Betrayed by the State
Whenever a woman is killed in the name of “honour” in Pakistan, our hearts shudder for a moment-social media flares with outrage. Headlines scream in the newspapers. And then – everything returns to normal, as if nothing ever happened. Honour killings in Pakistan are not a new affliction. According to the Human Rights Commission of Pakistan (HRCP), 590 such cases were reported in 2022, 490 in 2023, and at least 346 by mid-2024 – with most of the victims being women. In 2024 alone, 392 women were reportedly murdered. Disturbingly, 185 men also lost their lives in similar incidents. And since most cases go unreported, the real figures are likely far worse.
From the infamous 2012 and 2019 Kohistan cases – where girls were allegedly buried alive – to brutal customs like vani and swara, and the shocking murder of Qandeel Baloch, the idea of “honour” has long been weaponised by the tribal and feudal power structures in Pakistan. The High Court may have declared tribal jirga rulings unconstitutional in 2019, but these parallel power centres remain active – and lethal – at the grassroots level. These numbers testify to a chilling reality: that “honour” in Pakistan is not just a toxic notion – it’s a tool of oppression, especially against women. Globally, around 5,000 women are murdered each year under this pretext. In Pakistan, this silent killer thrives within us.
It is astonishing that Articles 4 and 25 of Pakistan’s Constitution guarantee protection to every citizen, regardless of gender. But do these constitutional protections apply in Balochistan’s tribal belts?
A close look at Balochistan reveals a disturbing picture: sardars, tribal jirgas, and panchayats operate like shadow governments – deciding matters of life, death, and dignity, all outside the scope of Pakistan’s constitution. The state, meanwhile, stands helpless – or complicit. The most recent example is the horrific incident on the eve of Eid in the small town of Duki near Loralai, Balochistan. But this was not just the murder of a man and woman – it was the symbolic murder of our judicial system, our social contract, and the rule of law. The victim was a married woman who had reportedly divorced her husband due to irreconcilable differences. She then exercised her legal and religious right to remarry – choosing a partner of her own will. The couple settled in Duki, hoping for a peaceful life. But her former husband lured her back under the pretence of reconciliation: “Let’s forget the past,” he said. Behind the scenes, a tribal jirga was planning her fate.
She was brought before the jirga on the eve of Eid, already condemned. Her second marriage was declared invalid. Her choice was labelled an insult to tribal honour. And in front of men, women, and even children – she and her new husband were shot dead. Had the video of the incident not gone viral, we might never have heard about it. The state, media, and law enforcement would likely have remained unaware or unmoved.
What chills the soul is this: before her death, the woman raised the Holy Quran and swore that her second marriage was after divorce and without coercion – that it was her right, her choice. But this assertion of autonomy was unbearable to the so-called elders. A woman, making decisions about her own life? For them, this was a challenge to male dominance.
The FIR that followed was so weak and vague that the key perpetrators – tribal elders and local sardars – are now close to securing bail. The Chief Minister of Balochistan, when questioned, said: “The Special Branch did not submit a report” – as if the entire state apparatus depended on a single document. This is not mere negligence. This is institutional complicity. In Balochistan, sardars function like rulers of an alternate state – untouchable, unaccountable, and above the law. They run private jails, abduct women, issue death verdicts in clandestine jirgas, and expect immunity. The state not only tolerates them – it often empowers them.
This farce is shameful. On Eid, a day when security is usually at its peak, innocent people were executed – and still, the police, the administration, and the media remained silent. This is the rot at the heart of our tribal society – where a woman is not a human being, but property. Her will, her desire, her life – all are seen as threats to a community’s so-called collective honour. Even the FIR filed after the incident reads like a record of a minor domestic dispute, not a double murder. Names of influential figures were either omitted or included with legal loopholes to facilitate bail. This is where state inaction stops being a question – and becomes an accusation. In his press conference, the Chief Minister displayed little seriousness. He shifted blame onto institutions, saying, “We didn’t act because we had no report.” Is the entire provincial government paralysed without a report? Are the police, administration, and intelligence agencies deaf, blind, and mute?
What makes it worse is that this massacre occurred during a major holiday, when officials are supposedly more vigilant. Yet, it wasn’t reported for days – and when it was, the media was criticised for “not doing its job.”The truth is, Balochistan’s tribal system functions under an unwritten constitution that defies Pakistan’s actual Constitution. Jirgas still decide who can marry, live, or die – not based on religion or law, but on revenge, ego, and false honour. It is astonishing that Articles 4 and 25 of Pakistan’s Constitution guarantee protection to every citizen, regardless of gender. But do these constitutional protections apply in Balochistan’s tribal belts? Do courts, laws, or human rights matter there?
For decades, these sardars and jirgas have created a parallel state within the state. They issue verdicts, dictate deaths, and silence police, administrators – even judges. In this case, everyone – the state, the sardars, the police, the media – is blaming each other. But the bitter truth is: we are all complicit. When blood is shed and all we do is record videos, we stand shoulder to shoulder with the killers. Perhaps the most tragic aspect of this case: the woman left behind five children. Five orphaned lives, who will one day grow up and ask: Why was our mother killed? And when society doesn’t answer, they may turn to weapons for a reply. The real question is: how many more? How many more women will die before the state wakes up? Before the sardars, nawabs, and jirgas are told – this country runs by the Constitution, not by guns and wounded egos? If we are truly serious, we must act now. Ban the jirga and panchayat system entirely. Launch judicial inquiries into this case and amend the FIR. Prosecute all real perpetrators – no matter how powerful. Free state institutions from tribal influence. Criminalise parallel justice systems at the constitutional level. Establish emergency funds, shelters, and legal support for women under threat. Until then, “honour” will continue to be written in blood – and our silence will continue to echo like a funeral procession of justice.
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