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Introduction
Pakistan’s political history is one of intense complexity, shaped by a unique set of
historical circumstances, deep-rooted institutional patterns, and the interplay of
powerful actors vying for control. Born in 1947 from the partition of British India,
Pakistan was conceived as a nation-state for the Muslims of the subcontinent. Its
creation was not only a political event but a profound socio-cultural transformation,
setting the stage for enduring debates about identity, governance, and national unity.
The early years of independence were turbulent, marked by administrative challenges,
the influx of refugees, and the unresolved question of what political system would best
serve such a diverse nation.

From its inception, Pakistan’s journey toward democracy and stable governance has
been anything but linear. The country’s experiment with parliamentary democracy
was repeatedly thwarted by periods of military intervention, which left an indelible
mark on its political institutions and culture. For decades, civilian and military leaders
have engaged in an ongoing contest for supremacy, resulting in a recurring cycle of
democratic openings followed by authoritarian crackdowns. This complicated legacy
continues to influence the way political power is wielded and contested in today’s
Pakistan.

At the heart of Pakistan’s state structure lies a federal parliamentary system
articulated in the 1973 Constitution. This system envisions a balance of power among
the executive, legislative, and judicial branches, as well as a clear division of powers
between the federation and the provinces. Yet, in practice, this balance has often been
elusive. The reality of Pakistan's political life is one where constitutions are abrogated
and rewritten, provincial autonomy is contested, and the judiciary takes an
active—sometimes controversial—role in arbitrating political disputes. Elections are
held regularly, but the process is often marred by allegations of manipulation and
concerns over transparency.

A diverse array of political parties—ranging from mainstream national parties to
powerful regional and religious groups—populate the Pakistani political landscape.
Over time, parties such as the Pakistan Muslim League, Pakistan People’s Party, and
Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf have vied for power, with their fortunes linked to shifting
alliances and evolving public sentiments. Political competition is also shaped by
factors such as ethnicity, language, and religion, all of which play a role in how power
is distributed and exercised across the federation.

Despite moments of optimism and constitutional reform, numerous challenges
continue to confront Pakistan’s political system. The shadow of military influence
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looms large, impeding the consolidation of democracy. Meanwhile, issues such as
corruption, economic fragility, regional disparities, security threats, and human rights
violations persist, impeding the nation's progress. These obstacles not only strain the
fabric of governance but also test the resilience and aspirations of Pakistani society.

This book aims to provide a comprehensive guide to the politics and political system of
Pakistan. Through an exploration of its history, institutions, actors, and ongoing
challenges, readers will gain a nuanced understanding of the forces shaping one of
South Asia’s most pivotal—and most scrutinized—states. The path toward a mature,
functional democracy remains fraught, but understanding the intricacies of Pakistan’s
political life is an essential step in grasping both its achievements and its enduring
dilemmas.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Genesis of Pakistan: Partition
and Independence
The story of Pakistan's politics begins not with a constitution or a flag, but with a line
drawn on a map. A hurried, imperfect line, yet one that would forever alter the
geography and human landscape of the Indian subcontinent. This was the Radcliffe
Line, the border that formally came into being on August 17, 1947, two days after the
independent nations of India and Pakistan were born. Its creation was the culmination
of a complex interplay of historical forces, political maneuvering, and deep-seated
communal tensions that had been building for decades under British colonial rule.

For centuries, the Indian subcontinent had been a land of diverse religions, languages,
and cultures, coexisting, often uneasily, under various rulers. The arrival of the British
and the eventual consolidation of their power brought a new layer of administration
and a different set of political dynamics. The British Raj, while imposing a degree of
centralized control, also inadvertently sowed the seeds of division through policies and
practices that emphasized communal differences.

As the movement for independence gained momentum in the 20th century, led by
organizations like the Indian National Congress, the question of how a future
independent India would accommodate its large Muslim minority became increasingly
prominent. The Muslim League, led by Muhammad Ali Jinnah, emerged as the primary
voice for Muslim political aspirations. While initially advocating for safeguards and
separate electorates within a united India, the idea of a separate homeland for
Muslims gradually gained traction.

The concept of Pakistan, though debated and evolving, became the central demand of
the Muslim League. This demand was rooted in the fear that a unified, Hindu-majority
India would not adequately protect the political and cultural rights of Muslims. The
historical experiences of Muslims under previous rulers and the perceived dominance
of the Congress party fueled this apprehension.

By the 1940s, the political landscape was polarized. The Muslim League's call for
Pakistan, articulated most forcefully in the Lahore Resolution of 1940, was met with
strong opposition from the Congress, which envisioned a united, secular India. The
Second World War further complicated matters, as the British sought to secure the
support of Indian political factions while promising constitutional reforms after the war.

Following the war, the British government, facing a weakened economy and growing
pressure, decided to grant India independence. The crucial question remained: would
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it be a single entity or divided? Various proposals were put forth, including the Cabinet
Mission Plan of 1946, which envisioned a loose federation with significant autonomy
for Muslim-majority provinces. However, disagreements between the Congress and the
Muslim League over the interpretation and implementation of this plan led to its
failure.

The escalating communal violence across the subcontinent in the wake of the political
deadlock made a unified India seem increasingly untenable. With time running out and
the situation deteriorating, the last Viceroy of India, Lord Louis Mountbatten, was
tasked with overseeing the transfer of power. Mountbatten arrived in March 1947 with
a mandate to find a solution, and quickly concluded that partition was the most viable,
albeit tragic, path forward.

The Mountbatten Plan, announced on June 3, 1947, laid out the framework for the
division of British India into two independent dominions: India and Pakistan. It
proposed the partition of the provinces of Punjab and Bengal, which had significant
Muslim and non-Muslim populations. The plan also gave the princely states the option
to accede to either India or Pakistan or remain independent, a decision that would
have far-reaching consequences.

The task of drawing the boundaries fell to Sir Cyril Radcliffe, a British lawyer who had
never been to India before. He was given a mere five weeks to demarcate the borders,
a task of immense complexity and consequence. Working with boundary commissions
for Punjab and Bengal, composed of equal numbers of representatives from the
Muslim League and the Congress, Radcliffe was ultimately responsible for the final
lines. Given the deep political divisions, his was often the deciding vote.

The resulting Radcliffe Line was a hurried compromise, drawn with incomplete
information and under immense pressure. It cut through villages, divided
communities, and left millions on the "wrong" side of the border, often separating
them from their homes, livelihoods, and families. The arbitrary nature of some
decisions, like the division of the Malda district in Bengal, which had a slight Muslim
majority but saw most of its territory go to India, highlighted the inherent difficulties of
the task.

The announcement of the Radcliffe Line on August 17, two days after independence,
plunged the affected areas into further chaos and violence. The lack of clarity on the
borders until after the transfer of power meant that people celebrated independence
without knowing which country they belonged to. This delay, combined with the rapid
timeline for partition, contributed to the immense human tragedy that unfolded.

The partition of British India in 1947 resulted in one of the largest mass migrations in
history, displacing between 12 and 20 million people along religious lines. Hindus and
Sikhs in what became Pakistan migrated to India, while Muslims in India moved to
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Pakistan. This colossal movement of people was accompanied by horrific communal
violence, with estimates of deaths ranging from hundreds of thousands to two million.
Trains carrying refugees were attacked, and widespread massacres, looting, and other
atrocities occurred.

The newly formed Pakistan, comprising West Pakistan (modern-day Pakistan) and East
Pakistan (modern-day Bangladesh), faced immediate and daunting challenges.
Establishing a functioning government and administration from scratch, dealing with
the massive influx of refugees, and integrating diverse regions with limited
infrastructure were monumental tasks. The division of assets between India and
Pakistan, including the military, civil services, and financial resources, was another
point of contention and difficulty.

The geographical separation of West and East Pakistan by over a thousand miles of
Indian territory presented a unique and complex challenge for national integration and
governance. The two wings had distinct linguistic and cultural identities, and the
political and economic disparities between them would become a significant source of
tension in the years to come.

Despite the immense challenges and the violence that marred its birth, Pakistan came
into existence driven by the aspirations of Muslims for a separate political identity and
homeland. The early years would be defined by the struggle to build a nation-state,
establish political institutions, and grapple with the legacy of partition, setting the
stage for the complex political trajectory that would follow.
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