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Military Control in Pakistan

This book examines the role of the military, the most influential actor in Pakistan, 
and challenges conventional wisdom on the causes of political instability in this 
geographically important nuclear state. It rejects views that ethnic and religious 
cleavages and perceived economic or political mismanagement by civilian gov-
ernments triggers military intervention in Pakistan. The study argues instead that 
military intervenes to remove civilian governments where the latter are perceived 
to be undermining military’s institutional interests. The book shows that the Paki-
stani military has become a parallel state, and given the extent of its influence, 
will continue to define the nature of governance within the polity. Overall, this 
book is a timely reminder and an important resource for both scholars and policy-
makers, clearly demonstrating the need to refocus attention on the problem of an 
influential military whilst drawing appropriate conclusions about issues ranging 
from democratic norms, political representation and civilian–military relations.

Mazhar Aziz (PhD, University of Nottingham, 2006) is a former Pakistani civil 
servant and an independent scholar with research interests in democracy and 
political representation, civil–military relations and foreign policy.
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Introduction

That Pakistan experienced its latest military1 coup d’état on 12 October 1999 
makes it temporally relevant that an investigation be undertaken to understand the 
military’s role in the political dynamics of this geographically important nuclear 
state.

We explain that the emergence of the military as the foremost decision-making 
entity probably creates its own set of precedents and institutions that enables the 
military to be, in effect, a parallel state, and continue to define the nature of gov-
ernance within the polity. It is then likely that the civilian governments in Pakistan 
will remain unstable and weak given the scope of the military’s capacity and 
influence.

The book is a timely reminder to both academics and policy-makers, making a 
strong case for the need to refocus attention on the problem of military control in 
Pakistan and draw appropriate conclusions about the issues ranging from demo-
cratic norms, political representation and civilian oversight of the military.

The present inquiry is bounded by two essentials. The first reports the discovery 
of new facts and fruitful sources that have been drawn on to investigate the Paki-
stani military’s embedded influence in the country since independence in 1947. 
We interrogate sources of information that particularly shed light on the Pakistani 
military’s approach to political issues prior to the first military coup in 1958, dem-
onstrating the senior commanders’ determination to influence the trajectory of 
political developments. The other set of data has been obtained by accessing the 
military’s premier training institution, the National Defence College, which trains 
and prepares the military leadership of the country. Other sources include, for 
instance, an important internal publication of the Army that is evaluated to gain 
insight into the military’s perception of issues of nation-building and national 
security. We also enquire into the three military interventions of 1958, 1977 and 
1999 that occurred in Pakistan and argue that these coups took place to protect and 
extend the institutional interests of the military. Contrary to popular belief, they 
were not a response to political mismanagement or corruption.

The second essential underpinning this study relates to the application of the 
theoretical frameworks of path dependency and historical institutionalism in 
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understanding the degree of the military’s salience in our present context. This 
framework provides us with the most appropriate theoretical lens to coherently 
investigate and account for the civil–military relations, as it facilitates a careful 
analysis of relevant events and institutional arrangements. It sheds light on why, 
for example, starting from the similar outcome of independence in 1947, both 
India and Pakistan charted a different trajectory of political developments. Fur-
thermore, in Pakistan’s case, the involvement of the military in civilian adminis-
tration after the establishment of the country can arguably be noted as a relatively 
‘smaller event’. Over a period of time, however, this involvement institutionalised 
to the extent that the military exercised considerable influence over political out-
comes, a phenomenon that has proved very difficult to reverse.

The following section briefly summarises the key themes outlined in the 
book.

Chapter 1 examines some of the more important developments in Pakistan 
and demonstrates how conventional explanations of political crises are weakened 
by the failure to ascribe sufficient instrumentality to the extent of the military’s 
involvement and subsequent institutionalisation in civilian affairs. The chapter 
also briefly sketches the historical antecedents of Muslim separatism in India that 
eventually led to the demand for Pakistan. It introduces the problem of threat 
perception in relation to a hostile India that subsequently defined many policy 
choices made by Pakistan in the following years.

Chapter 2 sets out the theoretical framework of path dependency and historical 
institutionalism and the novelty of this approach to studying the problem of the 
ascendance of military in Pakistan. It is shown how the processes of path depend-
ency generate patterns, making it appreciably difficult for polities to change direc-
tion. The chapter draws on the explanatory power of the theoretical framework to 
provide the best available lens with which to develop a coherent account of the 
military’s influence in our present context. This approach then makes it possible 
to argue why the transition from a military to the civilian form of government in 
Pakistan remains problematic and incomplete.

Chapter 3 draws attention to some of the more important attributes of the 
military, including the professionalism and organisational coherence that distin-
guishes it from the civilian sphere. An inquiry into the competing explanations of 
the problem of military control in various settings in this chapter offers important 
insights. By drawing on the example of Pakistan, it is shown that variables such 
as the absence of parliamentary or civilian oversight of defence affairs, and the 
involvement of the military in civilian administration, illustrates the military’s 
incremental increase in influence and control. Considering the experience of the 
military coups in some Latin American countries, the chapter further demonstrates 
that once established, it becomes increasingly difficult (barring systemic crises or 
critical junctures) for the countries to roll back the extent of the military’s influ-
ence, once it is politically asserted.

Chapter 4 critically evaluates the 1958 military coup in Pakistan, shedding 
light on how the institution gradually established its control over the affairs of the 
state. This particular coup was preceded by a growing involvement of the military 
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in the public realm, indicated by the induction in 1948 of military officers in civil-
ian administration. Pakistan’s participation in the security alliances with the West 
during the Cold War is further seen as strengthening the capacity of the military. 
The chapter, by drawing on evidence, persuasively demonstrates that the military 
coups here are a predictable response of the armed forces to safeguarding of its 
institutional interests, rather than manifestations of ethnic, religious or regional 
dynamics. By revisiting the first military intervention of 1958 in Pakistan, it is 
strikingly demonstrated that the then army chief General Ayub Khan was, even 
in 1952–53, prepared to constrain the political leadership in order to protect the 
military’s institutional interests.

Chapter 5 continues with the investigation of the problem of military control 
and excavates further evidence of the military’s embedded influence within the 
polity. Key to this is the range of different constitutional measures adopted by the 
military to consolidate its institutional presence. This recourse to constitutional 
measures by the military is not unique to Pakistan: similar features for exercising 
control have been exhibited by some of the militaries in Latin America and in 
Turkey. During the course of the chapter, we see that in addition to occupying the 
political space, the military has continued to expand its economic profile through 
embarking on business ventures, ranging from power generation, engineering, 
construction, and health services, to name a few.

Chapter 6 draws on fieldwork and primary data for analysing the perceptions 
of the armed services of the political developments within the state. This exami-
nation illustrates that the military is not likely to encourage the establishment of 
viable political institutions in Pakistan. It is shown that the military has come to 
identify itself with the state, rather than see itself as just one of the key compo-
nents of a constitutional state. This analysis then reveals how a powerful military 
has incrementally penetrated and exercised control over political developments. 
The constitutional, political and economic dimensions of this control show that 
the institution perceives, and arrogates to itself, the task of nation-building as part 
of the military discourse. The evidence presented illustrates the almost universal 
mistrust that the senior military commanders have of the political leadership in 
Pakistan.

An investigation into the role of the military in political developments then 
moves the research agenda forward, rescuing it from the weaknesses inherent 
in conventional explanations that generally draw on religion or ethnicity as the 
major causes of political instability in some polities. This study on the other hand, 
applies path dependency and historical institutionalism to demonstrate how policy 
choices made at the beginning of the structure are likely to shape political out-
comes. The findings of this inquiry, we argue, also add to the body of knowledge 
that investigates the trajectory of political developments in societies with either 
the experience of military coups, or the presence of influential militaries in their 
midst. This also helps in capturing, to some extent at least, the range of issues 
involved in consolidating civilian control of the military.



1	 Conceptualising political 
developments in Pakistan

An examination of some of the existing accounts of political developments in 
Pakistan lays the foundation for a better understanding of the institutionalised 
role of the military. The analysis demonstrates how conventional explanations of 
political crises are weakened by the failure to ascribe sufficient instrumentality 
to the extent of the military’s involvement in civilian affairs. It is shown that the 
lumping together of Pakistan with the political trajectories of a number of other 
developing countries under the rubric of ‘post-colonial experiences’,1 is not very 
illuminating. Such arguments do not persuasively account for the variation that 
one encounters within these political systems. For example, where India (and for 
that matter Sri Lanka) managed elections and serial changes of governments, Paki-
stan’s trajectory of political developments has taken a different course. We also 
sketch some of the crucial historical antecedents of Muslim separatism in united 
India to identify the problem of threat perception in relation to a hostile India that 
defined many policy choices made by Pakistan in the subsequent years.

Pakistan’s conflict with India over Kashmir, among other contentious issues, 
translated into the pursuance of self-defence and state survival as the prime objec-
tive of national policy.2 Though the studies that have dealt with the aforemen-
tioned issues have added to our understanding of the complexity of the issues, 
the analyses are generally marked by a lack of engagement with the role of the 
military as an explanatory variable in the political developments of the state.3 That 
in Pakistan the military and the bureaucracy were fairly entrenched and organised 
in 1947 compared with the other political institutions, became evident once the 
political leadership had to cope with the problems of running the business of the 
state. The government increasingly relied on the civil bureaucracy and, later, the 
military in an attempt to extricate itself from the problems of partition, including 
the issue of resettlement of millions of refugees and coping with a poor economic 
infrastructure, among others.4

The events leading to the partition of India and their aftermath shed light on 
political outcomes in the successor states. There are three aspects to the argu-
ment. First, though India too had to come to terms with the traumas of partition, 
it managed and mediated the systemic pressures of the event more coherently. 
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Second, equally important was the continuity of the political leadership in India, 
encapsulated in the consolidation of the main political party, the Indian National 
Congress.5 Third, what was absent from within the Indian political equation was 
the threat perception from a hostile, larger neighbour and the issue of the survival 
of the Indian state itself. Pakistan, created out of a united India, perceived its 
larger neighbour as not reconciled to the partition as the final settlement.

Political problems
An earlier study mapping the difficulties in nation-building in Pakistan is Keith 
Callard’s historical account.6 Observing the failure of political parties to organ-
ise in terms of aggregating and representing public interest, Callard informs the 
‘[Pakistani] state has been run largely by the Civil Service, backed by the Army’7 
acutely observing that politics in Pakistan would be defined by the legacy of parti-
tion and the country’s relations with India.8 Now, explaining the salience of path 
dependence (as a factor in economic performance), Douglass C. North points out 
that ‘Path dependence means that history matters. We cannot understand today’s 
choices . . . without tracing the incremental evolution of institutions’9 and that 
‘once a development path is set on a particular course . . . the historically derived 
subjective modelling of the issues reinforce the course.’10 The argument alerts us 
to the importance of understanding the historical role and subsequent growth of 
the military as the most powerful institution in Pakistan.

In the autobiographical account of Chaudhri Muhammad Ali11 (a civil servant 
turned finance minister, who briefly became the prime minister of the country 
from August 1955 to September 1956), there is evidence the main pillars of the 
establishment, the civilian bureaucracy and the military, were well entrenched 
within the polity. The creation of the civil service position of Secretary-General 
to the government in 1947, on Ali’s initiative, demonstrates this; the arrangement 
was designed to maintain ‘effective liaison between the cabinet on the one hand 
and the administration on the other.’12 Ali thus became the cabinet secretary and 
took charge of the Establishment Division, overseeing all transfers and postings 
in the civil services. Another significant example relates to Ali’s argument for 
inducting the military personnel into the civil administration of the state. The task 
of running the government needed trained personnel, so went the argument, and it 
was imperative that the base of the civil services be enlarged. Thus ‘a number of 
military officers and provincial service officers were appointed to it [the federal 
civil services].’13

A penchant for control, political and administrative, is similarly discernible 
in the statements of Iskander Mirza, another civil servant who later become the 
Governor-General of Pakistan in 1955. Mirza declared that the ‘masses of this 
country [Pakistan] are overwhelming illiterate. They are not interested in poli-
tics. They are bound to act foolishly sometimes’ and the ‘people of this country 
need controlled democracy [emphasis added] for some time to come’.14 Mirza 
probably introduced the notion of controlled democracy for the first time in the 
political discourse in Pakistan, though the notions of illiterate and, by extension, 
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irresponsible masses seemed to be more generic across the executive branches, 
including the military.

In his influential (if controversial) work, Samuel P. Huntington15 identifies the 
military as a source of stability and a modernising influence16 in the post-colonial 
state. While the approach taken to the study is reflective of the top-down model of 
economic and political development in line with the prevalent theoretical accounts 
of the times, Huntington does refer to the imperative of having an institutionalised 
polity based on political parties and the party system.17 Nevertheless, on Pakistan’s 
first military ruler, Huntington makes the extraordinary comment that ‘More than 
any other political leader in a modernizing country after World War II, Ayub Khan 
came close to filling the role of a Solon or Lycurgus or “Great Legislator” on the 
Platonic or Rousseauian model.’18

Strikingly, Huntington failed to account for the fallout of an unrepresentative 
regime in Pakistan and especially its impact on the politics of the country’s east-
ern wing, East Pakistan. Here, the leader of the strongest political party in the 
region had already issued his demands for regional autonomy in 1966,19 (before 
the publication of Huntington’s book and during the military regime of General 
Ayub Khan). Another serious drawback of his study is contained within its argu-
ment to justify the Basic Democracy system invented by the military government 
in Pakistan. Under this system, the influential civilian bureaucracy was mandated 
a key role20 in propping up an authoritarian regime.

While Huntington’s study can be considered as more a piece of how history 
should be, it remains important for identifying themes and studying political 
developments of the region. It could perhaps also be argued that Huntington, in 
his attempt at constructing a general theory, had consciously avoided any norma-
tive references to the question of the unrepresentative character of the military 
regime in Pakistan.

Pakistan’s first military coup d’état of 1958 is analysed by Herbert Feldman21 
with an emphasis on the persona of the coup leader and army chief General Ayub 
Khan, rather than the institution of the military itself. Feldman’s narrative, with 
an historical overtone, presents evidence of the centralisation of the state in the 
Pakistani context and notes the blurring of the lines between the government, 
and the administrative machinery required to run the government. Feldman cor-
rectly identifies the 1962 Constitution of Pakistan promulgated by Ayub Khan as 
redefining the terms of reference between state and society and severely diluting 
the powers of the National Assembly through introduction of presidential form 
of governance.22 Ayub’s constitutional re-engineering has been a model for all 
military rulers in Pakistan where they have designed constitutional provisions 
to restrict the powers of the prime ministers or the parliament. Feldman’s study 
therefore sheds light on significant historical events that continue to impact nega-
tively on the politics of contemporary Pakistan.

We have referred to the problems associated with the partition of India and 
briefly mentioned the difficult state of affairs that marked the birth of Pakistan. 
Equally significant is the instrumentality ascribed in the literature to the histori-
cal antecedents of this event. Thus, Khalid B. Sayeed informs us that ‘Pakistan 
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was the end product of Muslim anxiety’ to safeguard its interests within a united 
India and the ‘bold assertion that Muslims, being a separate nation, must have a 
separate state.’23 Sayeed draws on history to account for the political evolution of 
Muslim separatism, and from this narrative one can tease out the national security 
dilemmas faced by Pakistan based on the fear of a much larger India, probably 
contributing to the consolidation of the military–bureaucratic nexus in Pakistan. 
In a later study, Sayeed notes that given the growing political disorder, a distinc-
tive role for the establishment (namely the civilian bureaucracy and the military) 
emerged to the effect that ‘Pakistan could be governed best by tightening the grip 
of these two institutions on its government and people.’24

The problems of weak political institutions dominated by an authoritarian 
bureaucracy are an important theme with Lawrence Ziring.25 This is another study 
with a limited scope, for it does not engage sufficiently with the military interven-
tions (there had been two by the time of the publication of the book in 1980). 
Instead, observations such as ‘the time had arrived for those more experienced 
in the craft of ruling to assume responsibility for Pakistan’s political future’26 
and that ‘there was little resentment, and quite a bit of relief’27 in the wake of 
the overthrow of the political governments, pepper this account. Thus on the one 
hand, Ziring re-frames a coup as ‘responsible’, and on the other reports, without 
evidence, on the psychological state of mind of the population. The questions that 
are consistently left unanswered are as to what empirical evidence or theoretical 
framework of inquiry explains or legitimises military intervention? And more to 
the point, what political training or capacity-building skills the military brings 
in to assist governance at all? Is there a case for the legitimate acceptance of the 
military in the political framework, beyond the modernisation or developmental 
equation? Ziring does provide the useful insight that the American military aid to 
Pakistan from 1953–54 onwards gave the Pakistani military confidence to over-
throw the government.28 It is debatable, however, that the absence of this military 
aid would have restricted the military in any way. Ziring comments on the disin-
tegration of Pakistan, and makes an important observation that regardless of the 
ineffectiveness of the political governments ‘they [the political governments] did 
not preside over so grievous a national loss’29 that is, the loss of more than half of 
the population of the country, never mind the territorial and strategic ramifications 
of the crisis.

It can therefore be hypothesised that military regimes in Pakistan have tended 
to introduce deep fissures in the politics of the country while leaving the succeed-
ing political governments with legacies with which the latter are not equipped to 
cope. This observation dovetails with the original research proposition, namely, 
that a transition from the military rule to an elected form of government in Paki-
stan is likely to produce weak civilian governments due to the presence of a 
strongly institutionalised military. It is also highly likely that the government thus 
formed shall remain unstable and in the transitory phase, given the nature of the 
military control. This assumption is explained by briefly outlining some of the 
consequences of the military coups in Pakistan.

 As an illustration, consider the likely legacies of the military coup d’état in 
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Pakistan. General Ayub Khan (1958–69) resigned in the wake of political unrest 
and handed over power to the army chief General Yahya Khan (1969–71). A sig-
nificant outcome of the Yahya interlude was the emergence of Bangladesh after 
a civil war and the war with India in 1971. Later, General Zia-ul-Haq’s military 
intervention (1977–88) probably introduced a retrograde political order marked 
by religious extremism and the problems indicative of a booming arms and drugs 
trade (a direct fallout of the conflict in neighbouring Afghanistan). The events 
following the 1999 military coup in Pakistan indicate the past pattern of military 
interventions, suggesting increasing marginalisation of the national political par-
ties and the rise of the peripheral political elites30 among others.

Understanding political developments
The genesis and the subsequent political developments in Pakistan are some of 
the issues of concern for Tariq Ali, though the argument that the 1958 military 
intervention was some sort of a counter-revolution does not present a fruitful line 
of inquiry. In the same way, Tariq Ali’s suggestions that ‘possibilities of radical 
advance and mass explosion were built into the very structure of the new state’,31 
are difficult to substantiate. There is no evidence, for example, that any political 
party or group in Pakistan was prepared to embark on a revolution, mandated by 
the masses.32

Analysing the demand for Pakistan, Ayesha Jalal comments that in this instance 
‘religion appears to have been the determinant of nationality.’33 Jalal’s study is 
also important for highlighting issues of weak political institutionalisation in the 
post-1947 order and alerts us to the question of the eventual shape of the polity 
in the new state, with a reminder that Muhammad Ali Jinnah (the founder of the 
nation) had envisaged a parliamentary form of governance, with the government 
and the legislature ‘finally responsible to the electorate, and the people in general 
without any distinction of caste, creed or sect.’34 This is a useful point of contrast 
to be made with the military regimes’ proclivity to claim the moral high ground 
for dismissing an elected government, often by alleging political mismanagement 
or corruption by the civilian governments.

The engagement and the application of the concepts of civil society and good 
governance are incorporated in Iftikhar Malik’s work35 that addresses the issues 
germane to democracy in Pakistan. With these tools, Malik speaks of democratic 
deficits, and attributes these to a ‘continuous disequilibrium between state and civil 
society’ and Pakistan’s failure to ‘establish good governance.’36 While in essence 
it is a fair comment, it does need to be pointed out that the attributes of what 
constitutes good governance37 are difficult to define and capture. Disequilibrium 
as an explanatory factor is still harder to come to terms with methodologically, as 
it presupposes a state of equilibrium in any political process. If politics is about 
negotiation, conciliation, settlement and compromise, all political processes are 
likely to reflect an unequal relationship. Malik refers to questions of legitimacy, 
controversy over the form of government, and the lack of national leadership 
after Jinnah as a source of political crises.38 It will only be noted here that the 
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governments of leaders such as Liaquat Ali Khan and Khawaja Nazimuddin did 
not face the issue of legitimacy during the 1950s while the controversy over form 
of government was at best peripheral, as most of the national and regional parties 
consistently supported parliamentary form of government.

Also grounded in history and the context of the colonial legacy is Ian Talbot’s 
contribution; the argument ‘the colonial legacy is crucial for understanding Paki-
stani politics’,39 however, needs to be tempered with the recognition that political 
study has to interface with, and account for, political developments post 1971. 
Talbot’s work substantially reflects and draws on historical narrative to unlock the 
probable causes of democratic deficits in the polity. Observations such as ‘The 
state’s contested national identity, uneven development, bureaucratic authoritari-
anism and imbalance between a weak civil society and dominant military can all 
be traced to the colonial era’40 are useful as descriptive constructs but limited in 
analytical application. The contention that Pakistan’s political development post-
1971 requires a different set of analytical tools is premised on the assumption of 
recognising the limitations of a discourse based on colonialism as the determining 
factor. After 1971, arguably, the issue of ethnicity has not engendered systemic 
pressures41 of the nature that had led to the separation of East Pakistan. The mili-
tary in Pakistan is one constant that has sustained authoritarianism in the polity; 
the study of this core executive as an institutional player is more likely to enrich 
the scholarship, than a purely historical analysis approach.

Similarly, the emphasis on the ‘Punjabisation’ of the Pakistani military (refer-
ring to the presence of personnel from the majority province of the Punjab)42 
is reductionist in essence in that it glosses over the approach of the military as 
an institution that defends and extends its institutional interests. The removal of 
prime minister Nawaz Sharif in October 1999 is a significant piece of evidence 
that the ‘Punjabisation’ of the army is not a useful analogy. In this instance, a 
prime minister from the majority province of the Punjab (Sharif), with a comfort-
able majority in the National Assembly, was overthrown after a military coup led 
by an army chief (General Pervez Musharraf) belonging to the Urdu-speaking 
(Muhajir) ethnic minority group. The military’s preponderance, it is argued, can 
be conceptualised and coherently explained by applying the path dependency and 
historical institutionalism approaches.43 Talbot is, however, correct in emphasis-
ing that Pakistan lacked ‘any of the characteristics of a consolidated democracy.’44 
In a later study, Talbot does refer to the ‘Army’s long established image in Paki-
stan as an employer, educator and development agency’45 and, had this line of 
inquiry been pursued further, it could have accounted for its pervasive influence 
as a crucial determinant in most power equations.

The broader issues of legitimacy and crises that have defined the Pakistani 
political experiences are captured in Rounaq Jahan’s work. Jahan cites Lucien 
Pye in explaining political developments in new states in terms of crises of iden-
tity, legitimacy, penetration (in terms of building social capital, as understood 
presently), participation, integration and distribution.46 Jahan emphasises that 
in the ‘early years of Pakistan’s existence, the viability of the new state was so 
much in doubt that the nations’ policy-makers were compelled to pursue policies 



10  Conceptualising political developments in Pakistan

maximizing the state’s cohesion.’47 These policy-makers constituted not only the 
political, but also the executive arm (the civilian bureaucracy and the military) 
of the state. That the executive had steadily expanded its sphere of influence is 
validated by Jahan’s observations on the first military intervention in 1958 record-
ing ‘Long before the coup, the military had been working as a silent partner in the 
civil–military bureaucratic coalition that held the key decision-making power in 
the country.’48 For Jahan, the military intervention was then a defensive manoeu-
vre on the part of the ruling elite to thwart the challenge of the vernacular elite49 
showing the military responded institutionally to the aforementioned challenges.

The regional context
As contended by Bilal Hashmi, the transformation of civil and military elites to 
political elites began in earnest right after Independence, facilitated by the coun-
try’s participation in international security alliances. The substantial military and 
economic aid sent out by the United States of America to Pakistan generated 
new power equations and strengthened the existing ones, for the power elites 
had become the direct beneficiaries of the assistance.50 Now, a reference has been 
made to the problem of threat perception where Pakistan feared a hostile India, 
believing that the latter had accepted the partition of the subcontinent as a tem-
porary arrangement. Arguably, Pakistan’s participation in security alliances with 
countries such as the USA was a manifestation of its intent to secure the polity 
from the perceived or real threats from a hostile India. In this context Hashmi 
reminds us that:

as late as June 1947 (only two months before the Partition) when the All India 
National Congress had finally accepted the idea of Pakistan as a separate 
foreign state, it still insisted that such a political solution was only a transitory 
one and in the last analysis there would be one independent nation on the 
subcontinent in the form of united India.51

We know Pakistan embarked on a series of security agreements with the USA. 
In May 1953, John Foster Dulles visited the country, followed by the visit of 
a seven-member House Armed Services Committee in October 1953.52 The US 
military assistance to Pakistan was announced on February 1954, while the first 
US–Pakistan defence treaty was signed on 19 May 1954.53 Not to overstate the 
case, the US was following its Cold War agenda and its declared policy of contain-
ment of communism in Asia, while for Pakistan it was the question of power max-
imisation in relation to India that was most salient. Where the Cold War and the 
American policy of containment of communism was concerned, we are informed 
in American National Security Council position paper no. 48/1 (December 1949), 
that ‘Should India and Pakistan fall to communism, the United States and its 
friends might find themselves denied any foothold on the Asian mainland.’54 The 
US also extended cooperation in institution-building to strengthen the administra-
tive machinery of the government of Pakistan, where the ‘Ford Foundation was 
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instrumental in establishing a number of “in-service” training institutions such 
as the Pakistan Administrative Staff College at Lahore’55 for training the higher 
echelons of the civilian bureaucracy at a policy-making level.

Documenting US–Pakistan interaction from 1947, Dennis Kux reports that the 
viability of the new state was a matter of concern to foreign observers, given the 
enormity of problems faced by it.56 Kux’s account rests on firm historical founda-
tions and maps the evolution of the politics of American aid to Pakistan. One 
constant to emerge from the narrative is, once again, the fear of a hostile India 
among the policy-makers in Pakistan.57 For Pakistan, aid was not about containing 
communism in South Asia; the ‘core fact of Pakistan’s national security policy 
has been its hostility toward India, especially over Kashmir’ and the ‘pursuit of 
external partners, especially the United States, [dictated by the desire] to offset 
India’s preponderance of strength.’58

The intricacies of the pattern of engagement between India and Pakistan have 
also been assessed by Sumit Ganguly who states: ‘Few other conflicts in the post 
World War II era, with the possible exception of the Arab–Israeli dispute, have 
proved as intractable. Both India and Pakistan have expended considerable blood 
and treasure fighting each other since independence.’59 For Ganguly it is thus 
critical that the conflict in Kashmir is understood, more so given the acquisition 
of nuclear weapons technology by both India and Pakistan.60 Interestingly it is 
in Kashmir, the only Muslim majority area, where the Indian Union’s claim to 
secularism has historically been challenged.

The emergence of a consolidated central authority is seen as an anomaly 
enmeshed between state formation and political processes in Ayesha Jalal’s com-
parative account of authoritarianism in South Asia. Jalal notes that the ‘implicit, 
if not explicit, assumption of a shared sovereignty between the Hindu-majority 
and Muslim-majority groups was unacceptable to a Congress advocating a com-
posite nationalism based on an indivisible sovereign authority.’61 Cognisant of 
the territorial disputes between India and Pakistan, Jalal explains the ascendancy 
of the military–civilian bureaucratic consensus in Pakistan and suggests that for 
the latter, strong administrative machinery was one of the more viable options 
‘to augment meagre state resources and finance the requirements of the defence 
establishments.’62 It is, however, with some scepticism that Jalal alludes to the 
interlocking of the external (from India) and internal (weak state structures) threat 
scenario facing the state. She warns that this assumption ‘should not lead to the 
simplistic conclusion that the weaknesses inherent in the political process were 
the main reason for military dominance in Pakistan.’63

This claim can best be explained in relative terms. For example, the Pakistani 
military was considered weaker relative to the Indian capacity to project power, 
but it is equally likely that the military was stronger and more coherent an institu-
tion relative to the political institutions in Pakistan. Therefore military weaknesses 
relative to external threat does not preclude the subsequent consolidation of the 
armed forces’ influence within the state.
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Religion and separatism
This section investigates Muslim religious identity as a problem in a united India, 
and the articulation of Muslim separatism as a possible solution. An analysis of 
the dilemma of threat perception of the Muslims from the dominant Hindu major-
ity in India provides important insights to the background of the persistence of 
this conflict, as represented by the antagonistic relationship between the successor 
states of India and Pakistan. This entails an investigation of the issue of religious 
conflict in India and, very briefly, outlining the evolution of both of the political 
parties, the Muslim League (as representative of Muslim aspirations for sepa-
ratism based on religious identity) and the Congress Party (claiming exclusive 
representation of the Indian aspirations). On Muslim representation in colonial 
India, Farzana Shaikh draws attention to the idea of a ‘quest for power amongst 
Muslims’, arguing that it emanates from the ‘actual historical roots of Islam as an 
emerging sect forced to deal politically with a hostile environment, as well as its 
traditional image as a code of action rather than as a speculative philosophy.’64 
This is not to suggest that the Indian Muslims themselves were not divided over 
the different interpretations65 of what constituted Islam. The objective here is to 
identify the social, political and religious concerns of the minority Indian Mus-
lims in a time of transition, that is, from the ending of the Muslim rule to the 
consolidation of a colonial power, within the spectrum of a Hindu India.

The comment therefore, that in India ‘Muslims were a minority and many 
believed that both their cultural autonomy and their political future were in dan-
ger of being displaced by the demands of a predominantly non-Muslim secular 
nationalism’66 takes on added significance when examined in the backdrop of 
the 1857 Indian War of Independence. One political outcome of the War was the 
marginalisation of the Muslims by the British. Syed Ahmad Khan, the founder of 
the Mohammadan Anglo Indian College at Aligarh,67 therefore noted:

I am an attentive reader of the newspapers, and I have also read the various 
works that have been written upon the Mutiny and the Rebellion [of 1857], 
and in all do I find the most bitter denunciation against Mohomedans, who 
are freely represented as being everything that is vile, treacherous and con-
temptible.68

Muslim apprehensions surfaced again over the question of Indian representation 
when it became clear that it was the ‘declared intention of the newly elected Lib-
eral Party [in the UK in 1880] to institute some form of political representation 
for Indians along Western lines’69 It was Syed Ahmad again who articulated ‘the 
real political fears of a minority who had sensed that political competition [envis-
aged in the concept of representation] such as was embodied in the principle of 
election, was certain to affect their political future’70 in that it ‘presumed politi-
cal homogeneity to exist in the face of religious differences . . . [and] sought to 
persuade men that homogeneity on other than Muslim principles was both work-
able and worthwhile.’71 This awareness among at least a section of the Muslim 
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scholars of the likely impact of a (representational) political system on the minor-
ity community’s interests led to the insistence for adequate guarantees for the 
Muslim minorities. For instance, Nawab Muhammad Ismail Khan, one of the 
co-founders of the Muslim League noted in September 1896 that ‘In a country 
where the Hindus and Muslims are in a ratio of five to one, the Muslims must go 
to the wall if any elective or representative system came to be established.’72 In 
an earlier comment on a local Self-Government Bill of 1883, Syed Ahmed had 
similarly observed:

in a country like India, where caste distinctions still flourish…where reli-
gious distinctions are still violent . . . I am convinced that the introduction 
of the principle of election . . . for representation of various interests on the 
local boards and district councils, would be attended with evils of greater 
significance than purely economic considerations…The larger community 
will totally override the interests of the smaller community.73

The formation of the All-India Muslim League on 30 December 1906 at Dhaka 
was then ‘undertaken on the premise that it constituted the authoritative voice of 
Muslim India.’74 Essentially:

What the League and its Muslim followers sought to establish . . . was not 
only that [the Indian National] Congress did not represent the vast majority of 
Muslims in India, but that as a non-Muslim body, it could not [original italics] 
represent a Muslim consensus.75

The idea of Muslim separatism and the movement for the establishment of 
Pakistan has been questioned. For example, Hamza Alavi bases his criticism on 
the grounds of Pakistan Movement (for a separate homeland for the Muslims 
of India) being opposed by ‘virtually the entire Muslim religious establishment 
in India.’76 This line of argument, that opposition by the religious elite to the 
idea of Muslim separatism in India subtracts religion out of Muslim politics, is, 
however, simplistic. That it was the secular and Western-educated Muslim leader-
ship recognising Muslim separatism as an adequate tool for political mobilisation 
is evidence of a politically astute mainstream Muslim leadership, rather than a 
rejection of religious identity as a significant determinant of Muslim politics. The 
observation the ‘Indian Muslims were not merely a construction of twentieth-cen-
tury British colonial social engineering’77 therefore underscores the importance 
of the issue of Muslim separatism articulated as a political construct, against the 
backdrop of the problems of threat perception and religious distinctions.

Problems of representation
The Indian National Congress came into existence in 1885 to meet the following 
objectives:
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First: the fusion into one national whole of all the different, and till recently 
discordant, elements that constitute the population of India; second: the 
gradual regeneration of along all lines, mental, moral, social and political, of 
the nation thus involved; and third: the consolidation of the union between 
England and India, by securing the modification of such of its conditions as 
may be unjust or injurious to the latter country.78

It is evident that the Congress Party sought to represent the political aspirations of 
the whole of India, with its programme firmly based on secular credentials. The 
Muslims, for their part, attempted to put forward a political argument to the then 
Viceroy of India. In 1906 a Muslim deputation submitted the demand for elections 
on the basis of separate electorates for Muslims and non-Muslims. Using popula-
tion statistics to advance a case for self-determination for the Muslim minority, it 
was pointed out that:

the Mohammedans of India number, according to the census taken in the year 
1901, over sixty-two million or between one-fifth and one-fourth of the total 
population of His Majesty’s Indian dominions . . . Under any system of repre-
sentation, extended or limited, a community in itself more numerous than the 
entire population of any first class European power except Russia may justly 
lay claim to adequate recognition as an important factor in the State.79

In the same year (1906) the All-India Muslim League was established with three 
objectives, the first being that of promoting among the Muslims of India ‘feelings 
of loyalty to the British government’, second ‘to protect and advance the political 
rights and interests of Musalmans of India’, and third to ‘prevent the rise among 
Musalmans of India of any feelings of hostility towards other communities with-
out prejudice to other objectives of the League.’80

A cursory glance at the designated objectives of both the League and the Con-
gress reveals the essential difference of emphasis on religious distinction by the 
League. The only common ground seems to be the declaration of loyalty to the 
British government by the two parties. In contrast, where the Congress sought 
to represent the Indian Union, the Muslim League sought a voice to represent 
the political interests and aspirations of the Indian Muslims. Hence, arguably, 
the fault-lines within the Indian polity were to come to the fore, defining an area 
of contestation not only for political space but also for the right to take on the 
mantle for representing India itself. The acceptance of the demand for separate 
electorates by the British government caused the Congress in 1909 to register its 
disapproval of this system of elections grounded, as it was, on religion.81

It needs to be emphasised that the underlying assumption of the problem of 
conceding separate electorates as a tool of political representation was seen as an 
implicit acceptance of the Muslims as a distinct community (the distinction being 
based on religion). Therefore, in addition to challenging and contesting the claim 
of the Indian National Congress of its right to represent India, this development, 
given the emerging shape of political competition, probably contested the explicit 
secularism espoused by the Congress leadership.
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This emphasis on religious distinction is important at two different levels. First, 
before the partition of India the construct retained its efficacy for the Muslim 
League as providing a platform of political mobilisation given the apprehensions 
of the minority community. Second, after the creation of Pakistan, the issue of 
Muslim identity could no longer be a reference point for political mobilisation, 
since ‘In Pakistan, the right to Muslim self-determination was nowhere at risk.’82 
In terms of political salience therefore, religious identity had receded in impor-
tance as the driving force for national or state cohesion within the polity depriving 
the League the platform of religion as a political mobiliser. The League, socialised 
as it was in the politics of confrontation with the Indian National Congress, had 
its structural and organisational deficiencies exposed. The failure of the League 
to transform itself into a national political party was exemplified by its reliance 
on the executive institutions of the state, namely the bureaucracy and the military. 
In complex societies, arguably, stable political parties not only define political 
culture, but also facilitate governance. For example, Subrata Mitra opines that in 
the context of underdeveloped societies, the ‘party rather than being the depend-
ent variable is more in the nature of an independent actor, one which tries to 
glue together the elements of politics with bonds that are of the society.’83 Thus, 
in the absence of a viable political party, most of the disputes arising within the 
polity are not likely to be adequately addressed or resolved. It has been argued 
that the ‘[political] Parties are the [original emphasis] central intermediate and 
intermediary structure between society and government’84 for a ‘political system, 
whether in the Muslim world or elsewhere, inevitably involves the management 
of competing, even clashing interests.’85

We do not assign unconstrained instrumentality to the political party. What 
is being highlighted here is a path of political development institutionalising the 
salience of the civil–military executive over the other organs of the state in Paki-
stan. From the centrality of the arguments noted above, it would be helpful to 
outline how the absence of the attributes assigned to a political party impact on 
the construction of a political regime. First, this line of reasoning suggests that 
such a system will lack a reliable and, more problematically, a legitimate recourse 
to political representation and accountability. Second, and inferring from the first 
point, the affairs of the state are likely to be dominated by the executive given the 
absence of mechanisms for accountability and representation. The institutional-
ised dominance of the executive can take various forms – including bureaucratic, 
military or a combination of both – as is seen in the case of Pakistan, and is likely 
to create difficulties such as undermining the ‘ability of the political system to 
convert anti-state movements into political parties and to make it possible for 
them to enter the arena of competitive elections.’86

Political contestation: the 1937 elections
This section examines the nature of contestation between the Indian National 
Congress and the All-India Muslim League in order to illuminate the issues of 
separatism based on religious distinction. The 1937 elections, where the Indian 
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National Congress was able to form ministries in some of the Indian provinces, 
present such an example of political contestation. The section further outlines how 
the League, comprehensively defeated in the 1937 elections, secured an over-
whelming Muslim vote during the 1945–46 elections, establishing its right to call 
for a separate homeland for the Muslims of India. These elections and the actual 
method of the Congress Party governance are the more important variables that 
probably explain the revival of the League as the legitimate voice of a substantial 
majority of the Indian Muslims at a crucial juncture of history. The purpose here 
is not to narrate all the factual details of the events under discussion, but to iden-
tify the pattern of contestation and opposition deriving from the perception of the 
League and the Congress.

The 1937 elections were held following the constitutional reforms proposed 
by the British government, resulting in the Government of India Act of 1935.87 
The Congress was able to form governments in seven out of the eleven prov-
inces, obtaining clear majorities in five provinces.88 Zaman lists the breakdown 
of the number of seats won by the Congress to ‘704 out of 1,585 seats in the 
lower houses of all the Provinces taken together’ but points out that the ‘Congress 
electoral success was mainly confined to the Hindu constituencies. In the 491 
Muslim constituencies in the British Indian lower houses as a whole it won only 
26 seats.’89 The League on the other hand had ‘fared particularly poorly in the 
Punjab, Sind and the North-West Frontier Province’90 and had only ‘won 106 out 
of a total number of 491 Muslim seats’ overall.91

Taking note of the election rhetoric of the two political parties, Sayeed observes 
that both Jinnah and Nehru, leading the League and the Congress respectively, 
held sharply divergent views over the political programmes and principal objec-
tives of their parties. Jinnah made it clear that:

We are not going to be the camp followers of any party or organization. Pan-
dit Jawaharlal Nehru is reported to have said in Calcutta that there are only 
two parties in the country, namely the Government and the Congress, and 
the others must line up. I refuse to line up with the Congress. There is a third 
party in this country and that is the Moslems. We are not going to be dictated 
to by anybody.92

After the elections the Muslim League expected to be offered at least two min-
isterial positions, but the plan fell through since the ‘Congress demanded from 
the Muslim League, as the price for its inclusion in the Congress Ministry, the 
complete merger of the Muslim League Party in the Congress Party.’93 A promi-
nent Congress leader Acharya Kirplani explained that Congress being a ‘Political 
Party could not in his opinion sacrifice the principle of Cabinet unity by joining 
hands with the League which was a Communal Party’94 [original italics]. The 
end result, not unexpectedly, was greater division between the Congress and the 
Muslim League with further hardening of the policy postures once the Congress 
governments started functioning. One consequence of Congress electoral victory 
was that the ‘Symbols of Hindu raj and Hindu culture were adopted in govern-
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ment institutions paid for by all tax payers’ and a ‘Systematic effort was made 
to replace Urdu, which was the common cultural heritage of Muslim and Hin-
dus, with Hindi. Urdu schools were closed down or amalgamated with Hindi 
schools.’95 The Congress was, according to this interpretation, challenging the 
construction of Muslim sentiment, based as it was on language among others, and 
introducing symbolism deemed offensive by the Muslim faith. At another level, it 
can be argued that the representation of the Hindu nationalism was threatening to 
confront and subsume a substantial civilisation.

The Congress Party’s decision to initiate a Muslim mass contact programme 
(an announcement to this effect was made by Jawaharlal Nehru in March 1937) 
became another deeply contentious issue when ‘it was made clear to Muslim law-
yers and landlords that their political future and material prosperity lay in associ-
ating themselves with the Congress party and not in condemning themselves ‘ “to 
a lifetime in the wilderness” by joining the League.’96 The anxiety of the Congress 
in undermining the Muslim League in the Hindu majority areas need not be seen 
as a contradiction in terms for, arguably, the threat perception of a minority com-
munity is likely to be heightened where the fundamental point of differentiation 
is based, as it was in this instance, on religion. The perception of what lay in store 
for the minorities in India, given the experience of the Congress rule, institution-
alised the Muslim League’s policy of confrontation with the Congress Party.

The present analysis of the 1937 elections and the subsequent formation of the 
Congress Ministries, illuminates as an exemplar, the essential nature of political 
contestation between the Congress and the League, established on the opposing 
poles of the religious and the secular. A striking theme that emerges from the 
evidence under review is that of the Muslim League, formed for protecting the 
interests of a religious minority in India, but looking to coalition politics as a 
guarantor of safeguarding its interests. The Congress on the other hand, while 
espousing secularism as a basic tenet of its policy, was using the political con-
structs with underlying religious connotations. The argument can be made that 
both the political parties were attempting to secure and maximise their respective 
chances of attaining their preferred political outcomes by employing stratagems, 
instead of political strategy.97

Taking full advantage of the growing nationalist posturing and ethnocentrism 
of Congress, the League criticised ‘the formation of Congress Ministries, which 
were exclusive of genuine minority representatives’, and declared the ‘establish-
ment in India of Full Independence in the form of a federation of free democratic 
states in which the rights and interests of the Mussalmans and other minorities 
are adequately and effectively safeguarded’,98 as its principal objective. This 
articulation of policy was not the breaking of new political ground in the wake 
of the 1937 elections, during his presidential address at the Allahabad Session 
of the All-India Muslim League on 29 December 1930, the poet–philosopher Dr 
Muhammad Iqbal had suggested that:

I would like to see the Punjab, North-West Frontier Province, Sind and Balu-
chistan amalgamated into a single state. Self-government within the British 



18  Conceptualising political developments in Pakistan

Empire, or without the British Empire, the formation of a consolidated North-
West Indian Muslim state appears to me to be the final destiny of the Muslims 
at least of North-West India.99

Recognising the problem of cleavages within India, based as it was on distinct 
communal identity, Iqbal noted ‘that the various caste-units and religious units 
in India have shown no inclination to sink their respective individualities in the 
larger whole.’100

Returning to an assessment of the Congress rule, the two years of the Congress 
Ministries (1937–39) starting from its refusal to form a coalition government, 
armed the Muslim League with a political argument for substantially extending 
its support base. The next development took place when Britain declared war on 
Germany in 1939 and the Viceroy announced that, for all practical purposes, India 
was also at war. The Congress objected to the declaration of war and the Congress 
Ministries ended in 1939 after the ‘Working Committee of the Congress saw in 
all this [the declaration of war] nothing but the pursuit of the same old imperialist 
policy’ and asked the Ministries to tender resignations.101

The League and the Congress, socialised in the politics of confrontation, 
embarked on paths at the opposing ends of the political continuum in India. Dur-
ing his presidential address at the annual session of the All-India Muslim League 
in Lahore on 22 March 1940, Jinnah elaborated on the theme and declared that 
the ‘problem in India is not of an inter-communal character but manifestly of an 
international one, and it must be treated as such’ and the ‘only course of action 
open to us all is to allow the major nations separate homelands by dividing India 
into “autonomous national states”.’102 Finally on 24 March 1940, the All-India 
Muslim League passed a resolution, later referred to as the Pakistan Resolution, 
stating:

it is the considered view of this session of the All-India Muslim League that 
no constitutional plan would be workable in this country or acceptable to 
the Muslims unless it is designed on the following basic principles . . . that 
geographically contiguous units are demarcated into regions which should 
be so constituted, with such territorial adjustments as may be necessary, 
that the areas in which the Muslims are numerically in a majority as in the 
North-Western and Eastern zones of India should be grouped to constitute 
‘Independent States’ in which the constituent units shall be autonomous and 
sovereign.103

It is quite beyond the scope of this inquiry to undertake an analysis of this resolu-
tion or the political considerations resident in the call for establishing ‘Independ-
ent States.’ It is only noted that the resolution became a point of reference for the 
two-nation theory. Unexceptionally, the Hindu leaders rejected the Resolution as 
it amounted to a ‘vivisection of Mother India’, with M. K. Gandhi calling it ‘a 
moral wrong and a sin to which he would never be a party.’104

Another important landmark in the history of undivided India arguably occurred 
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with the elections to the Central and Provincial Legislatures held towards the end 
of 1945 to facilitate a ‘permanent settlement’105 of the Indian question. That the 
Muslim League had failed to make inroads in the Muslim constituencies during 
the 1937 elections has been documented in this chapter. By the time of 1945 elec-
tions however, the League had capitalised on the perceived or real shortcomings 
of the Congress rule. As for the elections, there was a sea change in the political 
fortunes of the League:

The Muslim League won every Muslim seat and the Nationalist Muslims, 
who opposed it, forfeited their deposits in many cases. The success of the 
Congress was also very impressive in general constituencies and many 
opposing candidates withdrew in these constituencies.106

The League had, at the very least, established that the Congress was not the 
sole representative of the Indian aspirations. An outline of some of the major 
political developments before the partition of India remains incomplete without 
a reference to the Cabinet Mission Plan: on 19 February 1946 the British gov-
ernment ‘announced its decision to send to India a special mission (the Cabinet 
Mission) consisting of three cabinet ministers’ to seek an agreement from the 
stakeholders on the future constitutional arrangements for India.107 Given the fun-
damental differences between the positions of the League and the Congress (the 
latter claiming ‘it would never agree to the partition of India’, the former declar-
ing that ‘the Muslim nation will never submit to any constitution for a unified 
India’108), the Mission chose to publish its statement of intention on 16 May 1946, 
which centred on the idea of preserving the Indian Union109 and declared its inten-
tion for ‘setting up at once of an interim government.’110 The Mission rejected 
the ‘proposal for two independent sovereign states’ on ‘administrative, economic, 
and military grounds.’111 What the Mission did propose, Stanley Wolpert reports, 
was ‘a three tier scheme with a minimal central Union at the top for only foreign 
affairs, defence, and communications, and Provinces at the bottom’ and ‘free to 
form Groups with executives and legislatures’ with each Group given the power 
to ‘determine Provincial subjects to be taken in common.’112

Significantly, the Muslim League accepted the Cabinet Mission proposals,113 
even though the Mission had not conceded an independent Pakistan. The Con-
gress Party, however, remained evasive on the proposals forwarded by the Plan; 
Nehru epitomised this ambiguity by remarking:

We have committed ourselves on no single matter to anybody. Naturally, even 
though one might not agree to commit oneself, there is a certain compulsion 
of facts which makes one accept this thing or that thing. I do not know what 
that might be in a particular context.114

It is then likely that the Congress realised Jinnah had extracted ‘valuable conces-
sions from the Cabinet Mission’ including the ‘compulsory grouping of the Prov-
inces, and a weak Centre’ and therefore rejected the Mission’s proposal on the 
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compulsory grouping of the Provinces.115 The Muslim League on 29 July 1946, 
in turn, withdrew its acceptance of the Cabinet Mission Plan and passed a resolu-
tion that ‘the time has come for the Muslim nation to resort to Direct Action to 
achieve Pakistan to assert their just rights, to vindicate their honour and to get rid 
of the present slavery and the contemplated future Caste-Hindu domination.’116 
One can again see the contradiction inherent in the posturing of the two political 
parties: the Muslim League, banking on the platform of Muslim separateness had 
accepted the Cabinet Mission Plan that did not concede a sovereign independent 
state for the Muslims of India; the Indian National Congress, arguably the strong-
est proponent of a secular, undivided India remained equivocal.

Threat perception revisited
The concluding section of this chapter demonstrates that the problem of religious 
violence in India permits the continuing interpretation of threat perception as an 
important variable in advancing our understanding of the conflict between the 
Hindu and Muslim communities. Paul Brass examines the problem of religious 
conflict in India and states:

Partition [of India] certainly arose out of political struggles, but one of those 
struggles was over the past, combined with the fear of a future in which two 
cultures [the Muslim and the Hindu] perceived as historically distinct would 
not be able to live together in peace.117

Brass carefully outlines the communal problem in terms of Hindu–Muslim con-
flict, and makes the striking observation that ‘there has never been a period in 
modern Indian history, most especially in the north, when Hindu–Muslim riots 
have not occurred.’118 That this history of communal tension during, before, and 
after the partition still plays an important part in the construction of violence is 
seen by Brass in the Indian town of Aligarh, categorised as a ‘choice exemplar of 
riot persistence’ due to the town’s identification with the Pakistan Movement; it is 
so because ‘in the minds of many Hindus, the Aligarh Muslim University stands 
in for the Muslims of India, for Partition and the creation of Pakistan, and for so 
many ills that afflict Indian society.’119 How perceptions then translate into policy 
is illuminated by Brass’s prescient observation:

India was soon perceived in the minds of Indian nationalists…as a potential 
power, the equal of great powers of the West. It was a great, modern state that 
Indian nationalists, both secular and Hindu, sought to create after Independ-
ence.

In the pursuit of that goal, the Muslims of India came to be seen, 
particularly by Hindu nationalists, as an obstruction, along with Pakistan, 
whose very existence has . . . been the principal post-Independence obstacle 
to India’s achievement of its rightful place in a world dominated by great 
nation-states.120
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Inferring from the above, it is therefore reasonable to conclude that the politi-
cally conscious Muslims, both in the undivided India and later in Pakistan, were 
likely to be aware of the underlying assumption of their community’s representa-
tion as part of the problem in the context of Hindu–Muslim conflict. Expanding 
his conceptualisation of communal tension and its aftermath, Brass concludes ‘In 
pursuit of its grand design to achieve Great Power status in the world, the Mus-
lims of South Asia are a hindrance. They are seen as perpetual threats in Pakistan, 
in Kashmir, and in so-called mini-Pakistans in the cities and towns throughout 
India’ and ‘must be molded into political Hindus or be disciplined, defeated, and 
otherwise put in their place.’121 The argument clearly identifies the religious fault-
lines existing within India, and by implication and association, impacting not only 
on its relations with Pakistan, but also on the political developments in Pakistan.

Reviewing Brass’s work, Subrata Mitra has voiced scepticism with the former’s 
analysis on methodological grounds arguing that, ‘his [Brass’s] reading of India as 
a whole is wrong, based as it is on a flawed use of the case study method.’122 Start-
ing from this position, Mitra contends, ‘Aligarh is atypical of India, let alone of 
north India’ and asks the question as to ‘why did Brass choose it as his microcosm 
on which to plant macro-generalizations about the production of Hindu-Muslim 
violence in contemporary India?’123 Mitra then contends:

This has much to do with the contemporary salience of ethnicity, anxiety for 
the rights of minorities, and vulnerability of the Indian state to external pres-
sure. Communist China can shrug off Tiananmen, and the United States can 
remain adamantly unapologetic about ‘collateral damage.’ India, very visible 
to the world on account of its open society, and sensitive to Western disap-
proval, must face the spectacle of the world sitting in judgement on every 
lapse [emphasis added], be it in Kashmir, Gujarat, or Ayodha.124

This interpretation is problematic, for a state (India) that claims secularism and 
democracy as its guiding principles is likely to be held accountable for serious 
crises euphemistically referred to as a ‘lapse’. For instance, India’s regions have 
borne the brunt of New Delhi’s ‘determination to preserve territorial boundaries 
inherited at the time of the independence’ and to quote one example ‘Since 1947, 
at least 50,000 people have been killed in insurgent violence in the Northeast.’125

Though the purpose of this chapter is not to engage in an argument over the 
normative value of democracy, the problem of communal conflict probably affects 
a very large minority of 130–140 million Muslims living in India; if Brass’s 
contention is confirmed by empirical evidence as he argues it is, then this clash 
mirrors the conflict between India and Pakistan in a tradition that has been institu-
tionalised to a large extent. That pattern has already been identified in the sphere 
of political competition between the Congress and the League before the partition 
of India. Kashmir (the only Muslim majority state in India, its territorial status 
contested by Pakistan), Gujarat (the scene of major Hindu–Muslim violence as 
recently as 2002) and Ayodhya (where the Hindu extremists had demolished the 
historic Babri Mosque to construct a Hindu temple in its place), all stand out as 
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adequate exemplars within the context of religious violence in India. In Kash-
mir, to quote another example, the Indian military forces have killed thousands 
of Kashmiri Muslims in an attempt to curb the on-going insurgency against the 
Indian state, while it is likely that an equal, if not greater, number of people have 
been brutalised by this conflict. As Pankaj Mishra argues:

The uprisings in Punjab and then Kashmir, were portrayed by the Indian gov-
ernment and the middle-class media as fundamentalist and terrorist assaults 
on secular democracy. In fact, although tainted by association with Pakistan 
and fanaticism, the Sikhs and Kashmiri Muslims expressed a long-simmering 
discontent with an anti-federalist state in Delhi: a state that had retained most 
of the power of the old colonial regime, and often wielded it more brutally 
than the British ever had.126

Brass questions why ‘large-scale violent events, in which mostly Muslims are 
killed, mostly by the police, get classified in the press, by the authorities, and by 
the public as riots, rather than pogroms’127 and then answers in an elegant phrase, 
‘often one explanation emerges dominantly, and sometimes a hegemonic consen-
sus arises that lasts for a long time in the form of a master narrative that requires 
no knowledge of facts on the ground for its immediate acceptance.’128

Mitra’s engagement with the position of Indian vulnerability to external pres-
sure129 is then problematic on two counts: first, it does not ascribe adequate instru-
mentality to the history of violence between the two religious communities that 
precedes the partition of India by a considerable number of years; second, the 
reference to both China and USA, it would seem, underlines and not undermines, 
Brass’s contention of Muslims being perceived as a hindrance130 in the likely 
schema of global Indian aspirations. Brass, however, is not alone nor is he the 
first scholar to problematise the concept of threat perception between India and 
Pakistan. The legacy of political contestation and religious violence also finds 
resonance in Buzan’s earlier account where Pakistan fears ‘absorption by an 
omnivorous India’, and Pakistan, carved out of a united India, raises the ‘spectre 
of a breakdown of the Indian Union into a number of independent, single-religion, 
successor states’,131 demonstrating the resilience of the idea of threat perception 
and state survival.



2	 Explaining politics
Of institutions and institutional 
theory

Drawing on the explanatory power of the theoretical framework of path depend-
ency and historical institutionalism provides the best available lens with which to 
develop a coherent account of the military’s influence in Pakistan. It is shown how 
the processes of path dependency generate patterns, making it appreciably diffi-
cult for polities to change direction. This approach then makes it possible to argue 
why the transition from a military to a civilian form of government in Pakistan 
remains problematic and incomplete. The importance of the theoretical frame-
work lies in the inadequacy of accounts that have sought to investigate the prob-
lems of political development in Pakistan. The other part of the answer is possibly 
more eclectic but ultimately relates to the inadequacies within the literature again: 
there is a need to systematically examine the role of the most powerful institution, 
the military, within the state as, we argue, explanations based on the argument of 
ethnic or religious cleavages as a driver of political instability presents a limited 
perspective. An analysis of the institutions is therefore a fundamentally ontologi-
cal position and it will be recognised as such from the beginning.

The premise, as is seen, reinforces the case for the need to shift the focus of 
scholarship away from explanations driven by class, religion and/or ethnicity-
based interpretations1 to the explanation proposed by an institutionalist frame 
of reference. The 1999 military coup d’état in Pakistan for example, toppled an 
elected government that was led by a Punjabi prime minister, with his political 
party commanding a two-thirds majority in the parliament of the country. Accord-
ing to the received wisdom therefore, a military dominated by the majority Pun-
jabi ethnic group and led by an army chief belonging to the minority ethnic group 
(the Urdu-speaking Mohajir community) should not have mounted a coup against 
the government of the day. That it did so successfully, with the declared objective 
of protecting its institutional interests calls for a research programme that goes 
beyond the conventional approaches of ascribing outcomes to specific causes that 
do not stand up to the test of prima facie evidence.

We also note that there is scant evidence of religion playing a decisive role 
in political developments in Pakistan. Though Husain Haqqani has argued that 
‘Pakistan’s Islamists made their strongest showing in a general election during 
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parliamentary polls held in October 2002’,2 it is more relevant to be able to explain 
the reasons for this outcome. The religious parties won electoral support primarily 
because the two mainstream national political parties (Pakistan Peoples Party of 
Benazir Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif’s faction of the Pakistan Muslim League) were 
systematically constrained by the military government. It is also likely that the 
religious parties were able to capitalise on the anti-American sentiment (following 
the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan) in the two Pakistani provinces of Baluchistan 
and the North-West Frontier Province, where they subsequently formed the gov-
ernments (in coalition with the ruling party in the province of Baluchistan). This is 
the reason why Frederic Grare contends that ‘No objective observer believes that 
Pakistan’s Islamic Parties have a chance to seize power through elections in the 
near future’ and that it is actually the military that has ‘used Islamic organizations 
for its purpose [original italics].’3 More fundamentally, there is not a single Islamic 
organization with the capacity to challenge ‘the one and only center of power in 
Pakistan: the army.’4 It is therefore reasonable to infer that the religious parties in 
Pakistan are not likely to capture the popular vote exclusively on the basis of their 
programme or in a freely contested election where the national political parties are 
able, and allowed, to participate more fully. Elsewhere, while accounting for the 
rise in religious extremism, Haqqani articulates that ‘[General] Zia went farthest 
in defining Pakistan as an Islamic state and he nurtured the jihadist ideology that 
now threatens to destabilize much of the Islamic world.’5 This claim is, however, 
problematic. There was indeed a sustained attempt by the Zia regime to adopt an 
Islamic discourse as one way of legitimising the military rule in Pakistan. But the 
other part of the story relates to the influence of both Iran and Saudi Arabia over 
the construction of their interpretations of jihad and Islamic ideology that is per-
haps far greater if assessed as a function of instability within the Muslim world. 
In Pakistan, one would argue that the military regimes have historically adopted 
the dominant discourse and adapted policies to maximise advantage within the 
international community. For instance, from being a front-line state against com-
munism to a front-line state in the war against terror (led by Generals Ayub Khan, 
Zia-ul-Haq and Pervaiz Musharraf), the military in Pakistan has shown a remark-
able consistency in pursuing its institutional interests, regardless of the terms of 
debate. The observation that there ‘has never been any possibility of a Pakistani 
theocracy on the Iranian model; not even a theocracy under military protection’6 
is then most prescient; there was none under Zia and certainly not under the mili-
tary government of General Musharraf.

Before attempting to determine the contours of institutionalism, both old and 
new, one needs to remind oneself of the exigency of some of the broader theo-
retical assumptions that will frequent the discourse. For instance, Kenneth Waltz 
states that ‘Theory, rather being a mirror in which reality is reflected, is an instru-
ment to be used in attempting to explain a circumscribed part of a reality of whose 
true dimensions we can never be sure. The instrument is of no use if it does little 
more than ape the complexity of the world.’7 The reference to Waltz is warranted 
due to the argument of the thesis positing that Pakistan’s threat perceptions right 
from the time of its creation in 1947 had a far-reaching impact on the nation and 
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state building project. Waltz elegantly lays out the ramifications of the argument 
while describing his structural theory: ‘I built structural theory on the assumption 
that survival is the goal of states and power is one of the means to that end.’8 Now, 
the threat perceptions of a newly formed state, in this instance the one carved out 
of a united whole (the British India) as Pakistan was in 1947, would relate to the 
very condition of state survival that Waltz lays out. A hostile India, the problems 
of settling millions of refugees, the communal violence, and the territorial dis-
putes both with India and Afghanistan, were some of the more pressing concerns 
of the nascent state. Ralph Bairbanti thus acutely observes that ‘no other new 
nation which gained independence after 1947 has experienced the variety or the 
intensity of traumas that Pakistan has suffered.’9

The intention here is not to argue that the subsequent trajectory of the country’s 
political development was predestined, but simply that the policy choices made in 
1947 can probably be bracketed as strategies for state survival. Before the analysis 
moves on, it will be readily acknowledged that the state survival perspective may 
not be the only explanation applicable in this scheme of arguments, for it has been 
argued that ‘There is no theory that is not contradicted by some experiment.’10 
What is being claimed nonetheless is that an institutional framework of analysis 
will profoundly illuminate the problems of threat perceptions and subsequent 
policy choices in an emerging nation. Arguably, state survival as a policy choice 
per se is a deceptively simple concept but extended to the sphere of foreign policy, 
explains Pakistan’s persistent quest for means of securing its borders and also its 
international security alliances-driven policy of the formative years.11

The conceptualisation then proceeds on the following premise: that the ‘domi-
nant goal of states is security, since to pursue whatever other goals they may have, 
they first must survive.’12 Seemingly, the concept suggests that survival being the 
immediate short-term goal, the states shall ‘value relative gains over absolute 
ones’, arguing that ‘Very weak states cannot make themselves secure by their own 
efforts. Whatever the risks, their main chance may be to jump on a bandwagon 
pulled by stronger states.’13 What is striking in the application of the conceptual 
framework is its capacity at generalization across time and space, be it the Cold 
War years, or beyond, as demonstrated by the case of Pakistan.

Faced with complex problems, Pakistan joined a number of security alliances 
led by the United States during the 1950s in the search for that elusive security, 
relative to the Indian threat, which, it must be noted, has remained more or less 
consistent over the decades, the shades and the degree of it notwithstanding. On 
problems with India, Latif Ahmed Sherwani for instance cites the remarks made 
in 1971 by one of the Chairmen of the Indian Institute of Public Affairs: ‘Platoni-
cally, we may plead all virtue but the harsh reality is that Pakistan was wrested 
from us and its basis – the two-nation theory – has never been palatable to us.’14

That this perception was reinforced by the policy posture of the Indian National 
Congress leadership has been noted by Ayesha Jalal, among others, who informs 
that the ‘Congress’s interpretation of Partition cast Pakistan in the role of a “seced-
ing” state, with the added implication that if it failed to survive the traumas of its 
creation the Muslim areas would have to return to the Union of India’, making it 
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critical for ‘Jinnah and the [Muslim] League to create a viable central authority 
over the Pakistan areas.’15 The Indian leadership’s further posturing over the dis-
tribution of assets including defence stores had the paradoxical effect of convinc-
ing the policy-makers in Pakistan to search vigorously for avenues for bolstering 
up its military capacity. For the Indian Congress leadership:

Allowing the central Pakistan Government a separate defence establishment 
was tantamount to equipping it with false teeth to bite and chew up the Mus-
lim areas once and for all. What Congress wanted instead was the right to 
exercise control over undivided Indian army.16

It is therefore reasonable to infer that from the viewpoint of policy-makers in 
Pakistan, there was a clear and present danger from a hostile India, given the level 
of the threat and the perceptions of it.

On institutions as explanatory variables
This section explores the theoretical parameters of an institutionalist approach in 
understanding politics, and more centrally, how it fulfil its potential in an explana-
tion of political developments within a state. The scope and the aim of the work 
are limited to outlining the salient features of an institutional approach appropri-
ate to this study.

Guy B. Peters contends, and one would agree with his position, that:

institutions are the variable that explain most of political life, and they are 
also the factors that require explanation. The basic argument is that institu-
tions do matter, and that they matter more than anything else that could be 
used to explain political decisions.17

Peters adduces a syncretic value to the concept of institutionalism in that the 
definition encompasses the whole while seeking to explain the partial, that is, an 
explanation of political decision-making within the polity. Delineating what are 
identified as features of institutionalism, a note is made of characteristics alluding 
to the institution being a structural feature of the society or polity (either formal 
such as legislature, public bureaucracy and legal framework, or informal such as 
shared norms), and having stability over time, among others.18

Of the different strands inherent within the concept, historical institutionalism 
holds the promise for providing a lucid and credible explanation of the military’s 
pattern of domination and intervention in Pakistan. Historical institutionalism 
affords one the opportunity to push beyond interpretations based purely on an his-
torical or a cultural approach by elegantly putting forward an alternative explana-
tion: choices that are made early in the history of any polity subsequently develop 
into institutionalised commitments and determine subsequent decisions,19 or as 
Krasner suggests, ‘policies are path dependent and once launched on that path 
they continue along until some sufficiently strong political force deflects them 
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from it.’20 By way of further explication then, historical institutionalism ‘appears 
much better suited to explain the persistence of patterns than to explain how those 
patterns might change.’21

If the evidence corroborates the theory then the pieces of the puzzle should 
fall into place, namely, an explanation of the pattern of military interventions 
in Pakistan. To retrace our steps, state survival imperatives leading to a spate 
of military-cum-security alliances from the 1950s onwards further entrenched 
the military elite in the decision-making processes, exemplified by, for instance, 
the 1954 induction of the serving chief of the Pakistan Army (who led the first 
military coup of 1958) General Muhammad Ayub Khan as the Defence Minister 
in the cabinet. The event shows as an exemplar, critical to one’s understanding of 
how and why the policy choices made at the initiation of the state structure had a 
lasting effect on the subsequent political developments in the country.

A coherent approach to the institutional theory benefits from the significant 
contribution of James March and Johan Olsen on establishing, and more impor-
tantly justifying, the theoretical parameters of the debate:

Social, political, and economic institutions have become larger, considerably 
more complex and resourceful, and prima facie more important to collec-
tive life. Most of the major actors in modern economic and political systems 
are formal organizations, and institutions of law and bureaucracy occupy a 
dominant role in contemporary life.22

It is then pointed out that most of the theories attempting an explanation of 
political life fall short due to in-built inconsistencies, which the institutionalist 
approach seeks to circumvent.23 This is an important assumption as the approach 
has been defined as a ‘narrow collection of challenges to contemporary theoreti-
cal thinking in political science’, while acknowledging the debt of economics (in 
developing the approach) ‘which has discovered law, contracts, hierarchies, stand-
ard operating procedures, professional codes, and social norms.’24 The argument 
for treating institutions as autonomous and coherent political actors is central to 
the theory, for a ‘claim of coherence is necessary if we wish to treat institutions 
as decision makers’,25 while the ‘claim for autonomy is necessary to establish that 
political institutions are more than simple mirrors of social forces’.26 Thus institu-
tions, once established, will have their own dynamics which will be played out 
until there arises an opportunity for an alternative, and this alternative will only be 
dependent on, among others, ‘the level of support from key political groups and 
figures, in short on political leadership.’27

Following from this proposition, one can argue that where institutions become 
grounded and part of the political processes, say as has been the case with the 
military in Pakistan, any alternative to the prevalent model of governance can 
become viable only when the political leadership capitalises on the opportuni-
ties following a major political development or a crisis situation. An argument is 
made here that the opportunities to bring about a qualitative change in the power 
equation in Pakistan were presented in 1971 where the military withdrew after the 
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war with India, and then again between 1988 and 1999 when Pakistan had elected 
civilian governments and the military had relinquished formal, direct control.

Explaining military dominance as a function of its coercive capacity alone will 
not take one far and, again, March and Olsen support this point by suggesting that 
‘political institutions affect the distribution of resources, which in turn affects the 
power of political actors, and thereby affects political institutions.’28 Here we note 
that policy choices made at the time of creation of Pakistan ensured the military 
a major share of the annual budgetary appropriations, regardless of the form of 
government, that is, civil or military,29 meaning that the institution is likely to 
continue to exercise an overarching influence and capacity within the state. For 
the sake of clarity, we note that the military engineers constitutional provisions for 
what it perceives as its nation-building project, be it political (curtailing powers 
of the legislature and/or the prime minister30 for the sake of an ‘equitable’ power 
distribution), or economic.31

In recent history, the formulation and the passage of the Eighth Constitutional 
Amendment, introduced during the military government headed by General Zia-
ul-Haq (1977–88), can be identified as a negotiated political arrangement leading 
to the formation of unstable civilian governments in Pakistan. Briefly, it will be 
recorded that this amendment relegated the office of the prime minister and the 
legislature to a secondary position, while the president (Zia-ul-Haq, who was also 
the serving army chief) had the authority to dismiss both. The present negotiations 
between the present government and the opposition in Pakistan over the Legal 
Framework Order (LFO) constructed by the military is yet another striking exam-
ple of the negotiating processes32 that repeats previously established patterns of 
interaction and political outcomes.

Thus, according to a news report on the negotiations over the amendments, the 
military retains the upper hand: ‘If [President] Musharraf has calculated correctly, 
there will be no crisis to worry about and Parliament will rubber-stamp all his 
actions’,33 so perpetuating the pattern of unstable civilian regime formation in 
Pakistan. The issue of constitutional engineering, as in the past, is an example 
of tried and tested behaviour, with the military government promulgating 297 
ordinances in three years from 1999 to 2002, in addition to ‘issuing a plethora of 
Constitutional Amendments in the form of LFO.’34

We can infer from the preceding discussion that the inquiry at hand is also 
about the problems of political structure in Pakistan, a direct consequence of the 
institutionalised powers of the military. Since a reference has been made to the 
term ‘political structure’, there is a need to clarify the phrase. March and Olsen’s 
definition of it merits careful consideration as it highlights issues that justify the 
theoretical underpinnings of the statement:

By a political structure we mean a collection of institutions, rules of behavior, 
norms, rules, physical arrangements, buildings, and archives that are rela-
tively invariant in the face of turnover of individuals and relatively resilient 
to the idiosyncratic preferences and expectations of individuals. In contrast to 
theories that assume action is choice based on individual values and expecta-
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tions, theories of political structure assume action is fulfilment of duties and 
obligations.35

The research on the role of the military thus operationalises most of the fea-
tures of political structure outlined above, by attempting to review and analyse 
manuals, course outlines and publications produced for the consumption of the 
military leadership, in addition to locating the main thrust of premier training 
institutions that aim to:

enable senior officers of the armed forces and civil services of Pakistan and 
friendly countries to study factors bearing on national security and defence 
with a view to preparing them for formulation of national strategy and assign-
ments at the policy planning level.36

That the military arrogates to itself the role of reforming political, economic and 
social institutions in terms of being duty bound, or as the institution of the last 
resort, underpins the justification of military interventions elsewhere, as it does 
in Pakistan: such ‘regimes . . . [claim] that circumstances have compelled them 
to intervene in the political process, that this intervention is temporary, and that 
political competition will be normalized as soon as conditions permit.’37

Of comparisons and competing models
This section outlines how the phenomenon of military interventions has fared as 
an explanatory variable in selective academic accounts. While discussing eco-
nomic crises and their potential fallout on regimes, Mark J. Gasiorowski38 takes 
stock of past and current theorising on the subject. Where military interventions 
were initially understood to be of a temporary character and the military seen as 
more inclined to relinquishing power, recent evidence suggests otherwise: it is 
now thought ‘that a new professionalism or idiosyncratic conditions have often 
led the military to play a much more permanent role in politics and therefore 
presumably to be more [original italics] resistant than civilians to relinquish-
ing power and permitting democratisation to occur.’39 Gasiorowski is sceptical 
of explanations based on the application of structural factors in understanding 
regime change arguing, ‘they do not consider the processes that actually bring it 
about and therefore cannot fully explain its causes’ and alerts us to the ‘concrete 
historical situations’ and ‘momentous contemporaneous events such as economic 
crises or war that trigger [original italics] processes of regime change.’40

Now, Douglass C. North reminds us that ‘Path dependency is a way to narrow 
conceptually the choice set and link decision-making through time. It is not a 
story of inevitability in which the past neatly predicts the future.’41 This proposi-
tion rejects determinism on the one hand and notes that economic and political 
choices remain available within a polity. For historical institutionalism, the claim 
is its relation to the ‘theoretical project aimed at the middle range that confronts 
issues of both historical contingency and “path dependency” that other theoretical 
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perspectives obscure.’42 Though the issues of regime change are not the central 
concern presently, Gasiorowski’s findings that ‘military rule generally has an 
exceptional, temporary character’, that the ‘emphasis placed on “demonstration 
effects” in much of the recent literature is well founded’, or suggestions that 
‘other international political factors (e.g., pressure from the developed countries 
and human rights organizations) may also facilitate democratization’,43 will be 
disputed. The demonstration effect here refers to the presence of democratic coun-
tries in the neighbourhood among others, and should presumably be conducive 
to democratic transition and democracy itself.44 The concept of ‘demonstration 
effect’ has its own set of problems once an attempt is made to either deconstruct 
or operationalise it. If one considers the claim as adequate, then the regions or 
the countries without democratic neighbours are likely to remain prisoners of 
geography and equally likely to remain in whatever phase of governance and 
administration they are in. There might seem to be a circularity of argument about 
democracy not taking roots due to a lack of a ‘democratic atmosphere’ within the 
region and vice versa.

More importantly perhaps, the evidence does not support the contention that 
pressures from developed countries and international organisations can necessar-
ily be factored in considerations of democracy as a general rule. There are many 
variables and contextual factors that can impact either way on the progression or 
contraction of democratic governance. If one considers foreign aid as a tool to 
convey international acceptance or censure, then the case of Pakistan is instruc-
tive. Thus, out of the 12.6 billion US dollars’ worth of military and economic 
assistance provided to the country between 1954 and 2002, ‘$9.19 billion were 
given during twenty-four years of military rule while only $3.4 billion were pro-
vided to civilian regimes covering nineteen years.’45 To further illustrate the point, 
the annual foreign aid to Pakistan during 1976–79 amounted to $900 million; it 
increased to $1.3 billion a year during 1981–85, whereas the USA gave Paki-
stan grants worth $3.2 billion between 1981 and 1987.46 We recall that during 
1977–88, Pakistan was under the military government of General Zia-ul-Haq. A 
recent example relates to the war against terrorism that has seen democratic, non-
democratic and semi-democratic regimes (following Gasiorowski’s categorisa-
tion) attempting to maximise state interests in tandem with one another. After the 
terrorist acts of 11 September 2001 for instance, the military regime in Pakistan 
joined the fight against international terrorism as a front-line state. In real terms, 
this cooperation generally with the Western nations and more specifically with the 
United States, translated into regime legitimisation, increased foreign assistance 
and military regime consolidation in Pakistan. A report by the Asian Development 
Bank informs that in 2005 alone, Pakistan received about $1.1 billion in lieu of 
the logistical support that it provided for fighting terrorism.47 Quoting the US 
Congressional Research Service, it is also noted that the USA ‘disbursed about 
$3.7 billion to Pakistan for counter-terrorism operations during January 2002 to 
August 2005’ with another $900 million promised for the current year.48 So, the 
military regime not only escapes censure, but also reaps the benefits of contex-
tual determinants, including those linked with security concerns of the developed 
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world. Similarly, major international financial institutions (IFI) dominated by 
the advanced industrial countries reflect the concerns of these stakeholders, and 
generally follow the guidelines determined by the participating countries. It will 
therefore be highly impolitic for the IFIs to initiate policy contrary to major power 
expectations and play a consistent role towards the processes of democratisation.

These are not the only problems with Gasiorowski’s analysis; there are dif-
ficulties in the scope of the conceptualisation itself. For instance, the data is based 
on information from about 97 Third World countries,49 but Gasiorowski has nei-
ther clearly determined how he construes a ‘Third World’ state nor provided the 
definitional value of the phrase itself. The inclusion of countries such as Turkey, 
Argentina, Chile and South Korea, along with Congo and Ghana, to take a few 
examples,50 in the same model begs the question of signposting attributes associ-
ated with less developed countries. Similarly, the argument of military rule being 
temporary obfuscates the difference between overt military intervention and the 
embedded capacity of the military to influence political developments in countries 
that have experienced military intervention at some point in their history. It might 
then well be a mistake to declare ‘victory’ for democracy in Chile, for example, 
where the military still enjoys reserved powers under the constitution. This point 
is made clear by Robert Barros, who argues:

The military dictatorship in Chile was not personalist. Regime cohesion and 
longevity did not rest upon the concentration of power in a single person or 
party, but upon a collegial organization of power that was institutionalized 
through rules and procedures which protected and reinforced the original 
foundation of military rule.51

Barros further notes that the ‘solidity of other state institutions prior to the [1973] 
coup was equally striking’ in that before the military rule in Chile, most of the 
state institutions such as the Chilean Congress (elected through regular elections) 
and the Supreme Court had been functioning since the nineteenth century.52

Similarly in Turkey, the military exercises both overt and covert influence in 
political and economic affairs. Explaining the phenomenon historically, we are 
then informed: ‘It is important to note that the 77-year-old Turkish Republic rests 
on a 600-year Ottoman legacy. This legacy contains two important traditions, one 
bureaucratic and statist, the other military.’53 In Argentina similarly, the periodic 
economic crises support the argument for remaining alert to any possibilities of 
emergence of authoritarianism. It will be remembered that the military in Argen-
tina had only withdrawn in the event of a military defeat that proved to be an 
important factor in the subsequent political developments. This withdrawal of 
the Argentinean military from the political sphere was not due to an indigenous 
mass civil movement for the restoration of democracy, but was ‘a transition by 
collapse.’54 The validity of lumping together countries under the umbrella of the 
‘Third World’, therefore, is not a fruitful line of inquiry in this instance. One is 
reminded of Charles Tilly’s cautious approach on the subject: ‘Although shared 
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colonial experience imposed common properties on many Third World states, no 
great homogenisation has so far occurred among them.’55

There is a need, therefore, not to over-theorise in drawing assumptions from 
data that might be too wide-ranging in scope and general in detail to present an 
unproblematic account, despite Waltz’s concern over complexity. While identify-
ing the paths to military hegemony, Tilly suggests that this hegemony could arise 
from either a failure of civilian-dominated institutions, or the ‘disproportionate 
support that outside powers give to Third World military organizations might be 
lending those organizations extra strength vis-à-vis their competitors within their 
own states’ or ‘the process of negotiation and containment of the military that 
occurred widely in the West may not be occurring’ or ‘all three could be happen-
ing at once.’56

History and design in institutionalism
We evaluate how history, acquisition of skills, knowledge and experience by the 
institutions play a significant role in the making of some choices and disregarding 
the others.

North provides justification for retracing the past:

History matters . . . not just because we can learn from the past, but because 
the present and the future are connected to the past by the continuity of socie-
ty’s institutions. Today’s and tomorrow’s choices are shaped by the past. And 
the past can only be made intelligible as a story of institutional evolution.57

Robert E. Goodin similarly argues that the past leaves a ‘residue in the present’, 
the traces of which ‘are the institutions created by past behavior and choices’ 
and thus helps to explain ‘not just where we sit at the moment but also how we 
got there. Most phenomena in social life manifest “path dependence” of just this 
sort.’58 Thus, if in a given polity, at the time of the initiation of that polity, certain 
choices are made according state survival a premium over other considerations, 
then the evolution of powerful institutions such as the military and (or) bureauc-
racy can be accounted for.

Given similar policy choices (defined by state survival permutations), the 
capacity of other institutions such as the political party or an elected legislature 
to constrain the influence of the military or the bureaucracy will then remain 
severely limited. The issue of ‘constraints’ is also critical for North for ‘Institu-
tions are the rules of the game in a society or, more formally, are the humanly 
devised constraints that shape human interaction’ and ‘reduce uncertainty by 
providing a structure to every day life.’59 Constraints, at one level, refer to the 
possibility of thinking of institutions as proactive and not inert entities that affect, 
and are in turn affected by its environment. Thus, it is emphasised ‘Not only are 
institutions man-made, but also men institution-made – they are socialized by the 
educational or “hidden curriculum” effect of institutions into the values, norms, 
and rules embodied in them.’60 Robert Grafstein argues similarly that the institu-
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tions ‘reflect the distinctive purposes, beliefs, interactions, values, and norms of 
the people who compose them’, in addition to structuring our interactions, and 
defining ‘what the feasible courses of action are.’61

Moving on to the cumulative experiences absorbed by the institutions, North 
reflects that the institutional framework will shape the direction of acquisition of 
knowledge and skills, and ‘that direction will be the decisive factor for the long-
term development of that society.’62 The argument progresses with the comment 
that ‘Ideas and ideologies matter, and institutions play a major role in determin-
ing just how much they matter. Ideas and ideologies shape the subjective mental 
constructs [perceptions] that individuals use to interpret the world around them 
and make choices.’63

Now, it will be proposed that if the subjective mental constructs, or perceptions 
if you may, are acquired through experience and knowledge, then these will tend 
to translate into a function of legitimacy. For instance, if the issue is that of state 
survival and a heightened threat perception, both will be experienced as legitimate 
concerns, and this concern will subsequently develop into acquired knowledge in 
case of a threat of, or actual conflict and war, which subsequently will be supplied 
as a policy choice to the decision-makers and decision-making institutions.

This point is illuminated by referring to Nirad C. Chaudhri’s observation on 
the partition of India: ‘at best twice if not three times, between 1947 and 1954, 
India intended to invade Pakistan and was deterred only by American and British 
remonstrations.’64 It can be inferred therefore that during Pakistan’s formative 
phase the perceptions would have impacted on the learning processes and experi-
ences of the decision makers in their choice to strengthen one institution of the 
state (the military) at the expense of the others. One can therefore identify the 
contours of emerging institutionalisation of behaviour ‘which is more stable and 
predictable’65 thus ‘reducing costs associated with uncertainty across time.’66

The political armies
One can now familiarise oneself with the conception of a military that will emerge 
as a significant player in the political development of the state. Koonings and Kru-
ijt apply the term ‘political armies’ for ‘those military institutions that consider 
involvement or control over domestic politics and the business of government to 
be a central part of their legitimate function.’67 Accepting that the conception of a 
non-political military is a ‘dominant paradigm in North America, Western Europe 
. . . ’‚68 it is argued that ‘military rule does not depend only on the intrinsic nature 
of a political army but also on its relationship with civilian actors, the broader 
institutional context of military rule within the state, the public domain and vari-
ous kinds of social contradictions and struggles.’69

Continuing with the problem of military legacies, Koonings et al. argue that, 
for instance, the changes (from a military to a civilian dispensation) in Nigeria 
and Indonesia are too recent to pronounce final judgements as ‘even in Latin 
America, where democratic transitions took place during the late 1970s and the 
1980s political interventionism by the armed forces is far from over.’70 The 1999 
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military intervention in Pakistan has been cited as a counterargument to the claim 
that ‘political intervention by the military has been superseded by the global wave 
of democratization’ and that ‘Pakistan’s most recent coup testifies sufficiently to 
the contrary.’71

To recap, there are at least two functional considerations that need to be incor-
porated into an analysis of politically active militaries. Kooning has referred 
to criticism of military intervention for being ‘the antithesis of democratic 
governance’,72 while elsewhere he mentions that in Latin America ‘alliances 
between the military, civilian technocrats, a handful of politicians, business sec-
tors, and the urban middle classes gave medium-term stability to authoritarian 
rulers.’73 Here is an important variation in the military-as-a-colossus theme: as a 
general rule, powerful sections of the civil society, for reasons of their own, seem 
willing to support the military or an authoritarian set-up thus perpetuating the 
pattern of behaviour that accounts for the phenomenon of military intervention.74 
As argued earlier, international pressures do not always succeed in aborting such 
interventions (which could also be due to the secrecy of the actual event), after all, 
‘the Pakistan military were not sufficiently deterred from their recent [1999] inter-
vention by the international financial and economic vulnerability of the country.’75 
Another issue that has been raised within the context of an institutionalised mili-
tary will be briefly outlined to wrap-up the present argument; it identifies the 
‘so-called tutelage problem, when the military continues to exert considerable 
influence over the political process and are able to dictate or draw bottom lines in 
key policy areas’76 during transitional phases with considerable implications for 
the consolidation or otherwise of an emerging civilian order.

Footprints of time: of paths and historical institutionalism
The following section addresses the extent of the influence and legacies of mili-
tary rule in the present context, and how path dependence theory and historical 
institutionalism seek to account for it.

It is a simple enough proposition that an individual learns from experience and, 
logically, based on those experiences one would adopt or disregard the choice of 
a particular course of action for future references. Institutions, arguably, emulate 
similar learning trajectories, and then seek to either follow a certain path or opt for 
another, the choice being based on the accumulated experience and the learning 
imbibed by that institution. These learning processes ‘will in turn play a major 
role in the way the stock of knowledge evolves and is used.’77

As an exemplar, North alludes to the political development of England and 
Spain at the beginning of the sixteenth century, whereby representative gov-
ernment grew in England along with a corresponding decrease in rent-seeking, 
whereas Spain registered an upward trend in the bureaucratisation of the state.78 
Even though North detects ‘mediating factors of common ideological influences’ 
among the two states, it is equally clear to him that the pattern of development 
trajectories of both the countries are dissimilar as an institutional framework 
conducive to a ‘complex interpersonal exchange necessary to political stability’ 
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evolved in England.79 In Spain, on the other hand, it seemed the ‘personalistic 
relationships are . . . the key to much of the political and economic exchange’80 
impacting on political stability.

Moving on to an assessment of path dependency in its varied manifestations, 
Paul Pierson’s exposition of this phenomenon deserves a fuller reference:

The notion of path dependence is generally used to support a few key claims: 
specific patterns of timing and sequence matter; starting from similar condi-
tions, a wide range of social outcomes may be possible; large consequences 
may result from relatively ‘small’ or contingent events; particular courses 
of action, once introduced, can be virtually impossible to reverse; and con-
sequently, political development is often punctuated by critical moments or 
junctures that shape the basic contours of social life.81

If timing and sequencing matter, then Schmitter and Santiso provide a useful 
analogy by noting that during the transitory periods the politicians are invariably 
pressed for time and they ‘have to take decisions on diverse matters within the 
same time frame and the consequences of these decisions play themselves out at 
different rates.’82

The choices to be made at such times of transition within the polity (that one 
might describe as the time of initiation of new structures), could range from the 
holding of elections to forming a provisional government, drafting a new con-
stitution or removing price controls to controlling budgetary deficits.83 While 
Schmitter et al. are concerned with the issues of democratic consolidation, they 
nevertheless warn that the postponement of such tasks at the time of transition 
will make it especially difficult for the polity ‘to reach agreement of the rules of 
competition and cooperation that are basic to any type of democracy.’84

An explanation of why undertaking a certain path increases the possibility of it 
being followed by succeeding orders is offered by Pierson, drawing on the theme 
of increasing returns; thus the argument that ‘the probability of further steps along 
the same path increases with each move down that path’ occurs because ‘the costs 
of exit – of switching to some previously plausible alternative – rise.’85 But does 
it then mean that one is destined to remain forever a hostage to the choices made 
at some point earlier in time? Pierson reflects: ‘Identifying self-reinforcing proc-
esses help us understand why organizational and institutional practices are often 
extremely persistent – and this is crucial, because these continuities are a striking 
feature of the social world.’86 Another reason cited by Pierson as to why it is 
difficult to change policy relates to institutional design, namely, that policies and 
choices are made to ensure continuity and therefore to ‘constrain themselves and 
others, designers create large obstacles to institutional change.’87

Pierson’s definition of path dependency mentions ‘critical moments or junc-
tures that shape the basic contours of social life.’88 For the exigency of research, it 
will be useful to identify some critical junctures in the political developments in 
Pakistan and present an analysis of their subsequent impact. It has been brought 
up in the course of this chapter how and why the twin issues of state survival and 



36  Explaining politics

threat perception would have steered policy-making in a certain direction. The 
fact that Pakistan faced issues of survival given a hostile neighbour at the time 
of its creation need not obscure the fact of the internal presence of a relatively 
stronger bureaucratic and military establishment; there is an argument that the 
‘first 11 years of independence were crucial to moulding and shaping Pakistan’s 
political and administrative profile.’89

As briefly referred to in Chapter 1, in 1947, to quote possibly the earliest exam-
ple of such a moment in Pakistani history, the position of permanent Secretary-
General to the government of Pakistan was created. Another important develop-
ment warrants a mention: the military was brought in to help the civil authorities 
administer the state. Although it is debatable what special competencies the mili-
tary might have brought in for administering the state at that point in time, one 
can validly infer that the military would have taken the first steps in accumulating 
experiences and skills in managing civilian affairs. It is likely that these steps laid 
the foundation of institutionalisation of the military–bureaucratic nexus within 
the state. That these choices substantially contributed in expanding the influence 
of the bureaucracy is recorded in Allen McGrath’s account.90 Once again, the path 
of political development in Pakistan seems to be falling into a pattern. McGrath 
thus draws attention to the growing influence of the military: ‘The ever-present 
opinion that India was a threat to Pakistan’s existence, and the Kashmir dispute 
with India, made it ill-advised to deny the Army a sizeable portion of the nation’s 
resources.’91 As noted above, the defence allocations remain a major component 
of the national budget, and the precedence of inducting military officers to the 
central civil services of Pakistan also continues, supplying evidence to the central 
assumptions of the path dependence theory. One then finds the argument valid 
when it is suggested, ‘this [path dependency] is fertile territory for developing 
new propositions about the conditions that facilitate or impede various types of 
political change.’92

Some tentative assumptions on the relevance of historical 
institutionalism
The closing section of the chapter summarises some of the salient points associ-
ated with the theory of institutionalism. For Steinmo et al. historical institutional-
ism represents an attempt to illuminate how political struggles ‘are mediated by 
the institutional setting in which [they] take place’, and that ‘historical institution-
alists work with a definition of institutions that includes both formal organizations 
and informal rules and procedures that structure conduct.’93 A failure to engage 
with the unfolding of events, conversely, will result in an incomplete description 
of the changes within a polity. An historical institutionalist approach supports 
the proposition that ‘institutions play a much greater role in shaping politics, and 
political history more generally’94, without subtracting variables such as the ‘play-
ers, their interests and strategies, and the distribution of power among them. On 
the contrary it put these factors in context, showing how they relate to one another 
by drawing attention to the way political situations are structured.’95
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Peters and Pierre engage with the question of why institutions matter, and posit 
that institutional theory ‘addresses and attempts to explain some of the key prob-
lems in contemporary political science’, reminding us that the theory deals with 
a whole gamut of variables and ‘refers not just to manifest political organizations 
but also to aggregation of norms, values, rules, and practices that shape or con-
strain political behaviour.’96

That there are potential pitfalls embedded in an institutionalist approach is 
not denied: ‘Institutional theory, which accords institutions a significant explana-
tory capability of political behavior while at the same time it assumes that such 
behavior shapes those very institutions, thus is faced with the potential problem of 
circular evidence.’97 The way out of this quagmire would be to consider ‘interac-
tion between individuals and institutions as being repetitive, having a pattern, 
instead of being “singular”, that is, unique and thus odd.’98 In the context of his-
torical institutionalism, it is noted that the institutions are seen ‘emerging through 
what is referred to as their formative periods’ where there evolves ‘a dominant 
set of collective values’ standing ‘in stark contrast to the existing, predominant 
norms and practices in the system.’99 Arguably, the formative years of Pakistan 
saw such a struggle whereby the cabinet style of government gradually lost out 
to the more authoritarian pattern of governance represented by the bureaucracy 
and the military. The argument also suggests time as an ‘important variable’ and 
acknowledges that ‘institutions are learning organizations; institutional develop-
ment is embedded in myriad social, cultural, and historical factors that define the 
parameters of permissible change.’100 The concept of time then imparts vigour 
and dynamism and addresses the ‘unfortunate stereotype of institutionalism as 
unresponsive and unreceptive to change.’101

To sum up, there is much purchase in institutional theory to formulate an expla-
nation of the phenomenon of military interventions. This chapter has illustrated 
the ways in which the path dependency and historical institutionalism approaches 
illuminate the trajectory of political developments by elucidating how policy 
choices made at the beginning of the structure impact on subsequent political 
outcomes within the state. The salience of the approach is in its application that 
yields important insights into the processes constructing precedents that are sub-
sequently difficult to reverse with the passage of time.
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An inquiry into the competing explanations of the problem of military control in 
various settings offers important insights. During the analysis of causal factors 
likely to precipitate military coups, it is strikingly revealed that variables such 
as high defence expenditure are not a sufficient cause of coups. Similarly, the 
presence of a professional military is unlikely to act as a deterrent to the occur-
rence of a military coup d’état. By drawing on the example of Pakistan, variables 
such as the absence of parliamentary or civilian oversight of defence affairs and 
the involvement of the military in civilian administration illustrate the military’s 
incremental increase in influence and control. Considering the experience of the 
military coups in some Latin American countries, this chapter demonstrates that 
it becomes increasingly difficult (barring systemic crises or critical junctures) for 
countries to roll back the extent of the military’s influence, once it is politically 
asserted. These conclusions challenge the conventional views on political devel-
opments in Pakistan, and raise questions about the appropriate response of the 
international community.

While discussing the organisational salience of the military, Huntington’s work 
on the history of the American military1 identifies professionalism of this institu-
tion as a key theme. In this account, Huntington seeks to generalise civil–military 
interaction on the basis of his study of the American military at one particular 
phase of its history. On professionalism of the soldier, Huntington argues that 
the attribute is ‘characteristic of the modern officer in the same sense that it is 
characteristic of the physician or lawyer,’2 and ‘[the officer’s] responsibility is the 
military security of his client, society.’3 Huntington’s assumptions are criticised 
for the narrow focus of his study that singles out the ‘West Point curriculum’, 
thereby missing ‘a broad range of professional thought and activity.’4 Attention 
has further been drawn to alternative interpretations of the genesis of the American 
military institution, implying that Huntington failed to incorporate the cumulative 
evidence or give it adequate attention.5 Moreover, one can argue that the linkage 
between professionalism of the soldier and that of a physician or a lawyer is tenu-
ous at best and indicates an absence of contextual sensitivity.6 Being a strictly 
formal hierarchical institution, measuring the military’s professionalism is likely 
to be useful relative to comparable institutions.
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Mapping the military’s role in polities of the developing world,7 S. E. Finer’s 
account provides important insights by positing two interlinked arguments explain-
ing the occurrence of a military coup. The first is articulated in terms of the coup 
being the military’s response for defending its ‘corporate status and privileges.’8 
The second relates to the institutional interest of the military, where preservation 
of autonomy ‘provides one of the most widespread and powerful of the motives 
for [military] intervention.’9 Reflecting on the strengths (in terms of its capacity 
to project power) and weaknesses (in terms of its lack of capacity to govern, 
given the dynamics of civilian society) of the military, we are reminded of the 
organisational cohesiveness of the army that makes it ‘far more highly and tightly 
structured than any civilian group.’10 On the political weaknesses of the military, 
Finer identifies two significant issues; one is the ‘technical inability [of the armed 
forces] to administer any but the most primitive community’, and the other ‘their 
lack of legitimacy: that is to say, their lack of a moral title to rule.’11 The position 
taken by Finer is striking. The substantive part of the argument relates to the 
complexity of the political sphere that is unlikely to be mediated or resolved by 
the military lacking requisite skills and competency and, more importantly, the 
legitimacy to do so.12

An explanation of the role of the military cannot be divorced from that of 
power, seen as comprising ‘anything that establishes and maintains the control of 
man over man. Thus, power covers all social relationships which serve that end, 
from physical violence to the most subtle psychological ties by which one mind 
controls another’13; the concept is further refined by differentiating between legiti-
mate and illegitimate power, and so forth.14 Elsewhere, the elites within a society 
are identified by C. Wright Mills as wielders and custodians of power ‘composed 
of men whose positions enable them to transcend the ordinary environments of 
ordinary men and women; they are in positions to make decisions having major 
consequences.’15 Here it is possible to argue there are institutional links that define 
the power equation. For instance, Mills explains that ‘[the elites] are in command 
of the major hierarchies and organizations of modern society. They rule the big 
corporations. They run the machinery of the state and claim its prerogatives. They 
direct the military establishment.’16 As the latter is a principal concern of this 
investigation, we also note Mills’ important insights into the military mind when 
he suggests a general distrust of ‘theorists’ within and by the military institution, 
and a marked preference for structured and organised thinking,17 reflecting the 
nature of the military as a strictly hierarchical institution.

Locating military power is also the key in Peter Paret’s estimation, for it ‘always 
has political implications.’18 Taking a broader view of the emergence and consoli-
dation of the military as an institution in Europe, Paret contends that ‘political and 
military power are never two unitary partners working towards a common goal.’19 
Implicit in this argument is the assumption of a natural tension between the civil 
and military, with the likelihood of one prevailing over the other. Paret notes the 
functional problems associated with the application of military power for meeting 
ends that might have political or military implications. In the former case it is 
argued that the military power might destroy what it had intended to maintain (the 
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example of maintaining primacy of the military as an institution readily comes to 
mind), while in the latter case, the ‘process of applying physical force may fail’20 
given any number of limitations.

Another study seeking to enrich the debate on civil–military relations is by 
David E. Albright drawing on the ‘experiences of the sixteen [then] communist 
states.’21 The account refers to ‘the blurring of military and civil functions for at 
least a while’22 and considers guerrilla warfare as an exemplar that impacted on 
the civil–military relations in many of the communist regimes. The presence of 
the political commissars within the communist armies including those of China 
and the former Soviet Union for indoctrination purposes similarly provides evi-
dence for the ‘murky’23 dividing line between the civil and the military.

On competing paradigms
An important article by Robert W. Jackman summarises the key themes of con-
tending paradigms offered to account for the causes of military intervention in 
the developing countries where, invariably, ‘the leaders of the coup d’etat and 
new juntas declare that their action is necessary for national reconstruction and 
economic growth.’24 In Jackman’s study, the competing analyses explaining the 
intervention identify the military’s corporate interest as the driving force behind 
regime change. Corporate interest in this context is defined as the military gov-
ernments’ ‘concern with maintaining or increasing the prerogatives and status of 
both the military and the middle class, even when such efforts conflict with the 
interests and aspirations of the wider society.’25 Noting the contributions made on 
the subject of military interventions, Jackman makes the useful point that such 
studies, restricted to Latin America (given the frequency of the military coup in 
the region), ‘cannot fully address any hypothesis concerning the effects of mili-
tary rule in non-industrialized settings’26 for a number of reasons.27 Jackman has 
nonetheless addressed the question of the impact of the military interventions in 
the Third World rigorously and concludes that the ‘military governments have no 
unique effects on social change, regardless of level of economic development’.28 
This observation essentially weakens the cogency of explanations built on the 
idea of the military either as a modernising agent or a driver of social change.

The occurrence of a military coup is rated by David C. Rapoport as an 
‘usurpation’,29 arguing that the ‘usurper is obsessed with reading public moods 
because resistance even on a minor scale’ could divide the military leadership on 
moral grounds.30 The obsession with anticipating the public mood can be under-
stood in the context of the quest for legitimacy by the military, after the interven-
tion. Though Rapoport acknowledges that ‘Every concept of legitimacy can open 
a Pandora’s box’,31 it is to be noted that legitimacy has always been associated 
with authorised government which, for at least 200 years, has been understood 
within a framework of popular and democratic representation and participation.

In his investigation of the armed services, Martin Edmonds argues that when 
the state is threatened with disintegration32 or facing crises, these ‘services are con-
stitutionally recognized as the institution of the last resort.’33 There will, however, 
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be alternative views on what constitutes state disintegration, and when can one 
justifiably claim that the time has come for the military to intervene ‘legitimately’ 
(as a last resort). Nevertheless, it is important to delineate the role the armed 
services are expected to perform within the state under a variety of circumstances. 
We are warned of a critical threshold noting that ‘once the armed services have 
intervened, and have gained experience of government, the precedent has been 
established.’34 This refers to the difficulty of re-establishing political control once 
there has been a military intervention and its consideration is important theo-
retically for constructing models that are likely to facilitate our understanding of 
political developments such as the success or failure of democratic consolidation 
in a given context.35

The politics of military
An attempt to narrow down and investigate the parameters of military preponder-
ance in terms of domination of preferences is made by Michael C. Desch, stating 
that military institutions are undemocratic in the sense ‘they are hierarchically 
organized’ and ‘have a near monopoly on coercive power in a state.’36 As a mat-
ter of detail, there is no argument with the reality of military having coercive 
power, for this is a universal attribute of all modern standing armies. Desch also 
considers external factors as impacting on civil–military relations within the state 
and observes that ‘While international structure is not always decisive, interna-
tional variables are . . . the place to begin in order to understand the strength of 
the state’s civilian control of the military.’37 So, how do we identify a politically 
active military?

Arguably, one way of dealing with the problem is in evaluating the legacies of 
the military intervention. Thus, the scope and extent of constitutional and political 
re-engineering exercises, the presence of military personnel, in service and retired 
in the civilian sector, and the presence or absence of the military’s economic and 
business interests in the economy, are some of the possible indicators that can be 
examined to gauge the relative power position of the military within a polity. To 
reiterate, the point of reference here is the states with a history or experience of 
military coup d’état. In addition to helping form an informed understanding of 
the political power of the military, these indicators are also likely to explain why 
some countries manage transition to participatory models of governance, while 
others seem to languish in a state of what might be called ‘perpetual transition’ 
with limited scope to develop stable polities.38

An examination of polities with the experience of a military coup shall remain 
incomplete in the absence of assigning instrumentality to the military’s salience, 
for example by investigating the economic role of the military within a state. 
That there will be difficulties in such a project is recognised by Peter Lock who 
explains that as the military’s influence in such activity is ‘not mandated, they 
. . . [the military are likely to] sanction social scientists and spoil their careers 
if they deem research on their role as counterproductive to the pursuit of their 
interests.’39
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Moving on, we are advised that for grasping the ‘wider context and the under-
lying structural pattern’ of the phenomenon, ‘it is important to understand that the 
period in which the role expansion of the military started determines the present 
configuration’, located as it is in a ‘triangle between economic, sociological and 
institutional analysis.’40 Lock also finds that the idea the military should take 
over the affairs of the state in times of grave national crises originated with Erich 
Ludendorff (1865–1937), who ‘portrayed the military as an ultimate arbitrator 
above the constitution and eventual saviour of the nation-state.’41 This notion of 
the military as a saviour found wide currency within the Latin American military 
circles. Similarly, the modernisation function of the military is viewed consider-
ing Turkey’s experience (under its founder Kemal Ataturk), which ‘imbued the 
corporate military identity with an explicit mission extending far beyond the 
ideal-type role of the armed forces to militarily defend the country’ and preparing 
‘the ground for the creeping process of the formal and informal, legal and illegal 
cases of the role expansion which presently characterises civil–military relations 
in many countries.’42 In Turkey’s case, what we have is the concept of a military 
that transcends far beyond its role as a ‘modernising agent’ to that of extending 
and formalising its role as the most powerful actor in the state. This aspect of 
the Turkish military, from defending the geographical frontiers of the state to 
penetrating the civilian society, will serve as a useful point of reference in an 
evaluation of the role and influence of the military in Pakistan.

The military in Pakistan
An early attempt at mapping US–Pakistan military cooperation is James W. 
Spain’s 1954 study that draws on newspaper accounts of how the negotiations 
progressed.43 Thus, where Pakistan might have had different considerations for 
actively participating in the security alliance, for instance in response to the 
perceived threat from a hostile India, what the USA primarily desired was ‘the 
clear and specific implementation of [America’s] established policy of support-
ing regional alliances of free nations to “contain” Soviet aggression and to pre-
vent further expansion [of the Soviet influence].’44 Nonetheless, the precedent of 
strengthening the military institution, also through foreign military assistance, was 
established in Pakistan, with far reaching consequences that were both domestic 
and international. On the latter, we note that in response to perceived or real threat 
from Pakistan accruing from its participation in the Western security alliances, the 
Indian view hardened over its disputes with the former state.45 We therefore argue 
that the problems associated with national security can also acquire institutional 
persistence.46

An outline of the path-dependent approach is subtly revealed in Gerald A. 
Heeger’s study of Pakistan’s political experiences in the wake of the 1977 military 
coup. Heeger contends that ‘the institutions and political processes of a military 
regime, and the means by which such institutions and processes are altered, are 
likely to shape its civilian successor.’47 Importantly, Heeger expresses his reserva-
tions for a strict categorisation of regime type in terms of it being either civilian 



The military in politics  43

or military, noting that even if the military rule gives way to a formal transfer of 
power, there is the likelihood of the ‘emergence of the military in a somewhat less 
prominent, but no less political, role.’48 Commenting on the aftermath of the war 
of 1971 between India and Pakistan, Heeger notes that, for the latter, given the 
military defeat, it was a ‘national organizational crisis’ as a ‘whole new system 
of civilian political institutions and roles remained to be organized and somehow 
integrated with the surviving governmental institutions.’49 The position that post-
military regimes ‘must face a general collapse of previously organized roles and 
institutions’50 is, however, difficult to generalize in Pakistan’s context. One can 
see the argument that the country had to rebuild the political order, as it were, 
after the 1971 war. This occasion presented a systemic crisis combined with the 
loss of territory and military defeat. The military coup of July 1977 (Heeger’s 
article appeared in January 1977) and those of 1958 and 1999, in contrast were, 
however, preceded by events far less traumatic and the post-military order also 
reflected that situation. Much more relevant to this review is the contention that 
‘Under most circumstances, a voluntary transition is not likely to reduce a ruling 
elite’s dependence on the military.’51

The imperatives of creating a strong Pakistani state, as opposed to the need for 
establishing ‘participatory political institutions and processes’,52 is how Hasan 
Askari Rizvi explains the salience of Pakistan’s military, and notes that the only 
time a military rule ended in Pakistan was in December 1971 after the military’s 
defeat. This is a useful insight, and needs to be recorded as such. Of all military 
interventions in Pakistan, the single occasion when the military was forced to 
relinquish power was after the debacle of the 1971 war with India. It could there-
fore be argued that, in certain contexts, it would be unlikely that the military could 
be forced to withdraw from the political stage in the absence of systemic crises, 
e.g. military defeats. For our present purposes it is noteworthy that Rizvi engages 
with the institutional constructs designed by the military for retaining influence in 
the political domain. One is reminded that the military commanders:

redefined the parameters of political competition through executive orders 
and decrees, constitutional and legal changes, and manipulation of political 
forces to entrench themselves and promote a leadership that was prepared to 
engage in politics in accordance with their game plan.53

There is also evidence that the first military coup in Pakistan in 1958 was 
endorsed by the American president, Eisenhower, to the Pakistani leadership in a 
letter of 11 October of the same year. The official and unofficial circles in the USA 
hoped that the military, deemed pro-Western, would take the lead in ensuring 
political stability, economic development and, ironically perhaps, creating condi-
tions for a constitutional and a democratic rule in Pakistan.54 There is then a need 
for clearly delineating between the forces of modernisation and Westernisation, 
and to recognise such ‘transitional dilemmas can be dealt with by a leadership that 
enjoys popular appeal and legitimacy.’55 This concurs with what has been identi-
fied in literature: the military is limited by its lack of capacity to mediate political 
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problems and is unlikely to be a force for either modernisation or social change. It 
cannot be so, Finer had reminded us, for it lacks the moral title to govern.

Explaining military coups d’état
One can examine and employ variables, identified by Rosemary O’Kane,56 likely 
to explain57 the occurrence of military intervention in a given setting. This makes 
it possible to extrapolate the key assumptions of this study for a greater under-
standing58 of the embedded influence of the military. An assessment of ‘the rela-
tive values of different explanations for coups’59 draws attention to four possible 
functions of this phenomenon, namely, coups as agents of modernisation, as the 
outcomes of social cleavages, as a consequence of economic development, and 
as the outcomes of a ‘correctly calculated strategy.’60 Contrary to received wis-
dom, the coups do not occur in disorganised societies, though the phenomenon 
of military intervention seems located in the ‘developing nations’, measured by 
the ‘lower ranges of GNP per capita’ as reported in some Asian and African coun-
tries.61 It is also noted that the likelihood of a coup increases ‘where a coup has 
occurred previously, and where the country is not very recently independent.’62 
Now, an assessment of the last two variables is particularly useful: the fact of a 
coup setting a precedent has practical implications for the study of military inter-
vention in the present context. Similarly, the fact that the military coup is unlikely 
to be executed immediately after independence can also be seen in the case of 
Pakistan. It so happens because the ‘government not having had the time to lose 
its support’63 soon after the independence manages to sustain the political system 
in some form. How do these insights apply in political developments in Pakistan? 
Following from this argument, by the time of the first military intervention in 
1958, there arguably emerges a likelihood of sufficient time-lag (from the mem-
ory of the events of independence in 1947 to 1958), making it possible for the 
military to intervene and overthrow the political order. O’Kane, however, reminds 
us that several African countries did not have military interventions even after a 
passage of considerable time from independence and ‘an explanation for this must 
be sought in the differences between the conditions found in these countries.’64 It 
is then a reasonable assumption that the historical context of the political system 
needs to be evaluated before drawing conclusions about the causes of military 
intervention.65 O’Kane proceeds to examine and dismiss as of little consequence 
the variable relating to the ‘defence expenditure as percentage of budget’66 (for 
countries that spend large annual sums on defence acquisitions) impacting on the 
civil–military relations of a country, contending that higher defence spending, as 
a percentage of the national budget, is not in itself an adequate explanation of the 
phenomenon of a military coup d’état. Drawing on this, we argue it is more likely 
that higher military expenditure strengthens and extends the existing, institutional 
influence of the military within the state. In turn this influence has existed prior to 
high military spending, as demonstrated for instance, by the original absence of 
civilian control or the involvement of the military in civilian affairs or a combina-
tion of the two.
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As a multitude of variables are at play, an inquiry into the question of iden-
tifying polities most prone to military intervention is complex and conceptually 
problematic. This conceptual difficulty is dealt with in O’Kane’s later work, call-
ing for further refining of theory so that ‘the dichotomised view of military and 
civilian regimes . . . [is] replaced’ by a focus on ‘power and force in all political 
systems.’67 It also emphasises the definitional value of coup as ‘a crucial criterion 
for distinguishing military from civilian regimes’ by reflecting on the incorpora-
tion of the political actors or the civilians in the government.68 This is an important 
point, as we see shortly.

As per the evidence furnished by O’Kane, of the 121 successful coups between 
1950 and 1986, a huge majority of these interventions established civilian–mil-
itary governments rather than the expected purely military regimes.69 We expect 
a purely military regime by assuming that a coup d’état probably originates 
from the military’s perception of either civilian mismanagement or a perceived 
threat to the formers’ institutional interests from the latter. The military has the 
capacity to intervene ‘because of their peculiarly advantageous qualifications for 
staging them’;70 it has the capacity to threaten violence, the organisational skills 
and expertise to carry out such an operation, and is not dependent on other (coer-
cive) state apparatuses for completing a successful intervention. That the military 
possesses the aforementioned attributes for staging a coup and overthrowing the 
civilian government, but after the event seeks civilian cooperation, is a striking 
feature of the process. It can be argued, therefore, that an explanation of military 
intervention per se would remain a theoretically sterile field without accounting 
for the reasons propelling the military to seek civil cooperation in running the 
affairs of the state.

We note that the military interventions in Pakistan have displayed most of 
the attributes identified above, including the incorporation of the political elites 
and civilian bureaucracies in running the affairs of the government. The military 
interventions of 1958, 1977 and 1999 in Pakistan are, arguably, remarkable for 
the swift civilianisation of the military regimes. It remains to be investigated if 
this peculiar characteristic of military governance, that is, co-opting the civilians 
in sharing of office, is evidence of the military’s confidence in its ability to con-
trol political mechanism and political space, or a reflection of the desire to attain 
internal and international legitimacy.71 The problem of legitimacy is central to this 
argument, as coups remain ‘an illegal means for overthrowing governments.’72 We 
understand ‘Internal legitimacy [original italics] . . . in our day is closely related 
to democracy in the broad sense of people having the conviction that they control 
their destinies and that governments operate for their welfare.’73

The case of Pakistan comes across as complex, where the institutionalisation of 
military control, formally through introducing constitutional provisions, penetrat-
ing the public sector by appointing serving and retired military officers, and by 
occupying the economic space through its business activity, has made it increas-
ingly difficult for the political elite to roll back its influence. This has created what 
may be referred to as ‘informal blocks’ that have stalled transition to a democratic 
form of government in the country. Illustrations of informal blocks as exemplars 
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of the process include the absence of debate over the defence expenditure or any 
accountability mechanisms in this sphere in the parliament of Pakistan. The lack 
of parliamentary accountability manifests an historical precedent, institutional-
ised over a period of time. Though parliamentary accountability is not the only 
relevant indicator to measure civilian control of the military, it is arguably a very 
important variable within the civil–military paradigm, supplying crucial insights 
to our understanding of the problem: for example, in the case of Pakistan ‘all 
Finance Ministers have almost routinely announced increased allocations to the 
defence sector in line with perceived security threats and annual levels of infla-
tion, [and] the parliament has ritually approved such increases without tangible 
debate.’74

The argument that the institutionalisation of military involvement in civilian 
affairs can lead to a greater likelihood of a full-blown military coup in some coun-
tries is borne out by the examples of Chile and Uruguay where the ‘military per-
sonnel had held key posts in the government before their respective first coups in 
1973 and 1976.’75 Lest the lines between the military and the civil merge or disap-
pear, we are reminded of what constitutes a military government: that ‘irrespective 
of the military–civilian composition of . . . government’, if the military manages 
key issues and policy areas, ‘and/or prevents important issues ever being debated, 
then indeed the classification as a military government seems truly deserved.’76 
This makes for a strong case for an investigation of the military’s historic control 
over the defence budget, strategic weapons and involvement in shaping aspects of 
foreign policy. The investigation also draws attention to a more central question: 
given an influential military, how far can the civilian governments in Pakistan be 
held accountable for the perceived policy failures and mismanagement that trig-
ger a military coup d’état in the first instance? It is this perceived mismanagement 
that precipitates (from the military’s point of view at least) political and economic 
crises, culminating in military interventions in the name of securing order and 
national interests.

The military of course is not the only institution concerned with the problem of 
power. Arguably, the force of O’Kane’s analysis is in the extension of the instru-
mentality of power and force beyond military regime type. This position enables a 
better understanding of countries such as the Philippines under President Marcos 
and India under prime minister Indira Gandhi, and their experiences during the 
mid-1970s of the use of force when martial law was declared in the Philippines and 
a state of emergency in India,77 demonstrating the relevance of power and force 
in non-military regimes. Thus India, along with Sri Lanka and Spain, democratic 
countries by most definitions, nevertheless ‘rank high on official violence’,78 as 
demonstrated by the use of force in the disputed (between India and Pakistan) 
territory of Kashmir, the Punjab, and the North-east in India, and the prolonged 
civil strife in Sri Lanka.
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Understanding civil–military relations
Another approach examining civil–military relations advocates shared responsi-
bility of control between civilian and military leaders, though Douglas L. Bland 
warns us of practical difficulties inherent within the scheme.79 For instance, on 
a daily basis, ‘How are ministers to control the armed forces when they [the 
ministers] (usually) lack the necessary knowledge and experience to do this 
effectively?’80 This, then, can have potential consequences for the civilian elites 
not having the technical skills to hold the military to account. We recall ‘civil–
military relations are built on particular ideas that have evolved into principles, 
norms, and rules embedded in institutions and reinforced by history, experience, 
and prejudice’,81 an observation that holds ‘considerable promise for the explana-
tion of institutional persistence.’82 The idea of shared responsibility within the 
civil–military dynamic, is therefore more likely to contribute to civilian control 
of the military where, for example, the ministries of defence succeed in building 
‘workable structures and processes’, drawing on the skills and competencies of 
‘informed and responsible civilians’, and co-opting military officers in support of 
policy making.83 And what explains this insistence on building institutions? This 
is so because ‘institutions…are the foundations and building blocks for civilian 
control [of the military].’84

Norms and principles have been defined and interpreted by Stephen D. Krasner 
as ‘sets of implicit or explicit principles . . . and decision-making procedures’85 
that are ‘more than temporary arrangements that change with every shift in power 
and interests.’86 Though Krasner’s analysis relates to variables determining regime 
formation, there is considerable purchase, from the point of this investigation, in 
his explication of Oran Young’s work on ‘imposed regimes’ where ‘Dominant 
actors . . . explicitly use a combination of sanctions and incentives to compel 
other actors to act in conformity with a particular set of principles, norms, rules, 
and decision-making procedures.’87 It follows that as a conceptual tool, imposed 
regime explains regime development at one level. This view of imposing patterns 
and principles sheds light on the centrality of military control in a political setting. 
The argument then unfolds in this manner: the dominant actor, that is, the military, 
applies sanctions (as an illustration, consider the removal of an elected govern-
ment) and incentives (translating into opportunities for other political actors for 
co-option in the subsequent governance regime by the military), thus imposing a 
set of norms (a recognition and acceptance of both formal and informal military 
control) and decision-making procedures on most defence-related matters, aspects 
of foreign policy and control over strategic (nuclear) assets, among others.

Another way of exercising control refers to ‘manipulating opportunity sets so 
that weaker actors are compelled to behave in a desired way.’88 As an exemplar, 
the military’s decision to impose sanctions on political parties or the political 
leadership can be categorised as a manipulation of opportunity sets. For the 
present theoretical position, this opportunity set can be identified as holding of 
elections (in itself a contested issue, as a likely outcome is the opposition claiming 
manipulation of results) where the military allows restricted political participation 
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for controlling political outcome. The aforementioned restriction can include exil-
ing the political leadership (Pakistan’s former prime minister Nawaz Sharif to 
Saudi Arabia), initiating corruption charges against leadership with the threat of 
reprisals (resulting in former prime minister Benazir Bhutto’s self-exile in Dubai 
and London) and constructing and co-opting political alliances sufficiently acqui-
escent to the continuation of military control, both formal and informal, under the 
conditions referred to above (for example, the creation and sustenance of break-
away factions of the Pakistan Muslim League of Sharif, and Bhutto’s Pakistan 
Peoples Party).89 Revealingly, all the preceding examples, following the military 
coup d’état of 1999 in Pakistan, illustrate the manipulation of the weaker political 
actors to compel them to behave according to the military’s preferences. This is 
not a static position for it is stated ‘that imposed orders are likely to disintegrate 
when there are major shifts in underlying power capabilities.’90 Krasner’s article, 
focusing on regime development in an international context, has the theoretical 
elegance to account for certain aspects of regime development within the national 
contexts, as the linkages with the problématique of military control show. For 
theoretical formulation, it is of considerable import to investigate under what 
conditions such military control nationally is likely to give way to a different 
configuration of power structure.91

What then is the next step in understanding civil–military dynamics and, more 
importantly, what accounts for the civilian control of the military? One view sug-
gests we evaluate the end product as ‘Outcomes, not policies, are the key indica-
tor of civil control of armed forces’ and there should be clear evidence of this 
control flowing ‘directly and solely from the actions and decisions of civilians, 
not merely from the nonactions of the military.’92 One can draw on this insight to 
understand the period of the military’s non-intervention in Pakistan. For example, 
during 1988–99, the military did not directly intervene in the affairs of the state. 
Given the 11-year hiatus, when the civilian governments were functional, one 
way of looking at the military’s non-intervention could be to proclaim some form 
of civilian consolidation (the term ‘democratic consolidation’ is not being applied 
advisedly). It is nevertheless highly likely that in the case of Pakistan, the non-
intervention fits the description of it being the military’s non-action, rather than 
civilian consolidation. The fact takes on an added significance given that there 
was little evidence of civilian control of the military to begin with. This set of 
reasoning then allows identification of military intervention as formal reasser-
tion of military control in Pakistan. It is therefore not a theoretically informed or 
empirically supported claim when Larry Diamond categorises the 1999 military 
intervention in Pakistan as signalling a ‘reverse wave’ of democracy.93 The signifi-
cance of this observation arises from the assumptions of the absence of military 
control made by Diamond prior to 1999. This study, on the contrary, posits that 
the military coup is indicative of the military’s embedded influence.
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Conceptual inadequacies: problems of a professional military
For Huntington, professionalism in the military should establish the ascendancy of 
civilian control of the military.94 But what constitutes ‘professionalism’ within the 
military? A likely answer will reveal certain qualities, ‘which make armed forces 
efficient, and able to carry its primary task, that is fighting and possibly win-
ning a war. These qualities include discipline, trust, motivation and superior skills 
acquired by repeated manoeuvres and exercises.’95 There is, however, a challenge 
to the notion of professionalism of the armed forces as an adequate explanation 
of the military’s non-intervention in politics. For instance, a study conducted by 
Mehran Kamrava argues that the professionalisation of the militaries in the Mid-
dle East has made the military forces more likely to intervene in the political 
sphere.96 We examine these findings in a later part of this chapter.

An investigation into the civil–military relations in India by Apurba Kundu 
also ranks professionalism of India’s armed forces as the most important fac-
tor, in addition to 16 other factors identified and rated in the order of impor-
tance, contributing to ‘India never having experienced a military coup.’97 The 
study allows comparison and contrasts with the case of civil–military relations 
in Pakistan. We should therefore address this question: if professionalism of the 
Indian armed forces (ranked as the first important factor by Kundu based on the 
responses of the interviewees) played a central role in India not having a military 
intervention, then what accounts for the military intervention in Pakistan? The 
first military intervention of 1958 was carried out by the same generation of the 
British Indian Army officers who, in 1958, opted for the newly independent state 
of Pakistan. The level of professionalism for these military personnel would prob-
ably have been similar for the officers serving in either the Pakistani or Indian 
militaries. There is thus an immediate problem with Kundu’s findings. To put it 
another way, the militaries of both India and Pakistan inherit traditions, legacy 
and training of the British Indian Army. Subsequently, one is deemed adequately 
professional to not intervene in the political processes in India, while the other 
(and just across the border) subsequently carves out a history of intervention and 
control of the political developments within the state. Professionalism, then, does 
not fully explain this phenomenon. It is also unlikely that the other 16 factors 
identified by Kundu can, cumulatively, help in building a coherent account of the 
military’s non-intervention in politics.98 On the question of the military’s inter-
vention in Pakistan, Kundu makes an interesting observation, claiming that the 
people of Pakistan demanded military intervention given the political instability 
of the formative years.99 More remarkably, Kundu neither presents evidence for 
this claim nor reveals the sources of this ‘demand’ for military intervention by the 
people of Pakistan. Kundu then alludes to the idea of Islam and democracy being 
incompatible, with the underlying assumption being that the phenomenon of mili-
tary coup d’état in Muslim Pakistan is religiously determined, while ‘Hinduism 
has instilled tolerance even to governmental mismanagement.’100 As for tolerance 
there is evidence of a perennial problem with religious violence in India, before 
and after the 1947 partition of the subcontinent.101 Both professionalism of the 
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military and religious disposition of the society, then, fail to account for the prob-
lem of military control in Pakistan. The other serious flaw with Kundu’s investi-
gation would indicate an over-emphasis on differentials within the polity. We are 
warned that the pressure to over-differentiate can entail ‘Ptolemaic parochialism’ 
whereby in ‘over-emphasizing the differences among the many national states the 
observer is prone to attribute many of what he conceives to be virtues to his own 
nation and the vices to others’102 One would, however, concede Kundu’s point of 
the Pakistani military establishment being strengthened as a direct consequence of 
alliances with the United States and its participation in regional pacts.103

Cohen offers a more nuanced articulation of the actual mechanism through 
which the Indian political leadership and the civil bureaucracy has exercised con-
trol over the Indian military. For instance, it is observed the ‘Defense matters fall 
under the purview of the Indian Administrative Service (IAS) cadre assigned to 
the Ministry of Defense and various defense facilities, and fiscal policy is largely 
shaped by IAS officials on assignment to the Finance and Commerce ministries.’104 
Here the contrast with defence policy formulation in Pakistan becomes immedi-
ately clear where the military exercises control in vital matters; in Cohen’s estima-
tion, ‘the security establishment, led by the army, has a veto over all important 
treaties, especially those involving security issues.’105 In the case of India, Cohen 
notes the ‘most remarkable fact about the decision making process is that the 
military plays almost no role in it.’106 It is also likely that Nehru and other lead-
ing Indian politicians concluded the military takeover in Pakistan was connected 
with the country’s alliance with the United States and might serve as a model for 
India’s generals; the Indian political leadership has thus been ‘wary of military to 
military ties between the Indian armed forces and those of other states, notably 
the United States. [Therefore such] . . . routine contacts are strictly controlled.’107 
The observation is illuminating given that, as an instrument of political control, it 
is likely that the level and incidence of direct military contacts between developed 
and developing nations can be factored in as an important variable within the 
theoretical framework of civil–military relations theory.

Cohen also mentions that ‘the real Indian experts on defense and military 
matters were politically marginalized after independence [in 1947] or went to 
Pakistan.’108 This point is introduced, but without an adequate explanation. For 
instance, Cohen does not reveal who these real experts were, or if they belonged 
to the military or the civilian bureaucracy and, more importantly, if they went 
over to Pakistan what, if any, were the implications of their cumulative expertise 
or relevance in building up the military. Similarly, there is little evidence that 
accounts for how and why these defence experts were politically marginalised in 
India, and what effect this had on the subsequent development of civil–military 
relations in that country.

While discussing Pakistan, Cohen refers to what he describes as the ‘influence 
of the Islamic tradition to politics – where soldiers are an equal party to political 
decisions’ as a likely cause for ‘stalling the progress of any liberal democratic 
tradition.’109 This assumption actually contradicts the empirical evidence. For 
instance, the military interventions in Pakistan as demonstrated in 1958, 1977 and 
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1999 have taken place for maintaining the institutional dominance of the military, 
even though the military regimes have drawn on the discourse of restoring stabil-
ity to the state or ridding the government of corruption or mismanagement.110 The 
military chiefs, on taking over the affairs of the state, claim the safeguarding of 
national interests without resorting to any calls for saving Islam in Pakistan, a 
predominantly Muslim country. Additionally, equating Islam and Muslim is in 
itself a flawed approach.111

Cohen’s underlying assumption of an Islamic tradition constraining liberal 
democratic tradition, moreover, alerts us to the possibility of the circularity of the 
argument. The movement from point A to point B, for instance, cannot be repre-
sentative because the backdrop of this movement is Islamic/Muslim, and as it is 
Islamic/Muslim, it will not be representative or participatory. It goes without say-
ing that countries like Malaysia, Turkey and Indonesia (the last being the largest 
Muslim country of the world in terms of population) have demonstrated attributes 
of participation and representation within their polities.112

To conclude this section, a syncretic account of the civil–military relations 
should not focus on disparate causal factors such as professionalism of the mili-
tary or the religious disposition of the society. An analysis of civil–military rela-
tions over time, paying particular attention to the exercise of power by the actors, 
and incorporating the issue of threat perceptions, is therefore likely to yield more 
reliable insights to the study of the subject in the case of Pakistan.

Problem of civilian control
Whilst it is tempting to single out Pakistan as a possible exception to the general 
trend of global representational politics, projecting the problem of military con-
trol in some other countries shows how militaries are likely to exercise or retain 
influence under different scenarios. Kamrava has accounted for the existence of 
an ‘intimate nexus between the state and the armed forces’ as ‘one of the most 
salient features of Middle Eastern politics.’113 Suggesting that the ‘more general 
patterns of state formation and the specific typologies of civil–military relations 
are all products of larger historical developments’, hardly ‘any of the contem-
porary states of the Middle East have been able to fully overcome their military 
past.’114 Similar linkages between the state and the militaries exist elsewhere. For 
example, in what have been termed as ‘military democracies’ of Turkey115 and 
Israel, Kamrava posits that ‘military elites are bound together by a consensus 
over what they consider to be their historic mission: either protecting the state 
or acting as an arbitrator among its frequently unruly civilian leaders.’116 How-
ever, for Kamrava, it is of more substance that the Turkish military perceives 
its role as that of a political arbitrator as opposed to that of a protector for the 
Israeli military clearly illustrating ‘how the Israeli and Turkish militaries perceive 
professionalism.’117 Military control and influence, as is seen, can then be exer-
cised in polities with varying degrees of political representation, ranging from 
the one extreme (authoritarian) to the varying shades of the representative and 
the participatory. Kamrava’s sample of military democracies therefore makes it 
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difficult to generalise about the problem of military control. It is suggestive of 
the composite interpretations that can be ascribed to, for instance, the concept of 
professionalism within the military.

Accounting for the military’s control in some polities will necessarily remain 
inadequate without an understanding of the economic dimension of the matrix. In 
the Middle East, the ‘armed forces . . . have considerable stakes within both the 
economic as well as the political systems’, turning the military ‘into a formidable, 
at times insurmountable financial and industrial force’118 and making a formal 
intervention superfluous. In the case of Pakistan, however, Ayesha Siddiqa Agha 
suggests ‘Administrative control of the armed forces and general military planning 
are areas where the [Pakistani] armed forces do not allow any interference.’119 The 
1999 military intervention in Pakistan occurred, it is claimed, because the military 
‘feared that by instituting personal control of the Army, [prime minister] Sharif 
[after his dismissal of General Musharraf as the army chief and his attempt to 
subsequently appoint his nominee as Musharraf’s replacement] would eventually 
downsize the military and reduce its influence.’120 There is, however, little evi-
dence to support the argument that Sharif had planned any such downsizing of the 
military. Furthermore, it is unlikely, given the institutional interests and cohesive-
ness of the Pakistani military, that any army chief would have acted against the 
military’s perceived institutional interests. Handpicking army chiefs in Pakistan 
has not proved to be a useful prescription for either diluting the military leader-
ship’s cohesion or forestalling military intervention. For example, prime minister 
Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto’s handpicked army chief General Zia-ul-Haq dismissed the 
former’s government in 1979, while prime minister Nawaz Sharif’s government 
met a similar fate at the hands of his [Sharif’s] own nominee, General Pervaiz 
Musharraf, in 1999.

The role of a professional military can then make professionalism appear as 
Janus-faced, where a professional military is likely to be underpinned by insti-
tutional norms, making it all the more difficult to roll back its influence within a 
polity. Not all scholars, however, subscribe to this view and in turn locate relative 
prospects for civilian control of the military. Muthiah Alagappa, for one, observes 
the:

end of the cold war, the dominant position of the United States, and the ascend-
ance of democracy, capitalism, and human rights to nearly hegemonic status 
have significantly undermined the power and influence of militaries while 
strengthening that of civilian leaders and institutions with consequences for 
civil–military relations.121

It is possible to claim here that the application of international norms such as 
human rights and democracy (to illustrate the point) has been selectively applied. 
It is also likely that these norms appear far less ‘hegemonic’ after the crisis of 
11 September 2001.122 More importantly, it is difficult to measure how far the 
problem of military control has receded in some regions of the world; for example 
‘on the eve of the twenty-first century, when democracy was being viewed as a 
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fundamental human right, the military in Pakistan was able to pull off a coup 
d’état and assume direct control of the state.’123

Constraining military control
This section of the chapter sketches some prescriptive measures suggested for 
constraining the military’s influence in the political affairs of the state and why, 
sometimes, it is difficult to do so. Examining authoritarian regimes, Casper and 
Taylor consider the complex interaction of political elites and masses involved in 
forcing such regimes to exit from the political stage, arguing that public protest 
against the authoritarian regimes should be combined with a ‘vote for change as 
they [the public] did in Argentina, Chile, the Philippines, Poland and Sudan.’124 
It is noted that where the authoritarian actors are allowed to retain influence after 
their exit, it is likely that the ‘new democracy will collapse, or at least not be able 
to move towards consolidation.’125 To forestall this event, it is useful to ‘curb 
military’s autonomy’126 in polities where the military was the pre-eminent actor, 
for instance in Latin America.

In Pakistan, there is no precedent of civilian control over the military. Having 
said that, this fact must be differentiated from an indifference to the question of 
public representation and participation as ‘all political leaders and all political par-
ties and organizations, including the Islamic parties, proclaimed their dedication 
to some form of democracy.’127 This point is illustrated to counter the argument 
for taking positions driven by ethnocentric or religious assumptions explaining 
the military’s control of societies. It is indeed possible to argue that the very event 
of military intervention in Pakistan is probably reflective of the desire by the 
political elite to widen the scope of political control, not necessarily or exclu-
sively within the domain of defence affairs (interpreted as limiting the military’s 
institutional control), that in turn precipitates the crises of intervention.

We next turn to a consideration of the problem of constraining the military’s 
influence within polities.128 In a timely reminder, Richard H. Kohn opines ‘among 
the oldest problem of human governance has been that of securing the subordina-
tion of military forces to political authority.’129 Therefore, especially critical are 
times ‘When the military . . . possesses advanced bureaucratic skills . . . or comes 
to doubt the civilian leadership, [then the] civilians can face great obstacles in 
exercising their authority’, with military intervention as one likely outcome.130 
For Kohn, ‘civilian control is not a fact but a process [original italics]’,131 and 
‘if civilian control is a process, and its measure is the relative influence of the 
military over policy, then civilian and military personnel have to work together 
day after day, week after week, year after year.’132 One would argue that the proc-
esses need not be ascribed a mechanical quality in this instance, as these refer to a 
deliberate construction of civilian–military interaction. Finally, for introducing a 
normative value to the argument, Kohn’s comment is relevant wherein he reminds 
us that the ‘point of civilian control is to make security subordinate to the larger 
purposes of a nation, rather than the other way around. The purpose of the military 
is to defend society, not to define it.’133
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Cawthra and Luckhman also reflect on the problem of military control and 
ask for developing innovative approaches to the study of civil–military relations, 
for a ‘different kind [original italics] of analysis is [now] required’ that ‘focuses 
on a range of new issues, including the diverse and often subterranean forms 
of military political influence under civilian or democratic regimes.’134 How the 
Latin American militaries have evolved under civilian governments provides 
evidence for the capacity of the military to adapt to a dynamic world order: thus 
‘Threat perceptions have been adapted [by the Latin American militaries] to the 
post-Cold War context’, where ‘narco-terrorism, Maoist guerrilla warfare, ethnic 
tensions and poverty-induced unrest have been cited as potential threats meriting 
continued attention by the military.’135 What is on display is a process of ideologi-
cal repositioning geared at securing the military’s pre-eminence within the polity. 
It also shows the military’s institutional capacity to reframe the terms of reference 
in order to retain and extend its salience within the polity.



4	 Examining military coups d’état 
in Pakistan

An evaluation of the 1958 military coup in Pakistan sheds light on how the mili-
tary gradually established its control over the affairs of the state, demonstrating 
that the military coups in Pakistan are a predictable response of the military to 
safeguarding of its institutional interests, rather than manifestations of ethnic, 
religious or regional dynamics. In this account, we take institutionalisation as 
‘the process through which rules or norms are implemented in the sense that they 
meet with acceptance and that violations towards them are met with sanctions, in 
one form or another, that are considered legitimate by the group concerned.’1 An 
understanding of the event is therefore important for excavating salient features 
of the institutional processes that enabled the military to penetrate the civilian 
sphere in Pakistan. 

While a useful point of reference for signposting a political crisis, an account 
of the first military coup in Pakistan necessitates a retracing of steps. As illus-
trated in Chapter 1 of this book, the problem of centralisation and consolidation of 
executive power in Pakistan was exemplified by outcomes such as the induction 
of the military personnel into the public sphere for administering the state. The 
cascading executive power led a former senior commander of the Pakistan Army 
to highlight the problems intrinsic to this outcome: what was ‘not . . . realised 
at that time that the Army’s direct approach to problems [of governance] was 
effective only in the short-term. In the long-term such encroachments in the civil 
sphere retarded the healthy growth of [political] institutions.’2 This approach soon 
developed a pattern where the ‘Army mind – especially of those in appointments 
that mattered – had come to accept and expect that Army as a whole could take on 
any and every problem of the State.’3 This was, however, not the whole story.

Given the legacies and the violence of the partition of India, the mistrust 
between India and Pakistan was profound and the bitterness ‘copiously fuelled . . . 
by the great animosity felt on both sides throughout the build-up to the emergence 
of the state of Pakistan during the whole of the decade between 1937 and 1947.’4 
The frequent deployments of the Indian Army on the borders with Pakistan during 
1950–51 probably resulted in positioning national security as a primary goal by 
the policy-makers: thus, ‘If India was intent on war, as it seemed [given the army 
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deployments], the [Pakistani] army would have to be more efficient and better 
equipped to ensure the defence of Pakistan.’5 The Indian political leadership was 
also seen by Pakistan as part of the problem; for example, the Indian Deputy 
prime minister Sardar Patel was urging the Bengali Hindus in East Pakistan ‘to 
seek more room for expansion’, fanning ‘even more passions . . . since the region 
was divided into East Pakistan and West Bengal (in India).’6 As a response to real 
or perceived threat to state survival, the centralisation of executive control in turn 
probably constrained and restricted democratic norms, for as noted by Adeney et 
al. ‘democratisation is less likely to occur when a country is under threat, because 
the armed forces are more powerful and ruling elites are less likely to risk uncer-
tainty of a transition during a period of conflict.’7 As an aside, the contention 
that China posed a more serious threat to India8 is not supported by evidence. 
It is important to clear any confusion that India perceived a comparable level of 
threat from a supposedly hostile China. India, after all, was neither carved out of 
the Chinese territory, nor had the Chinese leadership questioned the existence or 
legitimacy of an independent India. Pakistan, it will be recalled, was created ‘in 
the face of stiff opposition from Indian nationalists who had rejected the idea of 
a separate Muslim state.’9 Moreover, the country’s refusal to accept India’s domi-
nance over the years ‘irritated New Delhi’ and ‘has cast Pakistan in the capacity 
of “spoiler” ’10 where India’s international aspirations were concerned.

India was the primary, but not the only, foreign policy concern engaging the 
Pakistani leadership; the relations with Afghanistan had remained contentious due 
to the latter’s territorial claims over the North-West Frontier Province of Paki-
stan.11 Given this dispute, the Soviet Union’s provision of $300 million assistance 
to the government of Afghanistan during 1956–60 would not have gone unno-
ticed in Pakistan; this included help with the construction of military airfields in 
Afghanistan in addition to ancillary military aid.12 Afghanistan was also the only 
country that had voted against Pakistan’s application for the membership of the 
United Nations on the grounds of it having a territorial dispute with its neighbour. 
It is noteworthy that in ‘1969 the Afghan government issued a postage stamp 
that showed the borders of Afghanistan as incorporating [Pakistan’s largest prov-
ince] Baluchistan and parts of the Pakistan tribal belt.’13 Arguably, Afghanistan’s 
persistence with this territorial claim is explained by the diplomatic support it 
received on the issue from both India and the Soviet Union.14 Cumulatively then, 
the problems faced by the newly established state bordered on a ‘national security 
dilemma of nightmarish proportions.’15

The military’s ascendancy
The next stage of this investigation briefly refers to the modernisation phase of 
the Pakistani Army, linked to a large extent with the foreign military assistance 
the armed forces received in return for the country’s association with the security 
alliances constructed as part of the Cold War politics. Pakistan, it seemed, had 
especially captured the imagination of the US military ‘as a base for air opera-
tions against [the] central U.S.S.R. and as a staging area for forces engaged in 
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the defense or recapture of Middle East oil areas.’16 The ‘United States Military 
Assistance Programme (MAP) in 1954, accession to the South East Asia Treaty 
Organization (SEATO) later that year, and joining the Baghdad Pact (later the 
Central Treaty Organization, CENTO) in 1955’, were some of the key events that 
critically impacted on the ‘direction of the Pakistan army – and of Pakistan’17; the 
‘army grew more confident and proficient as new equipment arrived and training 
doctrine evolved.’18 A similar theme emerges from an account of an early histo-
rian (and a former Major-General) of the Pakistani Army, Fazal Muqeem Khan, 
who provides an important insight into the institution of the military, informing 
‘Despite the army’s preoccupation with events following Partition, it had suc-
ceeded in building itself a fairly firm foundation by the beginning of 1951.’19 It 
is clarified that even though ‘Pakistan inherited an army that was little more than 
a skeleton, but the backbone – its officers and men – were safely in Pakistan.’20 
Additionally, it is generally acknowledged that with the appointment of General 
Ayub Khan (who later became the country’s first military ruler after the 1958 
military coup) as Army Chief in 1951, the professional capacity building of the 
army began in earnest.21 Most significantly, however, we note that the agreements 
pertaining to the military assistance were ‘worked out by the army, not the foreign 
ministry’,22 highlighting a pattern of an absence of civilian oversight over mili-
tary affairs that probably continues to this day.23 Foreign military assistance con-
solidated the influence of the military as a political actor to the extent where the 
government ‘began to depend upon their [military’s] organised manpower to deal 
with situations of internal security. Thus, a tacit understanding emerged between 
the civilian and military bureaucracy to strengthen the existing order.’24

The Pakistani army’s involvement in civil affairs is well documented; it was 
being called on by the civilian administration for assistance in tasks ranging from 
help in coping with floods; conducting anti-smuggling operations; distribution of 
food; rescuing, transporting and feeding millions of refugees; and maintaining 
roads and bridges.25 Strikingly, the army was alert to the problem of its increasing 
commitments towards aiding the civilian administration, echoed in an address 
of the Chief of Staff at the Joint Services Commanders Conference on 31 July 
1950:

In a homogeneous country such as Pakistan the use of troops . . . to enforce 
law and order on the people is always resented and leads to antagonism 
between them. The army . . . expects that the civil administration will take 
every measure in its power, by wise government and maintenance of adequate 
and efficient police forces, to prevent this contingency from arising.26

In his important study of the Pakistani army, Stephen Cohen expands on the 
dilemma of the military aiding the civil administration. Cohen seeks answers to 
the difficult questions underpinning the civil–military equation and argues as fol-
lows:

The very fact of calling in the military implies civilian incompetence or a 
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failure to apply corrective measures before things get out of hand. Is the mili-
tary obligated continually to rescue civilian politicians and administrators 
from their own mistakes? Does the military dare to pick and choose the times 
when it will provide support, and if it does, will it make the government 
dependent on them?27

Based on his assessment of the political developments, Cohen posits that in 
fact, the Pakistani army’s ‘aid to the civil power’ role ‘is a key to understand-
ing how the military originally acquired the confidence to intervene in Pakistani 
politics.’28 Taking this argument further, it is suggested that the socialisation of the 
Pakistani army in the political sphere was a probable causal factor in laying the 
foundation of emerging patterns of rules of behaviour, drawing on precedence and 
experience, and finally, constructing norms of institutionalism that have remained 
embedded within the polity, namely those of an influential military. The inter-
play of internal pressures and external circumstances, that is the threat perception 
from a real or perceived hostile environment, constitute important variables in our 
understanding of the military’s ascendance in Pakistan.29 Examining the problem 
of threat perception and noting some of its consequences, we see that:

A perception of serious threat to the country’s military security, from either 
external invasion or external support for subversion or insurgency, tends to 
strengthen the hand of military–bureaucratic forces. In particular, it legiti-
mises the augmentation and centralization of state power, the militarization 
of society, and the restriction of civil and political liberties as matters of 
necessity for national security.30

The point here is not to reduce the attendant problems of political and socio-
economic disorder generic to the partition of India to secondary import, but merely 
to draw out the growing involvement and ascendancy of the executive within the 
Pakistani polity. This leads to the problem of centralisation of power within the 
state, evolving into a set of institutions, embedding within the polity as ‘rules of 
the game’ or ‘standard operating procedure’,31 in contradistinction to the rules of 
political competition. This is not to say that the political destiny of Pakistan was 
somehow predetermined. After all, Pakistan’s founder Muhammad Ali Jinnah had 
a clear vision regarding the state’s political system and the role of the bureaucracy 
within it. In an interview with a newspaper in London on 14 October 1944, he 
declared:

It [Pakistan] is the Muslims’ demand for freedom because Muslims in Paki-
stan want to be able to establish their own real democratic popular govern-
ment. This government will have the sanction of the mass of the population 
of Pakistan and will function with the will and the sanction of the entire body 
of people in Pakistan irrespective of caste, creed or colour.32
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Jinnah was equally forthcoming on the role of the bureaucracy. In an address to 
the Gazetted Officers at Chittagong (in present day Bangladesh, formerly East 
Pakistan) on 25 March 1948 he stated:

You have to do your duty as servants; you are not concerned with this or that 
political party, that is not your business. It is the business of politicians to 
fight out their case under the present constitutions or the future constitution 
that may be ultimately framed . . . You are civil servants. Whichever gets the 
majority will form the government and your duty is to serve that government 
. . . as servants, not politicians.33

In the following section we briefly examine the competing arguments proposed 
as an explanation of the genesis of the 1958 military coup in Pakistan.

Political disorder, military intervention
Now, the problem of the military seeking to institutionalise and consolidate 
its influence in Pakistan needs to be flagged up as an alternative explanation, 
accounting for problems of political developments. Put another way, there is a 
problem where the scholarship tends to identify political disorder as a cause of 
the military’s intervention, but does not offer an adequate explanation of the lat-
ter’s ascendancy in the first instance. The perception of the military’s status within 
the polity probably flows from successive civilian governments’ reliance on the 
former for either performing tasks within the civil sphere or bailing out the civil-
ian leadership from transient governmental crises. As earlier noted, both Rahman 
and Cohen have referred to this point. The former observes that, given the preva-
lence of governmental crises and the military’s involvement for a likely resolution 
of such crises, policy decisions made by the Army Chief came to be ‘invariably 
accepted by the government’.34 What we can infer from the logic of the observa-
tion, is a spectre of unfolding of processes of the military’s institutionalisation of 
its influence and control within the state.

If it is accepted that, given this evidence, the military was well on its way to 
institutionalising its role as a political actor, then it was also likely that it would 
act to protect its institutional interests. For example, while analysing the 1954 dis-
missal of the Constituent Assembly in Pakistan by the Governor-General Ghulam 
Muhammad, Allan McGrath has argued that this dismissal was a likely response 
to the budgetary proposals (initiated by the civilian government and passed by the 
Assembly) calling for a one-third reduction in defence expenditure: ‘This was an 
unprecedented move, and was bound to alarm [General] Ayub and the army.’35 It 
shows that military interventions in Pakistan cannot be seen in isolation as a set 
of responses to political disorder, but also a manifestation of the military (and at 
least early civilian bureaucracy) leadership’s determination to challenge political 
forces seeking to dilute their influence within the political arena. For example, 
Hashmi is among the scholars contending that ‘the main reason for the military 
coup [of October 1958] seems to be the civil and military elites’ overriding desire 
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to prevent Pakistan’s first-ever general elections from taking place in February 
1959.’36 More importantly, Jalal makes the acute observation that ‘The very fact 
of a military takeover in October 1958 suggests that, in spite of the dominance of 
the bureaucracy and the army, the internal structures of the State were still fluid 
enough to be threatened by political forces.’37 Here, a key theme can be inferred: 
that the military in Pakistan was not only establishing its influence within the 
state, but was also prepared to encroach upon the political space independently 
of the emergent political scenario. For example, explaining the construction of 
perception among the Pakistani military leadership, Rahman informs of a lack of 
trust (on the part of the armed forces) of ‘civilians in their ability to keep military 
secrets’, thus encouraging the latter to deal directly with certain civil departments; 
resultantly the military, as an institution, gained the knowledge, skills and the con-
fidence to the extent that the ‘tail started to wag the dog.’38 Arguably, one cause 
of this mistrust among the military leadership can be ascribed to the attempts of 
the political leadership seeking to curtail defence expenditure. It is also likely 
that such attempts would have been interpreted by the military as challenging 
its institutional interests. Therefore, the attempts by the government during the 
years 1947–48 to curtail expenditure on the army or planning to ‘disband the only 
Armoured Brigade the Pakistan Army possessed, on the pretext that the army 
could neither afford such expensive equipment nor maintain it satisfactorily’39 
probably resulted in increased suspicion and mistrust.40

Consolidating military control
In an earlier part of the chapter, a reference was made to the dismissal of the Con-
stituent Assembly of Pakistan in 1954. Herbert Feldman, in his detailed analysis 
suggests it is unlikely that the Assembly could have been dismissed without the 
army chief General Ayub Khan’s prior knowledge, or that the Governor-General 
Ghulam Muhammad had not been assured of the support of the army on this 
step. The subsequent induction of the serving army chief General Ayub Khan 
in the reconstituted cabinet as the Defence Minister supports the proposition.41 
The following example also supports the contention of an emerging civil–military 
dynamic within the polity: when the Constituent Assembly’s President Tamizud-
din Khan challenged the dissolution of the Assembly, the Federal Court of Paki-
stan ruled in favour of government’s appeal for upholding the dissolution on 21 
March 1955.42 Significantly, once the challenge was filed with the court, both 
Iskander Mirza and Ayub Khan approached Tamizuddin’s attorney with a view 
to attempting a ‘political settlement’ resulting in the possible ‘withdrawal of the 
Court petition’.43 What is significant in this account is the involvement of a serv-
ing army chief, who acted as a political mediator, even arbitrator, in a govern-
mental crisis. Of the actual decision of the Federal Court upholding the dismissal 
of the Assembly, it has been suggested that the ‘judgement paved the way for 
future justifications by the judiciary of patently arbitrary . . . acts of the execu-
tive on hyper-technical grounds.’44 To complete the present account, we note that 
the second Constituent Assembly (after the dismissal of the first) was indirectly 
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elected through the ‘electoral college of the provincial assemblies of Pakistan’, 
subsequently passing the 1956 Constitution, vesting ‘extra-ordinary powers in 
the president’ despite the constitution’s claim of adherence to a parliamentary 
form of governance.45 The military was thus exercising control over the political 
trajectory of the state, both formally and informally, where informal control46 in 
this context is exemplified by the tacit approval of the army to the dismissal of the 
Assembly, while the appointment of the serving army chief as a cabinet minister 
demonstrates a formal control or influence of the military.

Examining the political history of Pakistan from a constitutional and legal 
perspective, an argument suggests that Ayub’s induction into the Cabinet was ‘the 
beginning of the end of the supremacy of civilian over military power.’47 We con-
tend, however, that there was no civilian supremacy over the military in the first 
instance. For example, the formulation of defence policy in Pakistan was neither 
established nor considered within the domain of parliamentary accountability. 
Whilst there was an acceptance amongst the Constituent Assembly members of 
the need to strengthen the defence of the country, ‘What the Parliament did not do 
in the first session, and which tended to set the pattern of future debates, was to 
discuss the defence allocations to various arms of the forces in detail and empha-
sise the need to avoid secrecy.’48 It is, however, problematic to educe the reason 
for the parliament’s non-engagement with the debate on defence affairs. One view 
holds that, given the absence of parliamentary and cabinet committees on defence 
affairs for overview and scrutiny purposes, the bureaucracy probably exerted con-
siderable influence in this sphere and that, in the absence of any special expertise 
in defence affairs, the bureaucracy in turn remained dependent on the military 
leadership for military policy formulation.49 Though parliamentary governance 
as a function of the capacity of the representatives remains an important issue, 
one should also take into account Saeed Shafqat’s assertion (though more specific 
to the 1977 military coup in Pakistan) that ‘it was the relative strength of the 
military that prompted its intervention in politics, and not merely the weakness of 
the political institutions.’50 However, the fact remains that the absence of parlia-
mentary accountability of military affairs in Pakistan continues to this day. Thus, 
where the civilian political leadership struggles to exercise control, the military 
resists such an outcome.

This tussle is illustrated by the following example in contemporary Pakistan, 
and helps us answer this question: ‘Who in fact is in charge of [the] country?’51 
Here, we evaluate the working of the Defence Committee of the Senate (Upper 
House of the Parliament) of Pakistan, and draw on the views and experiences of 
Mr Farhatullah Babar, a former Senator and member of the Committee to ascer-
tain the Committees’ effectiveness in scrutinising defence-related matters.52 The 
account provides significant insights into the dynamics of civil–military relations 
in Pakistan and illuminates the extent and the consequences of institutionalised 
military control within the state.

On the question of the remit of the Defence Committee of the Senate (hence-
forth DCS), Mr Babar notes that ‘in theory’ it includes ‘the powers to call for 
record, summon witnesses, question officials and investigate any matter relating 
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to any department of the Defence Ministry.’53 The DCS is also empowered to 
‘take up suo moto notice of any defence related matter through the device of 
requisitioning a meeting by three members of the Committee.’54 The mechanism 
of scrutinising defence affairs is therefore in place, but what actually transpires 
beneath the veneer is our concern. We discover that in practice, when summoned 
to answer questions on issues such as those relating to the army’s business con-
cerns among others, the military officers both retired and in uniform have refused 
to appear before the DCS, either by questioning the mandate of the Committee or 
by simply ignoring such notice.55 Similarly, where the DCS members belonging 
to the opposition demanded that the Committee, ‘for the sake of symbolism at 
least’56, should be briefed by the armed forces’ General Headquarters (GHQ) at 
the Committee Room of the Parliament instead of the military headquarters, the 
Defence Ministry refused; the opposition members of the DCS in turn declined to 
attend the GHQ for this purpose. The outcome of the disagreement was two-fold: 
the briefing was postponed and not held, ‘a rare thing indeed’, and second, it 
‘showed a mindset and an attitude that has adversely affected the working of the 
Committee.’57 It does not take much to infer that real or symbolic gestures, which 
may even suggest parliamentary, or for that matter civilian, oversight, are likely 
to be resisted by the military. Equally revealing is another occasion when the 
DCS sought to discuss the shifting of the military headquarters from Rawalpindi 
to Islamabad, the meeting was postponed on different pretexts ‘till the term of 
the members who had requisitioned the meeting expired and he was out of the 
Senate.’58 The evidence demonstrates, in all its complexity, the real challenges 
faced by a polity seeking to exercise control over an influential military, and the 
latter’s determination to resist such measures, even symbolic ones. To reiterate, 
the military is even unwilling to engage in a process that could probably lead to a 
perception of civilian control.

Answering a question on the problems faced by the DCS in auditing and moni-
toring of defence-related matters, Mr Babar thought a very serious issue related to 
‘the inability of uniformed [military] officers to come to terms with a sovereign 
parliament and [the concept of] parliamentary supremacy. The military officers 
seem to believe that they are not accountable to the Parliament.’59 The former 
Senator acutely notes ‘the long standing desire of the military to re-write the 
civil–military equation on their terms alone’, and cites former army chief Gen-
eral Jahangir Karamat’s public comment on the subject.60 Though the question of 
parliamentary oversight of military affairs is a ‘long drawn battle the outcome of 
which will not be coming anytime soon’, the members of parliament should not 
give up on asking questions, and ‘must equip themselves with [the] knowledge 
and demonstrate willingness and courage to demand answers [from the armed 
services].’61 That the members of the parliament are still seeking answers, without 
success, is illustrated in another report. The Public Accounts Committee (PAC) 
of the National Assembly (the Lower House) of Pakistan asked the Secretary 
Defence (the administrative head of the Defence Ministry, then a retired Lieuten-
ant General of the Pakistani army) to provide details about the agreement reached 
between Pakistan and the USA on using Pakistani airbases in its campaigns in 
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Afghanistan, the names of those who had signed the agreement, and the money 
received by the Pakistani government.62 The Secretary Defence, the report noted, 
refused to answer the questions as it was ‘not in the purview of the PAC to ask him 
such questions when he was there to reply to objections of the audit department 
about the defence ministry.’63 The fact that Pakistan has an in-uniform president, 
who is also the army chief, can be stated as limiting civilian authority in the first 
instance. However, even where the military is not directly or overtly running the 
affairs of the state, it is equally disinclined to accept direction from the elected 
officials.64

Saving democracy
Returning to our assessment of the 1958 military coup, on 7 October 1958, Presi-
dent Iskander Mirza abrogated the Constitution of 1956, dismissed the central 
and provincial governments, dissolved the National and Provincial Assemblies, 
banned all political parties and declared martial law in Pakistan. The army chief 
General Ayub Khan was appointed the Chief Martial Law Administrator. In a 
broadcast to the nation on 8 October 1958, Ayub spoke of wanting to restore 
democracy ‘of a type that people could understand and work.’65 That the military 
had decided to intervene becomes apparent in the light of Ayub Khan’s subsequent 
statement: ‘while it was the president’s [Mirza’s] constitutional responsibility to 
halt the disintegration of the country, it would have been the Army’s responsibil-
ity to do so if the president had not acted.’66 As for the potential disintegration of 
the country, a counterargument challenges the received wisdom with the claim 
that, ‘before the military coup, Pakistan was in a state of contrived [emphasis 
added] political instability . . . It is a matter of record that both Mirza and Ayub 
had pleaded corruption among the politicians for overthrowing the political sys-
tem in 1958.’67 The same analysis, however, notes:

None of the seven prime ministers during this period [1951–58] was accused 
of graft. The government was unstable with reference to prime minister’s 
identity but not in relation to the substance of public policy, which was shaped 
largely by higher civil servants, who remained secure and stable both in their 
posts and in orientations.68

Essentially, the military coup of 1958 was motivated by the quest for preserva-
tion of institutional control by the military of political developments in Pakistan 
and not for ‘political’ or governance failures; as has been duly argued ‘No civilian 
regime has ever produced a general [original italics] breakdown of civil author-
ity in Pakistan’ and the ‘only rulers who have ever reduced Pakistan to anarchy 
have been [the] generals.’69 Add on to this the contention that in Pakistan the 
civilian governments have mostly been at the receiving end of the mantra of good 
governance and democratisation, whereas the military regimes have benefited 
from extensive military and economic assistance, especially from the USA. This 
is evident from the support given to Generals Ayub Khan (security alliances), 
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Zia-ul-Haq (the Afghan campaign), and Pervaiz Musharraf (the war on terror). 
Thus we see the progression from an ‘illegal regime [formed after overthrowing 
elected governments] into a loyal friend of the West, a front-line state.’70 Where 
the justification for the overthrow of the civilian government comes in, that is, in 
order to arrest corruption or mismanagement, one is warned of an outcome where 
the ‘guardians may indeed try to carry on ruling the country after the end of the 
emergency, or more often, by prolonging the emergency – if they can get away 
with it.’71 Following from this reasoning, in the absence of political competition 
and public accountability,72 it is highly likely that the authoritarian regime would 
seek to preserve the status quo that it has so recently created.73

As to the present concern with the military coup of 1958, there is evidence of 
the military’s quest for the preservation of its institutional interests. For example, 
Jalal cites an American intelligence report of 1958 as suggesting ‘the Pakistan 
army ha[d] developed as a pressure group [and would] continue to have priority 
over economic development for appropriations irrespective of the Indian factor.’74 
The declassified documents of British and the US governments shed more light on 
the 1958 military and provide important information about the military’s capacity 
to influence political developments. We find the country’s military leadership was 
determined, as far back as 1952, to influence and control the trajectory of politi-
cal affairs of the state. In this context, note the striking comments made by the 
then army chief General Ayub Khan to the American Consul General in Pakistan. 
This conversation takes place in the backdrop of General Ayub being told that 
some of his junior officers were looking up to the military governments in Egypt, 
Syria and Lebanon as possible exemplars for establishing a military government 
in Pakistan. Ayub informs the American Consul that:

he had told his Divisional Commanders that the talk of the Pakistan Army 
taking over the Government was to be stopped . . . the position of the Army 
was to protect the country . . . that the Pakistan Army did not have trained 
men in Governmental affairs and that such talk was a danger to the country. 
General Ayub stated that he had been talking to the leading politicians of 
Pakistan, and had told them that they must make up their minds to go whole-
heartedly with the West . . . He [Ayub] stated that the Pakistan Army will not 
allow the political leaders to get out of hand, and the same is true regarding 
the people of Pakistan. He stated that he realized that the Army was taking on 
a large responsibility, but that the Army’s duty was to protect the country.75

An analysis of the above report allows for the articulation of the following 
inferences: first is General Ayub Khan’s implicit concern with the problematique 
of the military’s overt involvement in politics. Importantly, the army chief’s con-
cern is on account of not having trained personnel to run the affairs of the govern-
ment, as opposed to acceptance of the principle of civilian supremacy over all 
governmental affairs, including those of the military. This point is of considerable 
significance. We will note that the above conversation takes place in 1952, that 
is within 5 years of Pakistan’s independence, and serves to indicate the emerging 
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contours of a pattern of behaviour in the exercise of influence and control by the 
Pakistani military. Of equal import is the other timescale. Within 6 years of Ayub’s 
conversation with the American Consul General, Pakistan experienced the first 
military coup d’état of 1958. Now, Rosemary O’Kane has acutely observed that 
the ‘the great definitional virtue of coup d’état is that it is a particular strategy 
for illegal government overthrow.’76 O’Kane’s is an essential point, in striking 
contrast to the position taken by some scholars on the phenomenon of military 
coup d’état in Pakistan. For example, Herbert Feldman agrees with the view that 
Ayub’s removal of the civilian government was to ‘help the civil power to clear up 
the existing mess’77 without assigning due consideration to the original illegality 
of the event. This suggests that normatively based explanations and justifications 
also always reside within a context that may not support these positions.

Going back to the importance of the timescale of the 1958 coup d’état, one can 
argue that paying ‘attention to the significance of history, timing and sequence in 
explaining political dynamics’78 leads to the formation of outcomes relevant to 
the path-dependent and historical institutionalist approaches. A path-dependent 
approach then illustrates ‘how broad structural changes shape particular regime 
transitions in ways’ that may either facilitate or constrain democracy; the strategy 
also reveals ‘how the range of options available to decision makers . . . is a func-
tion of structures put in place in an earlier period.’79

Second, and more importantly, in the aforementioned report of the conver-
sation, General Ayub Khan explicitly informs the American Consul General of 
the military’s determination in exerting control over political developments by 
constraining the political elite and the wider electorate. In case of a political crisis, 
say, there being any possibility of the overthrow of the government (in 1953), 
‘the Army would declare a Military Government in order to secure stability for 
Pakistan . . . the Pakistan Army would not allow either politicians or the public to 
ruin the country.’80

Third, the evidence points to the military leadership’s influence within the 
political space where not only internal political crises are to be resolved following 
the armed forces’ estimations, but also the construction of the foreign policy is 
expected to follow a similar path and the politicians expected to align with the 
West ‘wholeheartedly’. Ayub’s conversation, as observed, refers to the context 
of the armed forces lacking competency in governmental affairs. However, the 
political disturbances of March 1953 in Lahore gave the military experience of 
managing civilian affairs after the declaration of martial law in the city. Hamid 
Hussain explains the process of the military’s expanding role:

The disturbances quickly fizzled but the role of the military expanded so 
quickly to so many areas that an abnormal situation was created. Army offic-
ers started to preside public functions, addressing public gatherings, touring 
city areas and opening new markets and public buildings . . . From a simple 
‘aid to civil power’ duty, army quickly penetrated the civil society thus set-
ting the stage for military take over in the next few years.81
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 We then note that ‘a string of secret and confidential despatches to the State 
Department from the US embassy in Karachi, in 1958’82 made it abundantly clear 
that the civil bureaucracy and the military would have brooked no opposition 
[from the political government]. By 19 May 1958 (that is nearly 5 months before 
the government was actually dismissed with the proclamation of martial law), 
President Iskander Mirza and General Ayub Khan had, in separate conversa-
tions with the US ambassador conveyed, that ‘only a dictatorship would work in 
Pakistan.’83 We are also informed of Iskander Mirza’s concerns relating to the out-
come of elections scheduled for February 1959 in Pakistan; Aftab Ahmed refers 
to the British High Commissioner’s despatch of 23 August 1958 where the latter 
records from his meetings with Mirza:

he [Mirza] told me [the High Commissioner] frankly that if the elections 
returns showed that a post-elected government was likely to be dominated 
by undesirable elements (he [Mirza] did not define ‘undesirability’ for this 
purpose . . . ) he would himself intervene84

Significantly, Ahmed informs of a ‘long and very disturbing’ discussion that 
the High Commissioner had with President Mirza, reporting in the despatch of 
September 27 1958: ‘The President if he can help it will not allow elections to be 
held, and he has in mind a personal coup with army support.’85 In the despatches 
of the High Commissioner, Mirza is also seen reverting to his familiar theme 
of rejecting political representation, proclaiming ‘Democracy will not work in 
Pakistan at this stage – elections would do no good . . . the constitution was really 
quite unworkable’ and that the demand for election was quite irrelevant.86 The 
High Commissioner’s analysis of the post-coup scenario is prescient, noting (on 9 
October 1958) that, though Mirza and Ayub were working together:

Ayub as supreme commander is in effective control of armed forces, which 
are the regime’s only sanction . . . at present he [Ayub] is finding his feet but 
when he does so and understands more clearly the power of his command and 
the opportunity before him, the strain on his loyalty to the president might be 
put to the test.87

As Aftab Ahmed shows, the strain was tested within 20 days after the coup; 
Ayub subsequently exiled Mirza and became the President himself.88 The evi-
dence provided by the American and British correspondence on the subject helps 
build a lucid account of the military’s role in the coup, given that the embassies, 
even though working from within, represented an outside view.

There are two issues of note here: one broadly relates to the military’s per-
ception of its role in politics. Now consequent to this perception, reinforced 
by the military’s continued socialisation within the civil realm, the possibility 
of perception evolving as institutional behaviour emerges. Second, the thematic 
engagement and concern with the design of political institutions alerts us to the 
possibility of the military acting as a political actor, where during such times of 



Examining military coups d’état in Pakistan  67

transition, that is, subsequent to a military coup in this instance, it seeks to ‘change 
the rules of the game’, to be ‘able to shape the political institutions of the future, 
and sometimes . . . even able to establish rules favouring themselves.’89 That in 
the military’s perception parliamentary democracy was unworkable in Pakistan, 
illustrates a prescriptive approach by the military, which sought to redesign politi-
cal institutions, most notably by strengthening the office of the president through 
constitutional change. Equally relevant is another pattern of behaviour, whereby 
the military obtains justification, legitimacy or perhaps legality, for the removal of 
the civilian government after the coup d’état.

As the scope of this inquiry is limited to an investigation of the role of the 
military as an analytical construct, an in-depth description of the court rulings 
according legality to the military coups is not undertaken, except as an exemplar 
projecting judicial endorsement of the military’s removal of the civilian govern-
ments in Pakistan. Suffice to note for now that the court’s decision to legitimise 
the military coup of 1958 was resonant of the earlier ruling endorsing Governor-
General Ghulam Muhammad’s dismissal of the first Constituent Assembly in 
1954.90 This is an essential point as, arguably, the judiciary’s endorsement of the 
Assembly’s dissolution gave credence to the logic ‘that those in command of the 
coercive powers of the state had the right to suspend constitutional government 
when and for however long they thought necessary.’91 The Supreme Court of 
Pakistan, following precedence, provided the justification for the promulgation 
of the 1958 martial law by drawing on Hans Kelsen’s General Theory of Law and 
State, setting out that ‘a successful coup d’état is an internationally recognised 
legal method of changing the Constitution.’92

After obtaining judicial endorsement, the military government of General 
Ayub Khan introduced the system of ‘Basic Democracies’ where these bodies, 
composed of men deemed to be in contact with and thus representing people, were 
to assist the government in rural development and national reconstruction.93 The 
military government’s attempt to redesign political institutions unfolded during 
26 December 1959 and 9 January 1960 when elections were held to the 80,000 
seat Basic Democracy Units (constitutive of union councils in the rural areas and 
town and union committees in the urban areas).94 The Basic Democracy system, 
as it were, later functioned as an electoral college for the office of the president of 
Pakistan, duly electing Ayub Khan to the position with 95.6 per cent of the vote, 
and giving him the mandate to set up the procedures for designing a new constitu-
tion for the country.95 The constitution that came into existence in 1962 created 
a presidential form of government where the president enjoyed extensive powers 
at law-making, and was not accountable to the National Assembly: additionally 
this Assembly ‘had no control whatsoever’ over the national expenditure.96 Cru-
cially, if the military had intervened to arrest political chaos or corruption, the 
assessment that ‘Ayub Khan allowed commercial malpractice and corruption of 
the crudest sort to expand and flourish’97 and that such methods ‘at no time in the 
history of Pakistan had been used so widely, effectively or ruthlessly’,98 provides 
evidence to the contrary. Ayub Khan’s system of Basic Democracies resulted in 
a disconnect between the people and politics for the reason that the military finds 
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it difficult to establish political institutions; this is so because the armed services’ 
competencies and skills ‘do not transfer well to the sphere of politics. Society is 
more complex than an army.’99

The purpose of this description is not to narrate the history of Ayub Khan’s 
government, but to identify processes of authoritarian control in Pakistan as the 
‘critical agenda for institutional analysis should be to show how choices made at 
one point in time create institutions that generate recognizable patterns of con-
straints and opportunities at a later point.’100 It is therefore in this context that 
the 1958 military coup and its aftermath is of relevance to an investigation of the 
problem of military control in Pakistan. The military’s discontent with democracy 
and political institutions casts it in the light of a status quo-oriented institution, 
protective of its institutional interests, as is shown next.



5	 Ordering the state
Consolidating military control

An analysis of the military interventions of 1977 and 1999 excavates further evi-
dence on the saliency of the armed services as the core executive in Pakistan. 
The 1977 coup sheds light, for example, on the constitutional measures adopted 
by the military for extending its control of the public sphere. These measures 
included strengthening the office of the president (at a time when the presidency 
was occupied by the serving army chief) and introducing a 10 per cent job quota 
for the military officers in the public sector and government departments, among 
others. The aftermath of the military intervention of 1999 shows similar charac-
teristics. We argue these measures enable the military to penetrate civil society. A 
brief reference is made of the post-communist European states to understand why 
in these cases the militaries did not intervene or influence political developments 
at times of profound political change. It is likely that the non-intervention in the 
post-communist states is best explained by the history and experience of civilian 
control over the military, exercised by the communist party in these cases.

As we are presently concerned with recurring patterns, it is important to state 
‘that early stages in a sequence [of events] can place particular aspects of political 
systems onto distinct tracks, which are then reinforced through time.’1 An applica-
tion of this assumption2 to the study of the trajectory of political developments 
in Pakistan reveals important insights into the dynamics of military control and 
influence. As an example, consider the military coup d’état of July 1977. The 
background to the military takeover should be noted: in 1971 following a civil 
war and the military defeat in war with India, the eastern part of Pakistan had 
emerged as the independent state of Bangladesh. What is striking is that in the 
wake of political crises, such as a civil war, an external war leading to military 
defeat, and the consequent dismemberment of the state in 1971 (these events 
arguably constituting a critical juncture thereby offering a window of opportunity 
for the development of alternative paths in terms of subsequent policy choices 
and political developments),3 the military in Pakistan successfully intervened and 
overthrew the civilian government in July 1977. The concept of critical juncture 
in this context needs clarification. We understand critical junctures as phases 
where the existing ‘institutions grow more fragile as immediate solutions, perhaps 
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blocked up by existing institutions, are demanded.’4 Subsequently, given the pres-
ence of a critical juncture (such as military defeat and regime change), the course 
of ensuing political developments is estimated to constrain the military’s influ-
ence, providing greater opportunity to political forces in developing alternative 
policy outcomes.

Now, the argument is that the military’s ability to reclaim its institutional 
pre-eminence within the state structure is attributable to the extent of its embed-
ded influence since the establishment of Pakistan. A full historical analysis of 
the political developments immediately preceding the military coup in 1977 is 
beyond the remit of this inquiry, but the military had intervened in Pakistan with 
the declared objective of restoring law and order and facilitating the holding of 
elections.5 The restoration of public order and systemic stability as a justifiable 
cause for a military coup, however, does not adequately account for such an 
intervention; it has been documented that the 1977 martial law in Pakistan came 
‘not when governmental authority was at its lowest in April and May [1977], but 
after more than a month of peaceful negotiations [with the opposition] which 
appeared to be nearing a successful completion.’6 A likely conclusion would be 
that the military in Pakistan resorted to coup d’état for protecting its institutional 
interests,7 as defined and perceived by them. This assumption is explained through 
the application of two strategies. First, evidence is analysed to establish if the 
problems of governance,8 improving law and order within the country, and bring-
ing stability to the political system, adequately explain the military coup. This 
strand of argument draws on statistics on reported crime figures as a measure of 
the problem of law and order and stability. Second, while inquiring into the issue 
of role of the military and its perception of that role, an important publication 
of the Pakistani army The Green Book 2000 (discussed more fully in the next 
chapter), is examined. The significance of this publication is that it addresses the 
concept of nation-building as perceived by the military, highlights areas where 
the institution is already involved, and signposts other avenues where it can make 
further contributions.9 This approach of studying the perceptions of the Pakistani 
military through internal publications is generally not applied in the investigations 
conducted on civil–military relations in Pakistan. Similar methodology has, how-
ever, been adopted elsewhere, e.g. where evidence from the official Army journals 
has been drawn ‘on the assumption that they best reflect what the regimes want to 
inculcate amongst an important, if not the most important, sector in society.’10

Coming back to an analysis of the military coup d’état in the context of 
Pakistan, it has been contended that problems of governance combined with the 
absence of public discontent or open opposition to the removal of elected govern-
ments is a measure of the loss of democratic or legitimacy credentials of the civil-
ian regimes.11 This study has, on the contrary, posited that the coup d’état is more 
likely indicative of the military’s embedded control and influence within the pol-
ity rather than being an exclusive function of legitimacy of the civilian regimes in 
Pakistan. It is this embedded influence and control, institutionalised over a period 
of time that explains the military’s successful coup of 1977 (within 6 years of 
the multiple crises of 1971). Put another way, in 1971, the magnitude of political 
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problems faced by the country was such that ‘Pakistan was not only confronted 
with having to replace a regime, but also having to reconstitute an entire political 
system.’12 These problems, encountered in what has been described as a post-
military state, are linked to ‘managerial problems’ or ‘institutional chaos’,13 not 
to mention political ambiguity. Therefore, where the military has gone through its 
own set of crises, the political uncertainties also supply an opening, or the pos-
sibility of an opening, to the military to reassert its pattern of influence and control 
within the state. This point refers to the difficulties of developing and managing a 
new political system in the aftermath of a significant crisis such as civil war and 
a military defeat.

Ordering the state
As observed by Philippe C. Schmitter, scholarly investigations of military coups, 
at least within the genre of Latin American studies, tend to focus on the ‘causes’ 
of military interventions and not the ‘consequences’ of the phenomenon.14 This 
is a central point for it is likely that a focus on the consequences of the military 
intervention can, in fact, produce empirical evidence for illuminating the path 
of subsequent political developments within the state. In Pakistan for example, 
after supplanting political forces following the coup d’état of 1958, the military 
regime produced a new constitution in 1962 and adopted a number of measures to 
consolidate its position within the state.15 The military’s consolidation of its influ-
ence supports the contention ‘institutions tend to seek to expand their domain’16 
that in turn sets precedent for such behaviour and, if successful, is likely to be 
reinforced.

The 1977 coup in Pakistan is also illustrative of the military’s continuing influ-
ence within the polity, equipped as it were with the knowledge and experience of 
governing Pakistan. This is an important claim given the military’s defeat and the 
attendant fallout after the 1971 war with India. With the ushering in of martial law 
in 1977, the military regime adopted several measures to continue the processes of 
consolidation of the military’s control within the state. For example, by 1980 a job 
quota of 10 per cent had been introduced for the military personnel (essentially 
officers) in public sector/civil service jobs.17 In March 1981, the Chief Martial 
Law Administrator and President General Zia-ul-Haq promulgated the Provi-
sional Constitutional Order to force the judiciary to take a fresh oath of office, 
thereby validating the imposition of martial law. Furthermore, the 1973 Constitu-
tion18 (adopted by the civilian government after the separation of East Pakistan) 
was amended by the military regime. With the introduction of the 1985 Eighth 
Constitutional Amendment, the office of the president of Pakistan was strength-
ened, investing it with the power to dismiss the prime minister, and the National 
and Provincial Assemblies [granted under Article 58 (2) (b) of the Constitution]. 
Significantly, this Amendment legitimised all the legal and constitutional changes 
introduced by the martial law government.19 The claim that the Eighth Amend-
ment to the 1973 Constitution of Pakistan resulted in ‘the presidentialization of 
the fundamental law of the land’20 is therefore accurate. Maya Chadda refers to 
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this constitutional provision as undermining parliamentary democracy in Paki-
stan by giving the president ‘extraordinary legal power over the parliament.’21 
However, Chadda’s claim of these amendments being symbolic of the ‘travails 
of a country unsure of its identity and international persona, obsessed by a sense 
of vulnerability to regional rivals’22 is a case of over-analysis of the scenario to 
the extent where it leads to incorrect inferences being drawn from the empirical 
evidence.

In a previous section, Schmitter’s concern with the consequences, as opposed 
to the causes, of the military coup d’état was considered. Here we note the con-
tinuation of the precedent (a possible outcome or consequence of path-dependent 
behaviour) of involving the military in political affairs. Prior to the 5 July 1977 
military intervention in Pakistan, the then prime minister, Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto, had 
included the military leadership in discussions of his government’s strategy and 
response to the political agitation by the opposition parties (who were protest-
ing against election results and claiming widespread rigging), even inviting the 
army generals to Cabinet meetings.23 It is likely to remain a matter of conjecture 
as to the actual impact of such involvement of the military in the political cri-
sis.24 However, it can reasonably be inferred that one important outcome of such 
involvement was that the military leadership gained direct insight into the relative 
weakness of the civilian government, perceived (on the part of the military) as a 
loss of governmental legitimacy.25

A salient feature of the military coup of 1977 in Pakistan is that it shows resil-
ience of the institution in exercising influence. The historical situation is again 
relevant: Prime Minister Bhutto purged the military after his coming to power 
following the 1971 crisis and reorganised the institution’s command structure.26 
In effect, Bhutto recognised the powers of the institution but could not ultimately 
forestall the coup. Therefore, even measures such as the change of military lead-
ership and command structures are insufficient to roll back the military’s influ-
ence in the political developments in Pakistan. One possible explanation of this 
observation can be located in the processes that construct the perceptions and an 
understanding of the military leadership of its role within the state; a change in 
command structures or the military leadership in isolation does not affect these 
processes. A reasonable conclusion would therefore have the military leadership 
accustomed to this particular policy outcome. Thus, if the military leadership per-
ceives the civilian leadership challenging the pre-eminence of the former, then 
such a challenge is likely to lead to the dismissal of the civilian government. This 
argument draws on historical precedent and the military’s expectation of such an 
outcome: the October 1999 military coup d’état in Pakistan has been categorised 
as such.27

However, notwithstanding the history of military coup d’état and the issue 
of path dependency, what of the political side of the equation of governance? 
To put it another way, is the military the sole or main agent in the civil–military 
equation? Prescient and insightful are Kenneth Waltz’s observations on the nature 
of the civilian control of the military, for these add to our understanding of the 
problem of military influence in polities such as Pakistan; we are informed that 
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‘civilian control is not something that simply exists by constitutional and other 
laws. It has to be maintained through persistence and hard work, lest civilian 
control of the military give way to military control of the military.’28

The relevance of Waltz’s caveat is borne out when considering the following 
exemplar drawn from the records of the activities of the Indian military where 
they attempted to provoke a military confrontation with Pakistan without the prior 
knowledge of the Indian political leadership. A senior Indian army commander 
referring to the incident in his memoirs reports that the 1986–87 military exercise 
named ‘Brasstacks’ (conducted by the Indian military) was in fact ‘no military 
exercise. It was a plan to build up a situation for a fourth war with Pakistan. And 
what is even more shocking is that the [then Indian] prime minister, Mr Rajiv 
Gandhi, was not aware of these plans for war.’29 The same narrative ascribes the 
motive for an attempt to provoke war with Pakistan to the then Indian army chief 
General K. Sundarji’s views on a preventative war, whereby the conflict could 
be used to ‘take out’ Pakistan’s nuclear weapons programme ‘in a preventive 
strike.’30

What is spectacularly evident in this account is the apparent ease with which 
civilian control of the military, even under conditions of historical continuity and 
institutionalisation as in the case of India, has the potential of being undermined 
by any number of variables, in this case an army chief’s predisposition to a par-
ticular doctrine of war.

A similar theme echoes in the analysis of the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) and 
the state of civil–military relations in Israel: by drawing on the evidence from 
studies published by the ‘members of the inner circle of the [Israeli] political 
and military systems’, it comes across that even though the elected governments 
in Israel have retained overall control of the armed forces, ‘behind the scenes 
the [Israeli] Army was fully in charge of its own affairs’ and that the IDF ‘had 
in fact been transformed into an independent, self-directing institution whose 
autonomy and influence exceeded the state’s original designs.’31 These original 
objectives are articulated by the Israeli leader Ben-Gurion, reminding the then 
Israeli army’s Chief of Staff in 1949 that the army being only ‘an executive arm 
for the defence and security’ of the state of Israel, is ‘unconditionally subordinate 
to the government.’32 The requirement for establishing control systems for civil-
ian dominance of the military is clear as the ‘continuous external threat to Israel’s 
survival’33 had enhanced the military’s capacity to influence political develop-
ments within the state. Note the similarity of the threat perception encountered 
by the leadership in Pakistan, and the differential outcome, given the involvement 
of the military in administering the state. The military in Pakistan, far from being 
subordinated to the political executive, had joined in governing the affairs of the 
state as a central partner. Thus where the Pakistani military is involved in the 
civilian administration or having an Army chief assuming the role of a cabinet 
member, the Israeli forces are reminded of their subordinate status to the political 
government. Therefore, it is important that democratic norms are ‘accepted as 
a value [and], not merely a political tactic. A military with its own definition of 
democracy . . . is a threat.’34
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Controlling the state
The military coups d’état of 1958 and 1977 were followed by an appreciable shift 
from a parliamentary form of government to an increasingly presidential system.35 
One reason for this shift is fairly obvious. As the serving army chiefs had taken 
over as the presidents, the next logical move, from the military’s perspective, 
was securing the offices of the president by concentrating executive and some 
legislative power. The military is therefore likely to resort to constitutional and 
legal measures in search of legitimacy. Now, clearly, there are several options 
available to the military for controlling the political space. The more rudimentary 
of the methods relates to the actual or the threat of use of force. The example 
of the Turkish military, it is suggested, demonstrably falls into such categorisa-
tion, given that it was by ‘continually threatening to intervene and by greatly 
expanding its internal security networks through the infamous Milli Istihbarat 
Teskilatt (National Intelligence Service) the military elite maintained a veto over 
governmental policy decisions.’36 It is seen that in the two exemplars of Pakistan 
and Turkey, there is a comparable outcome given the presence of an embedded 
military.

Further research can investigate if the measures employed by the military to 
embed its control and influence account for the subsequent trajectory of political 
developments. It is likely that variables including those of initial coercion (Turkey) 
and legal redesign (Pakistan), the latter albeit a function of the former, account for 
the successor regime’s longevity and the degree of the military’s capacity to influ-
ence subsequent political developments. The exercise can be particularly useful in 
measuring the extent of civilian consolidation, where the primary aim of research 
is such. It is also worth considering the insights provided by a study investigating 
the problem of military control in post-communist Europe. A comparison of civil–
military relations in this context makes it possible to conclude that the military 
in the post-communist European states did not intervene at critical junctures (for 
instance during regime change when the old order was being displaced by a new 
one), for the reason that ‘the military was . . . subject to quite strong and direct 
civilian control and was not directly engaged in domestic politics as an institu-
tion in its own right’, in this case being clearly under the influence and control 
of the communist parties.37 Two preliminary inferences can be drawn from this 
significant piece of evidence. First, it becomes possible to accord a lesser value to 
regime type38 as a controlling factor in the study of civil–military relations. This 
position needs elaboration. As post-communist regimes in the European theatre 
were deemed prone to military intervention given the authoritarian traits of the 
past regimes, the possibility of military intervention, in the presence of problems 
associated with the transition from one political system to another, could not be 
ruled out. However, the study concluded that the threat of military intervention 
in the post-communist European regimes proved exaggerated39 for the reasons of 
the precedence of civilian (communist party) control. It therefore seems likely 
that the fact of a regime being of a democratic or authoritarian dispensation is of 
lesser consequence in determining the extent of the military’s influence and its 
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predisposition to intervene. Another study similarly notes that in many Central 
and East European countries ‘where the military was under civilian control during 
communist rule, civil–military relations tended not to be a high priority during the 
transition to democracy.’40 What seems of greater significance is that the absence 
of any type of civilian control, either democratic or authoritarian, of the military is 
likely to propel the latter in occupying political space. Second, and equally note-
worthy, is the assumption that the military does not engage in domestic politics as 
an institution. This again turns out to be a valuable perspective, for the militaries 
in Latin American countries, as in Pakistan and Turkey, exhibit the inclination to 
protect and institutionally extend their influence. An argument can be made that 
precedence approximates institutionalisation. How this process unfolds further 
illuminates the debate.

A military coup d’état in Pakistan is followed by a pattern of constitutional 
re-engineering that constrains parliamentary forms of government, for example, 
by limiting the powers of the prime minister including those of appointing the 
military chiefs (the 1985 Eighth Constitutional Amendment). Redesigning con-
stitutional provisions, however, is not unique to Pakistan. For example, a study 
focusing on civil–military relations in Chile is termed as being descriptive ‘of the 
process of legalization of dictatorship.’41 Note where the Chilean constitutions 
of 1833 and 1925 had subordinated the armed forces to elected governmental 
authority, the 1980 Chilean constitution, in contrast, restricted the ‘president’s 
authority to name and retire commanders in chief of the different forces as well as 
to appoint and remove lower ranking officials’, thus weakening the ‘principle of 
obedience to an elected official.’42

In Chile’s case, a key feature of the military coup d’état of 1973 must point 
to the longevity of the civilian rule prior to the event. For instance institutions 
such as the Chilean Supreme Court had been functional since 1823, being the 
‘the second oldest in the Americas after the U.S. Supreme Court’, while the Chil-
ean Congress since its establishment in 1831 ‘had functioned normally . . . for 
ninety-three years without interruption’; more importantly, unlike the militaries 
of countries such as Argentina and Brazil, the ‘Chilean armed forces did not have 
extensive past experience of coup making or military rule to draw upon.’43

The longevity of civilian administration, and the absence of precedence for 
mounting a military coup, was not sufficient for deterring the occurrence of the 
1973 Chilean coup. Kenneth Waltz’s earlier assertion of maintaining civilian con-
trol over the military through persistence and hard work, instead of relying on law 
and constitution, therefore assumes added significance. It also raises the question 
of what the ‘hard work’ must consist of, though it can be argued that ‘law and con-
stitution’ refers to the realm of formal politics whereby the Parliament/National 
Assemblies hold the military accountable by establishing parliamentary com-
mittees for over-viewing and scrutinising defence affairs. Similarly, ‘persistence 
and hard work’, probably refers to informal politics including measures where 
the political elites maintain interaction with the military leadership for acquiring 
familiarity with the military’s institutional concerns through briefings, presenta-
tions, and holding of workshops, among others. The Chilean example is useful to 
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flag up the complexities associated with studies investigating the cause and con-
sequence of the military coup. As noted, even in countries with the tradition and 
history of civilian control of the military, as in India and Israel, there have been 
occurrences, that on their own while not signalling a breakdown of such control, 
alert us to the imperative for continuous vigilance to guard against such an event. 
The project of consolidation of democracy, then, ‘is a never ending task, with the 
democratic process continually facing new challenges as a result of social, politi-
cal, and economic change.’44 More fundamentally, ‘even the older, more estab-
lished democracies face their own civil–military dilemmas’ where specialisation 
and technical innovation in defence matters can probably make it difficult for the 
civilians in terms of ‘really understanding what they need to control.’45

Are there any lessons to be learnt from these examples? One is fairly straight-
forward: that declaring victory where the military has retreated from the political 
arena will be complacent.46 The declaration of the head of the Turkish armed 
forces warning the government in 2003 that the possibility of military interven-
tion still existed should then be seen and analysed in the context of a political 
army’s embedded influence.47

The politics of military coups d’état: theoretical implications
The global wave of democracy, global economic liberalism, the end of the Cold 
War, and indeed the difficult economic and financial outlook of the country itself 
proved inadequate as constraining factors in preventing the 1999 military coup 
d’état in Pakistan. While the 1999 interruption of civilian rule in Pakistan makes 
for a striking example in the study of civil–military relations (given, as has been 
suggested, a new post-Cold War order)48, there remains an inadequate engage-
ment with the problem of military’s embedded control and influence within the 
state. This inadequacy is revealed, as a representative example, in an analysis of 
the military coup of 1999 in Pakistan even as the state is acknowledged as being 
‘by far the most strategically influential country to have suffered a democratic 
breakdown’49 given its acquisition of nuclear weapons among other things. This 
assessment proceeds to mirror the argument advanced by the military in justify-
ing the policy of coup d’état. It does so by pigeonholing the civilian interlude in 
Pakistan as ‘years of venal misrule’, characterised by a corrupt police force and, 
for good measure, abuse of civil liberties.50 Arguably, democratic reversal occurs 
at the moment of the coup, but for the military, ‘democratic reversal’ brings about 
the coup.

That there are problems of governance in Pakistan is stating the obvious.51 
Governance, suggests Subrata Mitra, is ‘measured by empirical indicators like 
violent deaths, criminal damage to property, riots, lawlessness, man-days lost in 
illegal strikes and other variables specific to particular political systems.’52 The 
problems of governance or law and order, however, need not be identified or com-
partmentalised within a particular regime-type categorisation, for the approach 
‘smacks faintly of a neo-Orientalist identification of non-Western cultures with 
the problem of governability.’53 We therefore turn to the problems and issues relat-
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ing to the breakdown of law and order as a causal factor (cited by the military, in 
addition to corruption and mismanagement of economy) in triggering a military 
coup d’état, as seen in the case of Pakistan.

An important study conducted by Azhar Hasan Nadeem, a senior serving 
Pakistani police officer, sheds light on the issue of lawlessness. It is reasonable 
to assume that this study is based on privileged access enjoyed by the author 
by virtue of his position (as a senior member of the Police Service). Nadeem’s 
study notes crime figures registered by the police in Pakistan in 1947 as 73,105; 
these doubled to 129,679 by 1971.54 The statistics further reveal that the decade 
of 1980–90 (when both a military regime and a civilian government had been in 
office) saw reported crime figures double from 152,782 to 403,078; in percentage 
terms, ‘Since 1951, the annual growth rate of crimes has generally been higher 
than that of population. This is despite the fact that almost 40 per cent of crimes 
remain unreported.’55

It will be acknowledged that a single study focusing on crime figures is open to 
possible criticism on account of providing inadequate data for drawing definitive 
conclusions about the state of law and order in a society. It is nevertheless signifi-
cant a serving senior police officer having access to privileged data has drawn up 
these findings, and identified an important source for further investigation. This 
enables us to argue the case for ascribing due consideration to these findings in 
the present context. We also note the reservations of organisations such as Trans-
parency International (TI), claiming an increase in the perception of corruption 
in Pakistan since the 1999 military coup; drawing on public opinion polls and 
surveys, TI claims ‘a majority of people had a poor opinion of the government’s 
anti corruption efforts.’55

Two preliminary assumptions from the preceding data are readily inferred. 
First, lawlessness is not intrinsic to civilian governments and military regimes 
cannot claim to be successful, on their own terms, in relation to law and order. 
Second, and following from the first assumption, it will be equally trivial, theoreti-
cally, to categorise civilian regimes as unstable and by implication, not having the 
legitimacy to govern. The latter position is particularly significant, necessitating 
a deeper analysis of the stated motives of military interventions as being aimed 
at restoration of law and order or bringing stability to the system, among others. 
As has been argued in this chapter, the most probable cause of military coups in 
Pakistan is located in the protection of the military’s institutional interests, regard-
less of the claims of political legitimacy that are advanced by the military. These 
interests, or prerogatives, relate to:

areas where, challenged or not, the military as an institution assumes they 
have an acquired right or privilege, formal or informal, to exercise effective 
control over its internal governance, to play a role within extra-military areas 
within the state apparatus, or even to structure relationships between the state 
and political or civil society.57

An analysis of the problem of governance reveals interesting insights. Consider 
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the following illustration. The military in Pakistan has been directly involved 
in the processes of governance during 1958 to 1971 (Generals Ayub Khan and 
Yahya Khan), from 1977 to 1988 (General Zia-ul-Haq), and the latest instance 
from October 1999 (General Pervaiz Musharraf) to date. Given that elections 
were held, for example in 1985 and 2002, does not alter the original regime type 
that remains military for all practical purposes. This is explained by drawing on 
literature. Nordlinger for instance has argued, and one agrees with this position, 
that military regimes will continue to be categorised as such, that is, military 
regimes, even 10–20 years after a military coup, with the proviso being that:

the military took power by means of a coup, the highest governmental offi-
cials have served (or continue to serve) in the armed forces, and the governors 
[it will be assumed both civilian and military] are primarily dependent upon 
the support of the officer corps for the retention of power.58

In the present, the holder of the office of the president of Pakistan (General 
Pervaiz Musharraf) is the serving army chief, as was General Zia-ul-Haq before 
him during 1977–88. The contention of the present form of government being 
a military regime, notwithstanding the electoral exercise carried out in 2002 in 
Pakistan, will then have considerable merit. This arrangement follows an earlier 
precedent where General Ayub Khan attempted introduction of some form of 
political choice and representation after his military coup of 1958. Nordlinger 
termed this exercise as ‘the most ambitious attempt of any praetorian government 
to clothe itself in a constitutional façade’ though ‘only marginally successful.’59

Problems of governance thus do not account for the dismissal of civilian 
regimes by the military. Recent scholarship reformulates the parameters of the 
civil–military relations debate, especially with reference to Pakistan. With much 
prescience, then, Vali Nasr illuminates the causes of the 1999 military coup d’état, 
and deserves to be quoted at length. Commenting on the government of the then 
prime minister Nawaz Sharif, and his Pakistan Muslim League (PML) party, Nasr 
argues, ‘Between 1993 and 1999, the PML continued to push a mixture of busi-
ness-friendly economic policies and nationalist-cum-Islamic appeals.’60 However, 
and this is the crux of his argument:

It was the PML’s very success . . . that set the stage for its fall. The Generals 
began to worry that the party’s strategy . . . would actually succeed. There fol-
lowed Musharraf’s 1999 coup against Sharif and the systematic dismantling, 
under the military tutelage, of the PML. When Musharraf allowed controlled 
elections to be held in 2002, Islamists did spectacularly well, rebounding all 
the way up to a best-ever 20 per cent vote share.61

To reiterate therefore, the 1999 military coup in Pakistan took place to safeguard 
the institutional interests of the military. These interests were in danger of being 
undermined by an assertive civilian government; had this not been the case, the 
‘dismantling’ of the PML as a political party would not have occurred. We note 
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that the 1985 Eighth Constitutional Amendment empowering the president to dis-
miss the prime minister, dissolve the National Assembly, and appoint the military 
chiefs, had been done away with by the Sharif government through the constitu-
tional amendment promulgated in 1997.62 The repeal of the presidential powers 
is of significance as a case has been put forward that the Eighth Amendment was 
brought in to create a medium through the office of the president of Pakistan, 
allowing the military leaders to ‘force their will and control governments.’63

We recall civilian governments in Pakistan were indeed dismissed by the 
exercise of presidential powers under the Eighth Amendment in 1988 (prime 
minister Muhammad Khan Junejo’s government on charges of corruption, dete-
riorating law and order),64 1990 (prime minister Benazir Bhutto for corruption, 
corrupt practices),65 1993 (prime minister Nawaz Sharif, accused of misdeeds, 
mismanagement),66 and in 1996 (Benazir Bhutto) where, in keeping with past 
practice, the dismissal order referred to lawlessness, undermining of the judiciary 
and general problems associated with a lack of governance as the reasons for the 
presidential exercise of dismissing the prime minister and National and Provincial 
Assemblies.67 All the governments, as can be seen, were dismissed before the 
completion of the full 5-year term. Note also the 1999 dismissal of the government 
(of prime minister Nawaz Sharif), through a direct military coup d’état, similarly 
proclaimed mismanagement and the undermining of the institution of the armed 
forces by the civilian government as among the reasons for the intervention.68

The evidence, however, proclaims otherwise, and locates the phenomenon of 
military coup in Pakistan not as a function of problems of governance but in 
terms of defending the military’s institutional interests. For instance, the 1988 
dismissal of the civilian government in Pakistan, by invoking the Eighth Amend-
ment, is illustrated as suggestive of the differences of the civilian government 
with the military establishment in the conduct of policies over Afghanistan and 
India. Interestingly, the then president and in-uniform General Zia-ul-Haq had 
initiated negotiations with India for improving relations, but the civilian prime 
minister and the president’s nominee Muhammad Khan Junejo had passed a 
‘strongly worded resolution on Kashmir’ in the National Assembly presumably 
to stamp his authority on the policy making processes.69 Similarly, the 1990 dis-
missal of the Benazir Bhutto government has been ascribed to the differences with 
the military over ‘Kashmir, Afghanistan, army promotions, [and the] control of 
intelligence agencies.’70 Prime minister Nawaz Sharif’s first government of 1993, 
it is argued, was dismissed notwithstanding superior economic management and 
healthy indicators. The differences with the president over the appointment of the 
army chief, among other issues, probably accounted for this particular outcome.71 
Extraordinarily in the latter case, even though the ousted prime minister success-
fully appealed against his dismissal in the Supreme Court of Pakistan, the ensuing 
power struggle between the president and the prime minister saw the then army 
chief step in, demand, and obtain, the resignations of both the president and the 
prime minister.

A clarification is in order here: a reference to the civilian governments need not 
signal a shift of attention from the original scope of the military’s influence, for 



80  Ordering the state

the civilian interlude merely denotes the military’s position of disengagement and 
not neutrality from the political space; the term neutrality indicates a withdrawal 
from politics, while disengagement signifies a withdrawal from the government.72 
A further elaboration of the argument will suggest that the military’s policy of dis-
engagement, as opposed to neutrality (in the above usage), is reflective of ‘insti-
tutional persistence’73 of its influence. The military, then, influences the trajectory 
of political developments; it is socialised in the exercise of influence and control, 
both while intervening directly in the affairs of the state as in a coup d’état, or 
through constitutional redesign.

Analyse this: civil–military relations in an age of anxiety
Capturing the essence of the military’s influence in a civilian government is a 
difficult and complex proposition. Drawing on published reports appearing in 
the quality print media is an important way of circumventing this problem and a 
practical way of locating evidence accounting for the interaction of military and 
political leadership in crises. The schema yields valuable insights in that it docu-
ments the actual unfolding of events, permitting the researcher as close as he/she 
will get, to acquiring contemporary historical records.74

The 1996 removal of the civilian government, therefore, presents one opportu-
nity to approach this crisis for a multi-level analysis. The event has been identified 
as primary information has recently come to light through the print media that 
includes interviews of some of the principal participants, including the former 
army chief General Jehangir Karamat, former Pakistani president Farooq Leghari 
[heading his own political party the Millat Party at the time of publication of this 
report, and an ally of the present Musharraf government. Leghari was formerly 
a senior leader of Benazir Bhutto’s Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP), elected as the 
president of Pakistan in the wake of PPP’s victory after the 1993 elections] and the 
former speaker of Pakistan’s National Assembly Yousaf Raza Gilani (at the time 
of publication of this report, in prison on charges of nepotism). We acknowledge 
contextual determinants such as political climate of the time, the scale of political 
antagonism or opposition may possibly have an impact on the reporting of data.

Recording his views on the 1996 dismissal of the Benazir Bhutto govern-
ment, and his own resignation during Nawaz Sharif’s subsequent tenure, former 
president Farooq Leghari blames both the former prime ministers, Benazir Bhutto 
and Nawaz Sharif, for acting unconstitutionally, leading to the dismissal of their 
respective regimes.75 Interestingly, when questioned in the same interview about 
his own motives during the political crises and the speculation that he (the presi-
dent) himself resigned to avert a possible impeachment by the National Assem-
bly during the 1997 Sharif government, Leghari categorically responds that the 
army ‘was not allowing them [the government] to impeach me.’76 Leghari further 
informs us that the army chief and the head of the security agency the Inter Serv-
ices Intelligence (ISI) (a serving Lieutenant General of the Pakistani army), asked 
to mediate to resolve the political crisis.77

It is important to remember that description of the political crises leading to a 
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particular outcome, for instance the dismissal of a government or the resignation 
of the president, is not the focal point here. The purpose of the account is thus to 
locate evidence for the primacy of the military as an influential actor in political 
developments in Pakistan, as illustrated by the army chief’s or the security agen-
cies’ initiative to mediate in a political crisis.

The next significant piece of evidence comes from the former speaker of Paki-
stan’s National Assembly, Yusaf Raza Gilani. In his interview, Gilani states that the 
then army chief General Karamat ‘leaked the news [to Gilani] of the impending 
dismissal’ of the Benazir government by President Leghari in 1996; the informa-
tion came through after the security agencies had ‘bugged . . . conversation of the 
then opposition leader Nawaz Sharif’, confirming such action by the president.78 
It is reasonable to assume the transcripts of the conversation would have been 
passed on to the army chief. Additionally, General Karamat further narrates to 
Gilani that President Leghari gave a ‘hostile briefing to the IMF [International 
Monetary Fund] against the fiscal policies of Benazir’, a fact, in the General’s 
opinion, indicative of Leghari’s antagonism towards the government.79 The army 
chief was ready to act as a guarantor, he told Gilani, ‘so that the government was 
not dismissed and some kind of arrangement could be arrived at.’80 Benazir, on 
the other hand, could not accept the offer of an army chief to mediate ‘between a 
civilian prime minister and a civilian president’, asserts Gilani.81

The narrative illuminates the scope of the military’s penetration of national 
institutions whether relating to the briefings on fiscal policy, or the imminent 
dismissal of a civilian regime. It is not being argued that the military actually 
instigated the civilian government’s dismissal in this particular instance. It is, 
however, likely that the president would have taken the military leadership into 
confidence before initiating this action; his earlier assertion of the army opposing 
any impeachment processes against him would lead to a reasonable inference of 
the military’s linkage with the presidency over political decision-making.

General Karamat’s interview is probably a good representation of the mili-
tary leadership’s perception of political developments in Pakistan.82 Interestingly, 
Karamat adopts the familiar argument of ‘good governance and sound policy 
formulation’ as central in maintaining credibility of the elected governments.83 
Additionally, on the question of the army chiefs resisting ‘pressure’ to intervene 
due to the ‘misconduct of politicians’, Karamat notes:

In my opinion, if we have a repeat of past events then we must understand 
that army chiefs can resist pressure only up to a point. Beyond that their 
own position starts getting undermined because the army is after all a mirror 
image of the society from which it is drawn.84

While the reader is not informed of the exact source of the pressure on the army 
chief to intervene or how it is linked with being the mirror image of society, it 
is still possible to tease out the conceptualisation of good governance as a func-
tion of systemic stability. However, it is questionable if the military has the man-
date to determine what is good governance for an elected government. Equally 
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significant is the question if, in the military’s estimation, the elected government 
is acting contrarily to the principles of good governance, the removal of such gov-
ernment, especially through a coup d’état, is warranted. As has been demonstrated 
and documented in this chapter, the available evidence suggests the possibility 
of an institutionalisation of electoral politics as an important explanation in the 
occurrence of military coup d’état in Pakistan. The modus operandi allows the 
military to safeguard its institutional interests and respond to an assertive civilian 
leadership.

This chapter has explored the institutionalisation of military control in Paki-
stan. In particular, we illustrated the military’s capacity to exercise influence and 
control by mounting a successful coup in 1977, that is, within 6 years of it under-
going a significant crisis (in the shape of military defeat). We accomplished this 
by employing the theoretical possibilities offered by historical institutionalist and 
path dependency in explaining this outcome in the civil–military interaction in 
Pakistan. The chapter referred to exemplars of influential militaries in countries 
such as Chile and Turkey, and recognised patterns of military control through 
constitutional design that makes it difficult for civilian governments to completely 
roll back the military’s influence. We found no conclusive evidence linking prob-
lems of law and order and political instability with the military coups in Pakistan. 
By drawing on an important study documenting the problems of lawlessness and 
crime statistics in Pakistan, it was noted that regardless of the political system 
(military regime or civilian government), the crime rate has generally registered 
an upward trend. The assumption therefore that the military in Pakistan intervenes 
as a response to, and addresses, systemic crises is flawed.



6	 ‘L’Etat, c’est militaire’

What are the lessons to be learnt from an analysis of the military leadership’s 
perception1 of its role in the politics of the state? Research into military affairs is 
difficult under most conditions and therefore requires the researcher to attend to 
‘perception of “politics” and their relationship to intramilitary values and beliefs.’2 
This is so because most ‘clearly lacking have been analyses from within the mili-
tary’s perspective’ and similarly absent are the voices of ‘active-duty generals and 
admirals.’3 In this chapter, then, the military also ‘speaks’ for itself. An examina-
tion of the armed force’s premier training institution, the National Defence Col-
lege, and internal publications such as The Green Book, allows us to capture the 
essence of the leadership’s aspirations. By drawing on this data for analysing the 
perceptions of the Pakistani military, we argue that the armed forces are unlikely 
to encourage the establishment of viable civilian political institutions in the coun-
try. Through various constitutional and administrative measures, the military has 
continued the penetration of the civilian sphere and has further consolidated its 
control over the state institutions. This chapter demonstrates that, in addition to 
its influence over political developments in Pakistan, the military has significant 
economic interests in sectors such as power generation, engineering and construc-
tion among others. Arguably, the military has come to identify itself with the state, 
rather than see itself as just one of the key components of a constitutional state.

The military’s premier training institution in Pakistan, the National Defence 
College (NDC), is a significant resource in accounting for the military leader-
ship’s perception and understanding of its role. The curriculum and selective 
publications of the NDC were obtained for an analysis of the mission statement 
and the remit of the College. The head of this training institution was interviewed, 
along with a senior faculty member (both serving senior military officers of the 
Pakistani army in 2003) for generating complementary evidence accounting for 
the construction of the institution’s world view.

As extensive individual interviews with the serving military leadership were 
not considered practicable given the constraints and problems of access to military 
institutions,4 a specific publication brought out by the Pakistani army was exam-
ined, which contained contributions from a number of senior commanders on 
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the subject of nation-building and the military’s role therein. The strategy allows 
for circumventing the problem of resistance5 and access to the senior military 
commanders and analyses, in some detail at least, the military’s approach on a 
number of issues, including those of its contribution towards nation-building and 
economic development in Pakistan.

As earlier noted, the military’s perception of its role within the state is inferred 
from an examination of the primary data sourced from the NDC. The college 
instructs, among others, the senior military leadership in competencies ranging 
from the development of policy-making to policy-implementing skills. A com-
parable institution, the Pakistan Administrative Staff College (PASC), similarly 
prepares the senior leadership of the civilian bureaucracy of the country, and is 
also discussed. This is done with the objective of considering the perceptions of 
both the military and civil bureaucracy leadership on a range of issues within 
the public sphere. The comparison strikingly reveals key differentials in how the 
attendant themes of governance and policy-making are articulated and dealt with 
institutionally by a part of the establishment (the military and the civil bureauc-
racy) that has historically exercised influence (in the case of the civil bureaucracy, 
at least during the earlier years of the country’s independence) over the trajectory 
of political developments in Pakistan. The evidence obtained from the documen-
tary sources is then triangulated with the information collated from the interviews 
of the respective heads of these training institutions (NDC and PASC) for under-
standing the problem of the military’s control and influence in this context. An 
analysis of the institutions, primarily the NDC, enables us to account for the mili-
tary’s world view; how we go about doing this is explained below:

	 1	 The function of the NDC is gathered from the college’s published mission 
statement and its vision for the senior military leadership. The claim is not that 
such scrutiny of any one institution or its representatives draws a complete 
picture in terms of accounting for the military’s perception. What is being 
argued is that the National Defence College remains an exemplar in that it 
sheds light on the military leadership’s favoured perception and approach to 
political developments in the country. Moreover, this is the only College of 
its kind in Pakistan that trains the entire senior military leadership. The data 
from sources such as the NDC adds to the body of knowledge within the 
discipline that investigates civil–military relations and the accrued evidence 
enriches the debate about the role and the extent of the military’s influence in 
Pakistan.

	 2	 An evaluation of The Green Book 2000, published by the Pakistani army sheds 
light on the military leadership’s perception of its role in the developments 
within the state.6 This publication incorporates contributions by the senior 
military officers (all in-service in 2000 and having completed the NDC course) 
on the subject of nation-building and the role – past, present and potential – of 
the military in these processes. An account of the military officers’ world 
view on issues such as nation-building has considerable advantages. First, 
it provides evidence that the military considers this discourse as of central 
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concern.7 Second, it allows us to analyse and interpret the military’s approach 
to what it considers is constitutive of nation-building, thus establishing it 
as an important variable. Third, with the military’s articulation of preceding 
concerns, it sheds light on how the military perceives its role within the polity. 
Fourth, the publication demonstrates the military’s official view on policy. 
Finally, the analysis makes it possible to support the argument of why the 
military is not likely to encourage strong civilian governments in Pakistan.

To recap therefore, by deferring to ‘common sense’,8 institutions such as the NDC 
and the PASC were accessed to retrieve cumulative data not readily available in 
the public domain. One is also mindful of Stephen Cohen’s observation in this 
context: ‘the Pakistan Army (like all professional armies) engages in lively debate 
over such issues as the social responsibility of the officer, the identity and inten-
tions of potential enemies, and the military’s political role.’9 What constitutes this 
debate, especially the political side of it, is therefore of primary interest to us for 
the purposes of this inquiry.

The National Defence College: ‘Taught man that which he 
knew not’10

Established in 1971, the College is organised into the National Defence Wing and 
the War Wing.11 Our present focus is on the instruction provided by the National 
Defence Wing as the War Wing is primarily concerned with the military and oper-
ational strategy. Headed by a Lieutenant General of the Pakistan Army, the Col-
lege’s Crest represents:

“National Defence” with an Islamic shield [with a crescent and star] in tri-
service colours [those of the army, the navy and the air force] . . . A crossed 
sword and pen placed upon the lower portion of the shield represent honour, 
strength and achievement through learning.12

The following key objectives encapsulate the remit of this institution:

	 1	 Training the senior leadership of the military, the civil bureaucracy, and 
business leaders from the private sector of Pakistan. Additionally, the College 
imparts training to military officers from overseas13 and prepares them for the 
assumption of higher policy formulation and implementation roles.

	 2	 Providing a platform for the formulation of national security strategy and 
military strategy, and acting ‘as a think tank on national security strategy and 
military strategy.’14

An examination of the outline of the National Defence Course reveals an 
emphasis on the subject of national security and the underlying permutations. 
Variables such as the socio-political environment and the state of economy are 
deemed to be of central concern in the construction of the concept of national 
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security.15 The implication of this accent on national security as a function of 
political stability16 is demonstrated in the contributions of military officers con-
tained in The Green Book, discussed in a later section of this chapter.

As frequent references have been made to the instruction of the senior military 
leadership, it is only appropriate that we briefly outline the composition of the 
participants of the NDC programme. The college generally accepts military offic-
ers of the rank of Brigadier and equivalent (an Air Commodore in case of the air 
force, and a Commodore for the navy), normally attained in excess of 20 or so 
years of service for the Pakistani armed forces. From the civilian bureaucracy, 
those of the rank of a Joint Secretary and equivalent are expected to participate in 
the programme. An additional requirement for the participants from the civilian 
bureaucracy category is that of the participants/nominees having a good service 
record, with the potential for further career progression.17

At one level, institutions such as the NDC identify (by admitting such officers) 
the potential military leaders who are expected to participate in policy formula-
tion and implementation at some point in their careers. That these senior military 
leaders have been socialised through training and instruction throughout their 
military careers is not disputed. The primacy of the NDC is in it being the high-
est forum where the Pakistani military leadership comes together for common 
instruction, and where the current thinking on a range of issues can be assessed 
for furthering the research agenda of understanding the dynamics of civil–military 
relations in Pakistan. The NDC at another level, it is suggested, serves notice 
of the end of formal ‘training’ of a military officer in so far as it relates to their 
career progression. This proposition is demonstrated by the following example: 
officers from the armed forces who are not selected for the NDC programme 
are highly unlikely to progress any further in their careers. Conversely, in the 
present context, selection to the NDC programme is equally likely to mark the 
beginning of the process where an officer’s perception of what undermines or 
promotes national security can, in theory, impact on political outcomes, espe-
cially in the case of political crises. The phenomena of the military coups d’état in 
Pakistan, however, are not only a function of the military leadership’s perception 
of political crises undermining national security; this study also contends that the 
safeguarding of the institutional interests of the armed forces is a central factor in 
triggering military interventions in Pakistan.18 In support of this assumption, we 
refer to Cohen’s account where it meticulously documents the course of evolu-
tion of the Pakistani army’s officer corps. Cohen identifies three generations of 
Pakistani officers – namely British or American (depending on their training in 
the British or the American military academies) during 1950–65 and Pakistani 
from 1972 onwards19 on account of their estimation (of the impact on the armed 
forces) of historical events of the time.

We note, however, that a differential in the generation or social class of the 
military leadership does not appear to be a sufficient deterrent or a catalyst in the 
occurrence of a coup d’état in Pakistan, and therefore is of limited value where 
applied as an explanatory variable. Consider for instance that the armed forces in 
Pakistan successfully intervened and removed the civilian governments in 1958 
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(General Ayub Khan),20 1977 (General Zia-ul-Haq) and 1999 (General Pervaiz 
Musharraf), without any regard to the class or generational issues of the military 
leadership, as outlined by Cohen for instance. The problem, we propose therefore, 
is embedded in the institutional interests of the military. After the 1999 military 
coup d’état in Pakistan to quote a relevant example, General Pervaiz Musharraf, 
in his 17 October 1999 address, said that ‘the few at the helm of affairs in the last 
government [of prime minister Nawaz Sharif] were intriguing to destroy the last 
institution of stability left in Pakistan by creating dissension in the ranks of the 
armed forces of Pakistan [emphasis added].’21 In an incisive comment, however, 
Hamid Hussain suggests that the ‘Military officers generally blame politicians for 
politicisation of the armed forces’ but the issue is not as simplistic as is presented; 
it is ‘the military rule, which politicizes the army officers. Repeated military 
intervention [in Pakistan] has lowered the threshold for the involvement of army 
officers in civil affairs.’22

Reverting to our concern with the NDC, it will be appropriate to draw on the 
interview with the Commandant of the College. During the interview, the Com-
mandant commented on his understanding of the reason for the creation of Paki-
stan. As ‘national endeavours in organised states emerge from a national purpose’, 
the Commandant argued, the need then is to take stock of history. ‘We need to 
remind ourselves of the purpose of the creation of Pakistan’ he said, and also the 
‘vision of the founding fathers [of Pakistan].’ Had it not been for 14 August 1947 
(when Pakistan came into existence), the Commandant said, ‘I would have been 
an Indian national. This date made me who I am, and I am constrained by my 
identity. Without August 14, I am an Indian national.’23

The underlying assumption in this observation probably remains the problem 
of association with an Indian identity. In Chapter 1, we traced the historical ante-
cedents of the issue of threat perception as articulated by the Muslim minorities 
in the united India. Cohen argues that this perception had similarly affected the 
Muslim armed forces officers in the British Indian army at the time of partition 
of India; that the Muslim army officers in the British Indian army chose Pakistan 
because of ‘a sense of injustice and fear in relationship to the Hindu majority’ and 
so a ‘vast majority of Muslim officers came to the conclusion that they could lead 
a better life in an Islamic state.’24 Cohen opines that the ‘suspicion (but not fear) of 
communal enemies was engraved on the psyches of almost all officers in the new 
Pakistan Army.’25 A likely inference from Cohen’s account points to the constancy 
of threat perception from an external enemy. By extension, then, this is one legacy 
that resonates with the Commandant of the NDC.

An external enemy though is not the only variable within the matrix of national 
security. For instance, when asked about the challenges facing the newly estab-
lished state of Pakistan, the Commandant sounded the familiar refrain of identify-
ing the political elite as responsible for recurrent crises in their failure to meet the 
expectations or challenges facing the newly established state.26 He pointed to the 
inability of the then government to frame a constitution for the country; that when 
the constitution did come into existence in 1956, it failed to address the important 
issues of the time.27 This observation of the failure of the politicians to mediate 
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political and economic crises is consistent with the military leadership’s views on 
the subject.

Before proceeding to examine the Pakistani army’s publications for an analysis 
of the military leadership’s perceptions, a brief reference is made to an interview 
conducted by this writer with another senior military officer (a Major General in 
rank) of the Pakistani army who had also served on the faculty of the NDC.28 This 
officer pointed out (in response to a question on how the curriculum of the College 
meets the objective of the training programme) that the NDC provides a platform 
to help develop consensus in policy-making and in determining and defining the 
national interest. With this consensus the College ensures, as far as is possible, 
that the different elites (the military officers and the civilian executives) are not 
working at cross-purposes. On being asked what constituted national security 
from his point of view, the officer acknowledged the concept itself defies simple 
classification but proposed that ‘as a matter of understanding, any issue which 
ultimately results in the use of force as a consequence of any development at 
some stage should fall into national security categorisation.’29 The officer counted 
economic breakdown and law and order issues as a function of national security. 
Broadly speaking, the officer argued, if we consider among others, diplomacy, 
economy, the military and the media as elements of power, then a weakening of 
any of these elements should also be categorised as a national security concern. 
In other words, all the elements associated with routine democratic government 
could be of concern to the military, if they so decided.

In an answer to a question on what comprised the military’s institutional 
strength, the officer identified discipline, training and the internal cohesiveness 
of the army as of foremost importance. It was further articulated that in Pakistan, 
the army was ‘one institution with roots in the masses at the leadership level’ and 
that it takes its intake from ‘all walks of life’ where ‘all ethnic groups, religious 
groups, even minorities are represented.’30 The army makes this integration hap-
pen, the officer stated, through a fair system of selection of personnel and thus the 
institution ‘draws its strength from the rule of law and merit within the army.’31 
Now, two broad themes immediately become apparent from the above responses. 
The first refers to the inclusive nature of national security as perceived by the 
military leadership. The second theme is concerned with the attributes of military 
in terms of its internal cohesiveness. It can therefore be inferred that the military 
leadership’s justification for the removal of civilian governments in Pakistan is 
probably attributable to this broad interpretation of what constitutes national secu-
rity and, by similar reasoning, the factors that undermine it. With this all-inclusive 
definition of national security, it is expected that the perceived crises in political 
or economic domains are likely to be advanced as sufficient and legitimate raison 
d’être for military intervention. Indeed, military rulers from General Ayub Khan 
in 1958 to General Pervaiz Musharraf in 1999 have resorted to this argument. 
Equally relevantly, the evidence presented here has not supported the argument 
of economic and or political crises as an adequate explanation of military coups 
d’état in Pakistan.
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The 1999 military coup
An examination of the 1999 military coup d’état in Pakistan reveals that it can 
stand as an exemplar of path dependency, in relation to the army’s underlying and 
historical concerns. In addition to the charge of the civilian government attempting 
to create dissension in the ranks of military leadership32 and triggering a coup by 
implication, General Musharraf, in an interview with the Qatar-based television 
station Al-Jazeera on 12 November 1999, stated that ‘stabilisation of economy is 
my number one priority. We have very poor economic conditions. We would like 
to stabilise the economy. Secondly, we need to strengthen national integration, 
because there was a degree of provincial disharmony in Pakistan.’33

Measuring provincial harmony or national integration being beyond the scope 
of this investigation, our primary consideration is to assess the claim of the military 
government’s first priority: reviving the national economy. As a notional reference 
to the revival of national economy assumes initial economic underachievement or 
mismanagement, ‘it is [therefore] more useful [original italics] to identify factors 
that are prior to the event to be explained.’34 This is what the following section 
sets to achieve by drawing on a report presented by the World Bank on Pakistan’s 
economic performance. The report on the state of Pakistan’s economy (published 
by the World Bank on 7 April 1999, that is, some 6 months before the 12 October 
1999 military coup d’état) is relevant as it makes a contrasting read to the military 
government’s claim of economic difficulties. Commenting on the variables that 
had impacted on the country’s national economy, the report notes:

The nuclear tests of May 1998 [conducted by Pakistan in response to India’s 
nuclear tests of the same year], the economic sanctions that followed, and the 
related drying up of most capital inflows led to severe financial difficulties. 
A combination of adroit domestic economic and financial management and 
international financial assistance have allowed Pakistan to come through the 
immediate crisis without drastic disruption of economic activity . . . Most 
important, Pakistan had an on-going economic reform program since 1997 
that helped mitigate the effects of the crisis. Pakistan had reduced its fiscal 
deficit from 7.1 per cent of GDP in 1995/96 to 5.4 per cent in 1997/98.35

The essential point is therefore clear. The data presented here does not support 
the claim of economic crises, let alone serve as a sufficient cause for the military 
coup d’état of 1999. There is, by contrast, strong preliminary evidence that the 
military takeover of 1999 was precipitated after the limited India–Pakistan armed 
hostility in the disputed territory of Kashmir over the Kargil area.

Two caveats,36 however, are in order. First, it is not being claimed that this 
conflict was the immediate cause of the 1999 military coup d’état in Pakistan. The 
military intervened when General Pervaiz Musharraf was removed as the army 
chief by the then prime minister Nawaz Sharif. Second, it is equally important to 
note that our focus is not on the territorial dispute between India and Pakistan over 
Kashmir. The reference to the Kargil conflict usefully illuminates the military’s 
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influence and allows for a greater understanding of the processes of civil–military 
interaction in Pakistan.

Bruce Riedel, a Special Assistant to the American president, Bill Clinton, from 
1997 to 2001, has (as a participant in the subsequent discussions held between 
President Clinton and the Pakistani prime minister Nawaz Sharif) documented 
President Clinton’s intervention in the India–Pakistan crisis over the Kargil area 
of Kashmir. The episode had sufficiently alarmed the American Administration, 
given the nuclear weapons status of the two protagonists.37 The American Admin-
istration, in order to press upon Pakistan the need to disengage from the conflict, 
enlisted the help of the Saudi Ambassador in the USA who in turn secured the sup-
port of the Saudi Crown Prince (and the present King) Abdullah for the American 
initiative. The British prime minister, Tony Blair, ‘also contacted [Nawaz] Sharif 
to weigh in as well on the need for withdrawal [of the Pakistani armed forces from 
the Kargil sector].’38 Prime minister Nawaz Sharif arrived in Washington from 
Pakistan for the summit meeting with President Clinton on 4 July 1999.

Riedel informs us that Sharif appeared deeply troubled by the possibility of an 
escalation (in the wake of the armed conflict in the Kargil) leading to an all-out 
war with India and was ‘equally worried about his own hold on power and the 
threat from his military chiefs who were pressing for a tough stand.’39 For exam-
ple, Riedel observes that the Pakistani army chief General Pervaiz Mushrraf ‘was 
said to be a hardliner on Kashmir, a man some feared was determined to humble 
India once and for all.’40 The prime minister, after the intervention by American 
president Bill Clinton, agreed to withdraw the Pakistani troops from the Kargil 
area.41 After Sharif’s subsequent return to Pakistan, the Americans attempted to 
continue a level of mediation over the Kashmir problem but concluded that the 
situation within Pakistan was not conducive for Nawaz Sharif to move forward 
on that front.42 Riedel further notes that around the September of that year, the 
American Administration was given the impression that the Nawaz Sharif govern-
ment:

knew a military coup was coming. On October 12 1999 it came. Ironically, it 
was Nawaz who provoked the coup’s timing by trying to exile [the army chief 
General Pervaiz] Musharraf when he was on an official visit to Sri Lanka. His 
plane was denied permission to return to Karachi or anywhere in Pakistan. 
The military rebelled and forced open the airport. Within hours, Nawaz was 
in jail and the army was in control.43

While the above illustration presents an interpretation of the Kargil conflict from 
the American point of view, it nevertheless informs us about the complexity of 
the civilian government’s limited control over an influential military. On the one 
hand, the military accepted the civilian government’s decision to disengage from 
the Kargil sector subsequent to Sharif’s summit with Clinton. On the other, we 
have evidence that the civilian government had considerable reservations, con-
veyed to the American Administration and as noted by Riedel, regarding the pro-
jected backlash from the military after the withdrawal of Pakistani troops from 
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conflict with India. Vali Nasr suggests that the conflict even supports the view that 
the Pakistani military:

used extremist forces in Kashmir to undermine [prime minister] Sharif, most 
notably in Kargil in 1999, when an incursion by militants into Indian-held 
Kashmir brought the two countries to the brink of war, and eventually greatly 
weakened Nawaz Sharif.44

The Kargil episode shows that the military had probably adopted a rigid stance 
against withdrawing troops in this conflict with India, and Prime Minister Sharif 
was aware of the potential political costs of the decision to withdraw troops.45 
This assumption is also linked with the first, in the sense of the military’s reaction 
to a civilian government encroaching upon the formers’ domain in an attempt 
to project civilian control. Lastly, the Kargil episode demonstrates the dynam-
ics of civil–military relations in Pakistan by revealing the limited political space 
afforded to the former by the latter.

As an aside, we note contrasting interpretations of the aftermath of the 1999 
military coup d’état in Pakistan. For example, Riedel notes that the ‘US rela-
tions with Pakistan have substantially improved . . . thanks to the Musharraf’s 
government’s role in the war against the Taliban and Osama bin Laden.’46 Nasr, 
on the other hand, is mindful of the rise of religious extremism ‘where the mili-
tary did full-bore Islamism a huge favor by yanking the PML from power’ and 
ending Pakistan’s progress towards democracy.47 Where Riedel’s view probably 
reflects the historical American take on military interventions in Pakistan, Nasr’s 
is an important insight in that it is in fact military intervention that promotes 
extremism, be it religious or otherwise, rather than the political elite creating such 
cleavages. This point essentially negates the military’s contention for removing 
the civilian governments on account of political disorder. Rather, going by the 
evidence, it will be argued that the aftermath of a military intervention is a legacy 
of political cleavages and deficits that the successor civilian regimes attempt to 
mediate or contain. These regimes, in turn, are constrained by the limited political 
space allowed by the departing military regime, for instance in terms of constitu-
tional amendments strengthening the presidency where a parliamentary form of 
government exists. The problem with a strong presidency, as we are reminded in 
the case of the Weimar Republic, was that it got ‘eventually exploited to subvert 
and then destroy altogether the place of Parliament.’48 Through the adoption of 
constitutional measures, the present military government has followed the path of 
the earlier military coups in Pakistan. The military coup of 1958 had produced the 
1962 constitution, while the Eighth Constitutional Amendment was an outcome 
of the 1977 military coup in the country. Following the military coup d’état of 
1999, constitutional cover has been obtained for the continuation of the serving 
army chief General Pervaiz Musharraf as the president of the country, in addition 
to strengthening the office of the president relative to that of the prime minister, 
among others.49
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Pakistan Administrative Staff College
This section offers a brief outline of the Pakistan Administrative Staff College 
(PASC), an institution that instructs the senior members of the civilian bureauc-
racy in policy formulating skills. In an earlier section of this chapter we refer to 
the PASC to draw out the contrast of its thrust on capacity building of the civilian 
bureaucracy, as compared with the nation-building discourse of the NDC that 
trains the senior military leadership. As a retired General of the Pakistan Army 
now heads the PASC, it will also be fruitful, as a further research agenda, to docu-
ment any change of focus that this institution undergoes where the training of the 
senior civilian bureaucracy is concerned.

While examining the National Defence College, it was highlighted that the 
College, in addition to training the senior military officers, also intakes selected 
members of the senior civilian bureaucracy. The PASC, on the other hand, is an 
institution primarily concerned with preparing the senior members of the civilian 
bureaucracy for policy formulation roles.50 Both the NDC and the PASC, thus 
share objectives of improving key skills and competencies of the potential leaders 
of the military and the civilian bureaucracy respectively.

The National Management Course of the PASC for the civilian bureaucracy 
is thus described as a ‘watershed in the career of civil servants’ for it aims to 
increase the capacity of the senior civil servants in taking on leadership roles.51 
The ‘capacity building’ theme (enabling the civil servants to cope with change) 
resonates in the interview with the then Principal of the PASC.52 More relevant to 
this study, however, are the Principal’s comments on the influence of the military 
being instructive. While referring to the present system of governance and the 
role of the military in Pakistan, the Principal remarked that in his opinion, it was 
about:

the chemistry of power. Army has emerged as the single most powerful, 
organised entity in [our] political system. From the barracks they have started 
expanding. They [the Army] lay down rules, define them, [and identify] 
spheres of influence for other actors [in the system].53

While the comment can be interpreted as the personal opinion of a member of 
the civilian bureaucracy, it is important to emphasise that the Principal’s observa-
tion on his understanding of the influence of the military in Pakistan is consistent 
with the findings of this investigation. Furthermore, as an in-service (in 2003), 
senior member of the Pakistani civil services (equivalent to the rank of a perma-
nent secretary to the government), the Principal is propitiously located to com-
ment on the influence of the military.

During the course of the interview, the Principal made another pertinent 
observation on the nuances of the military’s influence, suggesting that the present 
military regime in Pakistan probably had the Indonesian model of government 
(under General Suharto) in mind to be applied in this country. However, with 
the collapse of the Suharto regime, the Principal argued, the military in Pakistan 
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has now turned its attention to adopting the Turkish model of government. This 
observation can be further analysed and developed fruitfully. The objective here 
is not an explication of either the Indonesian or the Turkish models of governance. 
How far these models have been or are likely to be replicated in Pakistan is also 
beyond the scope of this investigation. What concerns us here are the potential 
problems encountered in altering the path of political developments subsequent 
to the event of a military coup d’état. For example, while Suharto’s dictatorship 
has ended, ‘the [Indonesian] army enjoys unhealthy influence over the govern-
ment [and] exploits this to pursue shady businesses.’54 Another comment similarly 
informs that in Indonesia:

Military foundations run logging concessions, palm oil plantations, hotels, 
banks, an airline and all manner of other businesses. The army’s presence 
in every district and village of the country . . . gives it leverage over local 
politicians and officials. The army exploits this influence to win lucrative 
contracts, muscle in on land deals . . . and so on.55

In the Turkish model of governance, it has been demonstrated that the Turkish 
military has retained considerable influence over the government’s policy-making 
processes through institutions such as the National Security Council. There are 
processes in these exemplars common to governance of the military regime in 
Pakistan. For instance, the 1999 military coup in Pakistan saw the army chief 
and the president (General Pervaiz Musharraf) amending the Constitution and 
setting up a National Security Council, empowering the Presidency to dissolve 
the National Assembly, and appointing the armed forces chiefs.56 It is therefore 
reasonable to argue that the Pakistani armed forces exhibit characteristics of both 
the Indonesian model in terms of the former’s considerable economic interests, 
and the Turkish model, whereby the creation of the National Security Council 
in Pakistan and the strengthening of the office of the president through constitu-
tional amendments are illustrative of the military’s control and influence within 
the state.

In an earlier part of the chapter, it was argued that the publications of the Paki-
stani army provide evidence for the world view of the military leadership on a 
range of political and professional issues such as those of nation-building, among 
others. The following section therefore analyses one of the more significant pub-
lications, known as The Green Book 2000, for this purpose.

The Green Book 2000
The Green Book 2000 contains articles by 39 senior (major-generals and brig-
adiers) and middle-ranking (colonels, lieutenant colonels) officers of the Paki-
stani army, all in-service in 2000. They have articulated their views on aspects of 
nation-building, and the military’s contribution in political, social and economic 
spheres. Considering the roles, status and experience of these officers, the views 
expressed by these representatives of the military leadership are clearly reflective 
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of the military’s institutional perception and understanding of the nation-building 
processes, and the military’s present and likely contribution to these processes. 
So, the editorial of this publication confirms: ‘Gone are the days when the sole 
role of an army was limited, either to invade or beat back the attackers . . . Geo-
political and geo-strategic regional compulsions of South Asia have made the 
revision and redefinition of Pakistan Army’s role a necessity.’57

Out of these 39 military officers, contributions by 13 senior officers have 
been selected for an analysis of the motivation and understanding of the military 
leadership’s views on political developments in Pakistan. Political and economic 
mismanagement, inefficiency and corruption of the civil governments in Pakistan 
(real or perceived), and the law and order situation emerge as key themes in the 
military leadership’s perception of the state of the affairs. A Major-General of the 
Pakistani army thus claims that where the politicians have fomented sectarianism 
and regionalism, the army, on the other hand, has provided stability and has helped 
develop cohesiveness within the society.58 For a resolution of the aforementioned 
shortcomings of the civilian governments in Pakistan, the officer argues for the 
induction of army personnel in the police service and sectors such as health serv-
ices and engineering.59 The fact that by 2003 1,027 civilian positions in the public 
sector in Pakistan had been occupied by military personnel confirms the preceding 
view (on the induction of the military) is far from a personal opinion of an individ-
ual officer. Similarly, a newspaper report60 informs us that a number of inducted 
military officers (both serving and retired) are working in ministries of defence, 
communications, foreign affairs, education, information, establishment division 
(responsible for the promotions and postings of the civilian bureaucracy), inte-
rior (responsible for police and law enforcement agencies), food and agriculture, 
information technology, defence production, petroleum and natural resources, sci-
ence and technology, and the revenue division among others.61 To quote specific 
examples from recent reports, we note that the education ministry’s monitoring 
and evaluation cell is ‘entirely manned’ by the former military officers,62 whereas 
retired armed forces officers are being inducted in the Central Board of Revenue 
of the Finance Ministry among others.63 The formidable control of the military is 
further demonstrated by the fact that the education ministry (presently headed by 
a retired Lieutenant General of the Pakistani army) ‘has acquired the services of 
Pakistan army’ to rebuild or renovate ‘all government-run schools in the country’, 
where the project is expected to cost a staggering PRs 100 billion.64

That the military has embarked on perhaps the most comprehensive attempt to 
occupy the public sphere is illustrated by the changes that have been introduced 
in the syllabus of secondary schools in Pakistan. The Pakistan Studies curriculum 
now includes the 12 October 1999 military coup d’état of General Musharraf, 
‘his philosophy of “enlightened moderation” ’ and other reforms initiated by the 
regime.65

It is also striking that for the first time in the history of the PASC, an institution 
for the training of senior civil servants, is headed by (the now retired) Lieuten-
ant General Javed Hassan, the former Commandant of the military’s National 
Defence College.66 Not unexpectedly, this appointment has come under criticism 
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from the civilian bureaucracy.67 This appointment can be seen as one of the first 
steps indicative of the military’s desire to influence the direction of the training of 
the civil bureaucracy, develop precedence and institutionalise this particular policy 
choice with considerable implications for public policy formulation in Pakistan. 
It now transpires that right from the time of appointment of civil servants in the 
country, retired military officers generally direct the formers’ career progression 
and training. For instance, the Civil Services Academy in Lahore that trains the 
newly inducted civil officers, is headed by a retired army officer, as are the institu-
tions such as the National Institution of Public Administration (responsible for 
training mid-career civil servants) at Lahore, Karachi and Peshawar.68

As earlier mentioned, criticism of civilian governments in Pakistan on account 
of political and economic mismanagement is a recurring theme in The Green 
Book.69 Elsewhere in this publication, another officer advocates that the Defence 
Ministry should be solely manned by the personnel drawn from the army, the 
navy, and the air force, as the civilian bureaucracy at the level of the ‘joint sec-
retary and deputy secretary level do not show an understanding of the military 
matters.’70 The step would help in facilitating decision-making and maintaining 
secrecy towards ‘all service matters.’71 The preceding statement illustrates a fun-
damental issue of trust and confidence, or more specifically, the lack of trust in the 
civil bureaucracy. Thus, where a lack of specialised knowledge of military affairs 
within the civilian bureaucracy can be explained as an issue of capacity building 
and training, the reference to issues of secrecy in this context directly question the 
integrity of the civilian stakeholders in the Defence Ministry.

Pakistan’s history of conflict and dispute with India is an important theme, 
emphasised by the senior military commanders in The Green Book. At one level, 
the military leadership views Pakistan’s nuclear capability as offering potential 
for pursuing low intensity conflict with India (following the logic, or hope, that 
nuclear weapons are likely to contain the possibility of an all-out war between 
India and Pakistan).72 We are also offered a more measured comment on the 
India–Pakistan conflict with the observation that both ‘India and Pakistan have 
found it increasingly difficult to overcome their mutual antipathy of formative 
years’ resulting in spending of vast resources on the defence budgets.73 The latest 
assertion by the Chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff Committee (JCSC), that Paki-
stan’s conventional and non-conventional weapons will be used to defend the 
country74 is representative of the military’s institutional assessment of India con-
tinuing to be a source of primary concern to the leadership. This assessment will 
have secondary ramifications in terms of sustained and high defence expenditure 
in Pakistan, making it potentially problematic for a civilian government to curtail 
the same. Not surprisingly then, the defence allocations have been increased by 
3.3 per cent, with the state minister for Finance in General Pervaiz Musharraf’s 
government helpfully observing that the ‘People of Pakistan are always ready to 
sacrifice their lives and resources for the defence of geographical and ideological 
frontiers of this sacred homeland.’75

In contrast to the minister’s assertion, a member (at the time of publication 
of this report) of the Defence Committee of the Senate of Pakistan (belonging to 
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the opposition Pakistan Peoples Party) has noted that the ‘actual military spend-
ing will be masked as civil expenditure and the Parliament will not know which 
[armed forces] Service is spending how much and on what’,76 reflecting the his-
torical absence of parliamentary debate and oversight of the defence expenditure 
in Pakistan.

Reverting to The Green Book, many of the senior army officers writing in this 
publication have drawn on the experiences of foreign military services with a 
view to presenting a more coherent account of the Pakistan armed forces’ involve-
ment in the political and economic affairs of the state. For instance, case studies 
have been cited where the militaries in Thailand, Turkey and Indonesia, among 
others, have held positions of influence and control within the state. The Peoples 
Liberation Army of China is mentioned where it is involved in ‘fighting, farm-
ing and production’ and in ‘commercial activity.’77 In a similar fashion, we are 
informed of the Egyptian army’s engagement in heavy economic activity, and 
later of the role of the Brazilian, Chilean, Peruvian and the Guatemalan armies in 
their respective countries.78

While analysing the military’s perception over the state of the nation, one 
acknowledges that some military officers have articulated reservations on the 
growing involvement of Pakistani armed forces in the civilian sphere, in recogni-
tion of the potential difficulties and ‘ill effects’ resulting from the army’s increased 
engagement in the civil life.79 There may well be political mismanagement, but 
the army cannot be expected to ‘replace all state institutions.’80 An officer sounds 
a further note of caution, warning ‘On no account should the army be doing nation 
building at the cost of professional requirements.’81 In the considered opinion of 
a senior army officer, the military’s involvement outside its specific domain has a 
twin effect on both the civil and the military. For the military, it will ‘affect train-
ing and operational edifice of the [armed] services . . . and [this] must constitute a 
serious consideration in determining the level of Army’s involvement in national 
affairs.’82 In the view of this officer, the army’s intervention in civil affairs is 
likely to induce ‘inertia of dependence and mar the very growth of these [civil] 
institutions from within, an essential prerequisite for a long-term perspective of 
nation building.’83

Before concluding this section, a reference to the military’s perception of it 
having the requisite skills, knowledge and experience for laying claim to be the 
primary vehicle in the nation-building and governance projects is necessary. The 
military argues that it has the internal organisation to take up such a task, and that 
it is ‘older than the political structure of the country as it was raised by the British 
on professional and apolitical lines.’84 The importance of this assertion is in the 
implied and embedded claim to legitimacy, drawn on by an institution (the armed 
forces) that predates the existence of a political structure (Pakistan). This claim, 
however, is of limited, if any, utility in an explanation of the military’s influ-
ence in Pakistan. More significant are the policy choices made starting from the 
incorporation of serving military officers in the civil administration in Pakistan in 
1948, and the induction of the sitting army chief General Ayub Khan in 1954 as 
the Defence Minister, as events signposting the military’s salience.
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Business of the military
This section examines the considerable economic interests of the Pakistani mili-
tary to explain why this institution has been euphemistically referred to as the 
‘parallel state’. The account begins with the rationale advanced by the military for 
extending its role in the economic sector of Pakistan. We are informed that due to 
the organisational requirements of the military forces, a large number of person-
nel from the services (approximately 30,000) retire annually between the ages 
of 40 and 50 years and the army regards the welfare of such personnel and their 
families as its ‘major obligation.’85 The establishment of the Army Welfare Trust 
(AWT) in 1971 was therefore designed to generate funds for the ‘welfare and 
rehabilitation’ of the services personnel.86 Beginning with a start-up capital of PRs 
0.7 million in 1971, the Trust’s assets were estimated in excess of PRs 50 billion 
in 2000.87 The AWT has diversified into the financial sector (with the creation of 
Askari88 Commercial Bank in 1991, Askari Leasing Company in 1993, and Askari 
General Insurance Limited in 1995), and businesses in areas such as construction, 
security, pharmaceuticals and agriculture.89

The AWT, however, is preceded by another organisation, the Fauji90 Founda-
tion (FF), categorised as a ‘charitable trust, exclusively devoted to the welfare 
of ex-servicemen of the armed forces of Pakistan and their dependents.’91 The 
Foundation, created in the mid-1950s with an outlay of PRs 18 million, had assets 
worth over PRs 9 billion in 2000, in the process becoming the ‘largest welfare-
cum-industrial complex in Pakistan.’92 Interestingly, in 2005, the net worth of 
the Foundation is estimated in excess of PRs 43 billion93, an increase of PRs 34 
billion over 5 years.

The Foundation’s managing director (a retired Lieutenant General of the Paki-
stani army) sheds further light on the economic wherewithal of this entity noting 
that, by 2005, the organisation had contributed a total of PRs 167 billion in taxes 
and duties to the national exchequer.94 The Foundation has plans for building 
power plants at various locations in Pakistan, and consolidating its presence in 
the health sector by constructing additional hospitals.95 The FF owns 224 welfare 
institutions such as hospitals, schools, colleges and technical training centres,96 
and operates projects such as sugar mills, cereal plants and a polypropylene plant; 
the Foundation is also a shareholder in other companies owned by the Pakistani 
army including the Fauji Fertilizer Company, and the Fauji Oil terminal and Dis-
tribution Company, to name but a few.97

Among these companies, the Fauji Fertilizer Company (FFC) deserves a spe-
cial mention. Incorporated as a public limited company in 1978, the FFC has a 
market capitalisation (in 2003) of PRs 19 billion.98 The FFC holds around a 60 
per cent share of the urea market in Pakistan; since its formation the Company 
claims a contribution of PRs 42 billion to the national exchequer in government 
taxes attaining the position of ‘the highest taxpayer’ in Pakistan.99 The aforemen-
tioned organisations are, however, solely associated with the Pakistani army; the 
Pakistani navy and the Pakistani air force have their own designated welfare trusts 
and foundations.
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The nature and the extent of the Pakistani military’s influence in the national 
economy, in Ayesha Siddiqa Agha’s view, reflect the ‘military’s top management’s 
desire to institution building.’100 This is a valuable observation, for it identifies the 
path adopted by the military for institutionalising its role not only in the political 
but also the economic realm in Pakistan.101 The setting up of the Shaheen Founda-
tion by the Pakistani air force in 1977 and the Bahria Foundation by the Pakistani 
navy in 1981, both taking a lead on a number of projects including those of com-
mercial aviation, real estate development, ship breaking and education, similarly 
reflect the desire to maximise economic influence.102

However, returning to the overall context of the military’s business activities, 
Agha cites the embedded political influence of the military to challenge the claim 
of welfare (of the military personnel) as an explanation of the business ventures of 
the armed forces and argues: ‘The top management of the armed forces jealously 
guard their interests. Over the years the interests have narrowed down from the 
greater benefit of the institution to personal welfare of the generals.’103 In support 
of her argument, Agha contends that the military’s business ventures are more 
a product of personal whims than proper feasibility studies in the sense that the 
start-up projects are seen as potential employment-creating opportunities for the 
senior armed forces officers.104

Nevertheless, the military’s economic interests are but a manifestation of the 
extent of its influence and control over the developments in Pakistan. That the 
business ventures in this instance are not likely to be driven by commercial fea-
sibility studies does not detract from the main argument: the Pakistani military 
has adequate political and economic capacity to be categorised as the parallel 
state. It is therefore with good reason that where the military’s economic capacity 
is concerned, the military (that is, the army, the navy and the air force) is now 
acknowledged to be operating the country’s largest business entity in the form 
of its charitable foundations and trusts and these organisations amongst them 
‘produce almost everything which a Pakistani producer or a service provider can 
produce.’105 So, what is the problem with the military’s business activity? For 
one, with military’s economic autarky, it becomes exceedingly difficult for the 
political government to ‘engage in meaningful oversight of the military.’106 It is 
also likely that the military’s economic engagements ‘introduce market distor-
tions . . . provide a platform for corruption and rent-seeking behaviour (defined as 
the extraction of excess profits . . . )’, among others.107

By way of concluding, we now summarise the key themes of this investigation 
below.

Summary
This inquiry set out to argue why the process of scrutinising the military, arguably 
the most powerful institution of the Pakistani state, helps in understanding politi-
cal developments in the country. We demonstrated that the theoretical frameworks 
of path dependency and historical institutionalism are best situated to provide us 
with a powerful theoretical lens through which to investigate the civil–military 
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dynamics. An emphasis on the salience of institutions as a fruitful line of inquiry 
yielded important insights into the processes of constructing precedents that are 
difficult to reverse. During the course of the study, we found that the constitutional 
provisions adopted by the military for imposing formal controls constrained suc-
ceeding civilian governments in Pakistan by enabling the office of the president 
and validating all measures adopted by the military, among others.

Though not a central concern of this inquiry, the study highlighted the poverty 
of the concept of the military as a modernising agent and strikingly demonstrated 
that a professional military in the case of Pakistan has not reduced the likelihood 
of the occurrence of the military coup d’état. In fact, the military has intervened 
when it has perceived its institutional interest threatened by the civilian govern-
ment.

The analysis presented the background to the problem of Hindu–Muslim con-
flict in a united India and demonstrated how the threat perception of the Muslim 
religious minority in India translated into political aspirations of separatism based 
on religious identity, and culminated in the demand for Pakistan. While discuss-
ing the establishment of the Indian National Congress and the All-India Muslim 
League, we observed that the former sought to represent all of India while the 
latter aspired to exclusively articulate the Indian Muslim community’s political 
interests. This differential in the objectives of the two parties laid the founda-
tion for political contestation on the basis of religious identity. The underlying 
theme of the discourse was to alert us to the application of threat perception as 
an analytical tool that permeated the construction of official policy in Pakistan. It 
can thus be reasonably inferred that political variations and historical experiences 
are likely to leave an imprint on policy outcome. Most relevant is the way that the 
experience of Hindu–Muslim conflict in India, and Pakistan’s perception of threat 
from a larger hostile neighbour, has impacted on the public policy construction.

By examining the generic causes of a military coup d’état in some societies, the 
investigation scoped a number of variables likely to either constrain or precipitate 
military intervention. During the course of the analysis, a reference was made to 
some of the weaknesses within the civil–military relations theory, primarily but 
not exclusively relating to the problem of under-theorising within the discipline. 
It was argued that the theoretical framework requires innovative approaches to 
explain the persistence of the military’s influence in different settings.

We noted some of the difficulties in rolling back the influence of the military in 
societies that have experienced a coup d’état are probably attributable to the per-
sistence of institutional constraints introduced by the military following its inter-
vention. Therefore to account for periods of direct military rule and the coups that 
bring these about in Pakistan, one should not focus on discrete causal factors such 
as ‘professionalism’ or ‘Islam’ as a problematique, but employ a path-dependent, 
historical institutionalist approach for unravelling the military’s web of embedded 
control, and extricate the theory from contrived convenience of argument based 
on tautological assumptions.

An examination of the political developments after independence in 1947 
demonstrates that the establishment of civil service positions in 1948 to mediate 
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between the cabinet and the parliament was one manifestation of the incremental 
centralisation of the authority within the state. Equally significant was the induc-
tion in 1954 of the serving army chief as Defence Minister into the Cabinet. Evi-
dence was then presented to argue that, for example, the 1958 military coup d’état 
in Pakistan is best understood as a response of the civilian bureaucracy–military 
nexus intended to constrain the development of political institutions in Pakistan. 
With the emergence of the military as the core executive, the interventions of 
1977 and 1999 are seen similarly.

We also reported that there is no conclusive evidence linking problems of law 
and order and political instability with the military coups in Pakistan and arrived 
at this conclusion by considering an important study documenting the problems 
of lawlessness and crime statistics in Pakistan; it was revealed that regardless of 
the political system (military regime or civilian government), the crime rate has 
generally registered an upward trend. The assumption that the military in Pakistan 
intervenes as a response to systemic political and or economic crises, and deals 
with these problems, is thus flawed.

The present study has identified new resources that shed light on the perception 
and the role, both present and potential, of the military leadership in the politics 
of Pakistan. Accessing significant resources such as the National Defence College 
that trains the entire military leadership of the Pakistani armed forces, locates a 
window of opportunity for conducting further research on this very important 
institution. We used the internal publication of the Pakistani army that articulates 
the senior military leadership’s understanding, and the military’s institutional con-
tribution, to the project of nation-building in Pakistan. We also found that there 
is approximate consensus within the military leadership on two issues central to 
the civil–military relations debate. The first related to a sense of mistrust in the 
capacity of the political leadership to deliver ‘good governance’. The second was 
the confidence that the military had the capacity, indeed duty, to contribute and 
engage in all the spheres of civilian life. In the articles contributed by the senior 
military officers seen here, most drew on the examples of the militaries of China, 
Indonesia, Egypt, Israel and Turkey among others, to support the case for the 
involvement of the Pakistani military in sectors such as health, education and 
agriculture to name but a few. Therefore, it is reasonable to infer that the military 
in Pakistan is unlikely to withdraw from the public sphere and act as a ‘profes-
sional’ military alone. On the contrary, it is likely that the civilian governments 
in Pakistan will continue to function under constraints imposed by the military’s 
penetration of the civilian sector, thus undermining the capacity of political insti-
tutions to mediate politically.

One consequence of constraining political institutions needs to be highlighted, 
namely that the marginalisation of the political exacerbates religious and ethnic 
cleavages. At this point we note a key differential. We assume these cleavages to 
be a consequence of constraints imposed on political institutions. This assumption 
is contrary to the received wisdom of branding civilian governments in Pakistan a 
cause of religious and ethnic divisions. This is an essential point, for the event of a 
military coup d’état, in the literature is generally attributed to a ‘failure’ of politi-
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cal governments in Pakistan. On the basis of evidence reviewed in this inquiry, the 
argument is fundamentally problematic.

This study has demonstrated the saliency of the military as the most formidable 
institution in Pakistan. We have set out the explanation of how this phenomenon 
came about, by differentiating the causes and the consequences of military coups 
from mere coincidence. Any project of sustainable democratisation in Pakistan 
will, therefore, have to contend with the institution of the military, socialised as it 
is in the exercise of power and governance.
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