the religious nature of the most likely potential external backers of 

these two rebel groups likely played an important role in determining whether these groups 

took on a religious nature or not, and can help explain why, despite their many similarities, 

one group ended up as an ally of al-Qaeda and claimed to be fighting a global jihad, while the 

other state remains entirely secular and states that it would establish diplomatic relations with 

all nations, including Israel and India. For Balochistan, which receives diplomatic, as well as 

alleged military, support from India, it is important to distance themselves as much as 

possible from the fanatical islamists in the area, which have already performed several 

military strikes and terrorist attacks in India. By highlighting the secular nature of their 

struggle, they are able to alleviate Indian fears of the insurgents eventually turning on 

primarily hindu India, like many Pakistan-based groups have done previously. In this way, 

the secularity and non-islamicness of India has shaped the religious nature of the separatist 

insurgents in Balochistan. 

  On the other hand, it is no surprise that the originally separatist-autonomous Pashtun in the 

TTP ended up becoming a jihadi group allied to al-Qaeda and other local militants. The 

group’s ethnic, historical and military ties to the Afghan Taliban, and subsequently the close 

ties of the Afghan Taliban to al-Qaeda, meant that the group was always predisposed to turn 

towards their fellow muslims for support. From this, we can conclude that simply the 

potential of receiving foreign support can be a determining factor in influencing insurgent 

ideology, and that religiosity, which is both flexible (unlike ethnicity) as well as highly 

important to foreign backers, is one of the major ways in which insurgents may seek to 

appease or convince external actors that the rebels are indeed worthy of their support. 

 

 

 

 

Gustaf Leijonmarck, Department of Peace and Conflict, Uppsala University 2020-05-28 
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