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ABSTRACT 
 
 

 
 This study investigates processes of democratic transition in India and Pakistan in 

an attempt to explain why India achieved democratic consolidation while democracy in 

Pakistan became unstable and prone to authoritarian interventions.  The political and 

social systems of South Asia are analyzed utilizing a historical institutionalist approach 

that incorporates process-tracing methods and event history analysis.  Particular attention 

is paid to the period of British Colonial rule and its impact on social, political, and 

economic systems, as well as notions of identity in the subcontinent.  A focus on political 

development over time reveals significant disparities between Hindus and Muslims 

during British rule, which would have great impacts on the Indian and Pakistani transition 

processes.  Using Linz and Stepan’s “five arenas of democracy” as an organizational 

schema, a diverse array of democratizaion theories are applied to empirical evidence 

from each state at the time of independence.  Analysis reveals that the favorable political, 

social, and economic conditions, and institutions of governance in India in 1947 made 

democratic consolidation more likely in India than in Pakistan.   

 Chapters two and three analyze the development of democratic institutions in 

India and Pakistan from 1947 to the present.  India, benefiting from favorable conditions 
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as well as elites who underwent a process of political learning during the colonial era, 

was able to craft stable and effective representative institutions.  The legal system, 

governance structure, and electoral system established in India allowed for the 

institutionalization of democratic norms and procedures in Indian social and political life.  

Constructions of Indian national identity, as well as a range of formal and informal 

power-sharing arrangements, were also successful in uniting India’s diverse population 

without suppressing sub-national forms of identity.  In Pakistan, inexperienced political 

elites engaged in a range of undemocratic tactics and behavior that became deeply 

entrenched in the political system.  Group conflict and ethnic factionalism quickly 

emerged due to Pakistan’s unrepresentative governance structure, and they were 

exacerbated by attempts to impose a unified national identity on the country’s 

populations.  The rapid development and heightened political and cultural importance of 

the Pakistani military and the inefficiency of democratic systems in the state allowed the 

armed forces to repeatedly assert their control over the political process.   

In comparing the development of democratic institutions in India and Pakistan, it 

is clear that unequal legacies of colonial rule as well as the decisions of individual elites 

affected the design of the governance structures, rate at which democratic procedures 

became established, institutional effectiveness, and ability to manage social diversity in 

each state.  These differences led to rapid democratic consolidation in India, and a 

repeatedly stalled or reversed transition process in Pakistan.   

 
 
        Dr. Barbara Hicks 
        Division of Social Sciences 
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Introduction 
 
 

 

In August of 1947 the British Indian Empire, which had ruled the subcontinent for 

nearly a century, officially came to a close as the newly independent nations of India and 

Pakistan were born.  The termination of British rule was the end result of decades of 

bitter struggle between governmental authorities and independence movements in the 

political and civil societies of colonial India.  Over the years, these independence 

movements and moderates within the colonial government had pushed for liberalization 

of the political process in British India and the inclusion of Indians in the colonial 

governance structure through democratic means.  These democratic forces did achieve a 

gradual opening of political society and the reform of government institutions.  By 

independence, the colonial government included national and provincial legislatures for 

the Indian population, whose seats were assigned on the basis of an electoral process.  

While the authority of these legislatures and their ability to influence policy were 

extremely restricted by the British government, they nonetheless became forums of 

democratic resistance and powerful tools in the formation of the Nationalist movements 

that gave rise to India and Pakistan.  

 Exposure to western style political institutions and the experience of limited 

democratic freedoms in colonial India had a profound effect on the population.  

Prominent figures in the pre-independence political parties and nationalist movements 

were particularly influenced by western political theory and notions of democratic 

governance.  The leaders who would drive the British from the subcontinent and later 
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design the Indian and Pakistani constitutions were all educated at British universities, and 

many began their careers as democratically elected members of the colonial legislatures. 

Upon achieving independence, the founding elites of India and Pakistan began the 

process of nation building with the ultimate goal of establishing parliamentary 

democracies based on Britain’s Westminster model.  Given the western education of the 

Indian and Pakistani constitution framers and their exposure to democratic principles and 

processes in the legislative assemblies, it would seem that the establishment of stable, 

liberal democracies in each new nation was an attainable goal.  Somewhere along the 

path to democratic consolidation, however, India and Pakistan began to take divergent 

routes.  A brief glance at the past half-century as well as present-day social and political 

conditions in South Asia reveals a wide gulf in democratic performance and stability 

between India and Pakistan. 

  Even as the Pakistani Constituent Assembly met to craft the democratic 

institutions of the new nation, democratic principles and processes were limited or 

ignored.  Dominant political parities and ethnic groups sought to marginalize the rights 

and representative power of minority groups.  Civil society was repressed as Pakistan 

sought to unite its diverse population under a single religious identity.  Bureaucratic 

institutions, already in shambles following partition, remained weak and inefficient, 

producing an ever-increasing reliance on the Pakistani military for basic services.  The 

democratic government established by the Pakistani constitution remained weak and 

corrupt and was unable to keep the powerful and popular military under civilian control.  

In barely a decade, Pakistan’s first attempt at democratic consolidation failed when a 

military coup overthrew the government in 1958.  The establishment of military rule 



 3 

would repeat itself again in 1977 and 1999, as subsequent attempts at democratic 

governance failed to overcome the range of problems that befell Pakistan’s first 

parliamentary democracy.   

While the development of Indian democracy has been problematic in many areas 

as well, democratic institutions in India have remained stable and comparatively 

effective.  The interim government and Constituent Assembly of India sought to provide 

representation to traditionally marginalized or politically disenfranchised groups.  

Religious freedom and civil rights were established and protected by India’s democratic 

constitution, and a high degree of autonomy was granted to the Republic’s ethnic groups.  

Bureaucratic systems are well developed and comparatively effective, and the Indian 

military has remained under civilian control.  While a general mistrust or lack of faith has 

characterized the Pakistani population’s views of democratic governance, democratic 

principles have become deeply entrenched within Indian society.  The electoral system is 

generally considered to be fair, and democratic participation is viewed as the most 

legitimate means of dispute settlement as well as the most effective avenue of dissent.  It 

is clear, therefore, that while Indian democracy successfully consolidated, the Pakistani 

transition process has repeatedly stalled or failed.   

This study investigates the reasons behind the disparity in democratic 

performance between India and Pakistan.  The two South Asian nations serve as ideal 

case studies for a comparative analysis of democratic transition and consolidation 

processes.  India and Pakistan are both influenced by shared historical conditions and 

social systems as well as a seemingly equal exposure to democratic principles and 

practices during the colonial era.  Contemporary issues in South Asia demonstrate the 
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importance of understanding the Indian and Pakistani transition processes.  As Pakistan 

emerges from nearly a decade of military rule and begins its fourth democratic period, 

and as the cornerstones of Indian democracy face threats from rising religious 

fundamentalist parties and ethnic nationalism, investigating the successes and failures of 

South Asian democracy takes on a special significance.  Understanding how two nations 

can arrive at such different endpoints in the transition process while beginning with the 

same (or at least very similar) conditions and capacities can provide insights into the 

process of democratization in general as well as underlying forces and phenomena in a 

conflict-prone and strategically important part of the world.         

To understand democratization in South Asia and the differences between the 

Indian and Pakistani transition processes, it is first necessary to understand the shared 

history of both nations.  Pre-colonial identities and social structures exercised tremendous 

influence on both nations due to the religious basis of partition and the creation of India 

and Pakistan.  An examination of the guiding ideology and governance structure of the 

British Indian Empire, as well as how British rule affected and altered pre-colonial 

identities and social systems, reveals a host of issues that would affect the transition 

processes.  The development of nationalist movements and Indian political parties 

illustrates the difference in political learning between those who would become the 

founders and constitution framers of India and Pakistan.  Finally, the negotiation 

processes among the Indian National Congress, Muslim League and British authorities 

over the creation of Pakistan, as well as the allocation of resources, funds and 

infrastructure between the two nations, played key roles in aiding democracy in India 

while hindering Pakistan’s transition.  
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After establishing the underlying forces and conditions leading up to Indian and 

Pakistani independence, this study turns to the prospects for democratic consolidation at 

the time of independence.  Using the analytical model of Linz and Stepan’s “five arenas,” 

the civil society, political society, rule of law, bureaucratic apparatus, and economic 

society of post-independence South Asia are examined.  Research in this area reveals that 

India and Pakistan started their transition processes on a vastly unequal footing in terms 

of state capacity, infrastructure, economy, and political expertise.  The next two chapters 

analyze the institutional designs of Indian and Pakistani democracy and trace their 

evolution in response to a variety of issues and conflicts that have arisen since 

independence. Beginning with an analysis of the Indian and Pakistani constitutions and 

interim governments, the Federal system of India and the centralized governance 

structure of Pakistan established by each nation’s constitution are compared.  Next, the 

case chapters move to the growth of bureaucratic institutions as well as the role of the 

military in relation to the civilian government in India and Pakistan.  Finally, this study 

examines the formation of national identities and the management of ethnic pluralism in 

each nation.  These chapters will illustrate that the greater degree of democratic 

participation and political learning enjoyed by India’s founding elites led to more 

competent decision making during the interim government as well as superior 

institutional design that managed to forestall many of the problems that Pakistani 

democracy has faced.  Following a review of the historical, political, and cultural forces 

that have shaped Indian and Pakistani transition processes, the prospects for democratic 

stability in South Asia are analyzed in terms of contemporary issues and conditions.   
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Chapter 1:  The Development of Democratic Institutions 
in South Asia 

 

 

Studies of democratization are well known for their use of historical factors and 

conditions as explanatory variables for the various levels of democratic performance 

evinced by case studies under observation.  The use of history is implicit in studies of 

democratic transition and consolidation, as such literature focuses on unfolding temporal 

processes.  Aside from a focus on the sequence of events in democratization studies, 

historical context is also seen as a crucial component of the transition process, with 

various pre-existing social and political conditions aiding or hindering democratic 

transitions (Pridham 2000, 37-38).  Democratization literature also analyses the effects of 

social and cultural values on transition processes, concepts that are often ignored or 

minimized in many areas of political science research (Inglehart 2000, 91-92).  While 

history and culture often play important roles in democratization theories, their effects are 

usually viewed as being limited to the transition process itself.  Pre-existing regime type 

asserts its influence in the role of “hard-line” or “moderate” non-democratic elites who 

must be negotiated with while cultural norms and values shape the initial design of 

democratic institutions (McFaul 2002, 213).  

 The influence of historical conditions and social systems, however, does not end 

with the transition process, and historical legacies and deeply entrenched cultural values 

often play a pivotal role in democratic consolidation and the subsequent evolution of 

political institutions.  This thesis argues that the process of democratization in South Asia 

began many decades before independence and that the development processes of colonial 
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administration and South Asian political parties would have as much of an impact on 

democratization as the institutions themselves.  Like many other examples of 

democratization studies, this thesis also seeks to illuminate the ways in which long 

established social systems and cultural values influenced the outcome of the transition 

process.  However, rather than viewing culture and social systems as a background upon 

which democratic institutions are applied, care will be given to specify the changing 

nature of interactions between political and social institutions.  The ways in which South 

Asian social structures and values influenced, and were influenced by, the foreign 

political systems of the colonial era would have a profound effect on democratic 

consolidation in India and Pakistan.  To detail the gradual evolution of democratic 

institutions in South Asia and the changing interactions between these institutions and 

India’s diverse cultural landscape, South Asian history must be explored in detail.  A look 

beyond the immediate historical context surrounding Indian and Pakistani independence 

yields far more insight into the reasons behind India’s successful consolidation and 

Pakistan’s repeated backslides into authoritarianism.   

    

Some Notes on the Use of History and Culture  
In Political Science Research  

 
 

 
The hypothesis of this thesis is that differences between Indian and Pakistani 

governance structures and institutional design led to the successful consolidation of 

Indian democracy and repeated failures in the Pakistani transition process.  The research 

methods employed in this paper, therefore, rely heavily upon institutional analysis, in 

which various structures, procedures, and mechanisms of governance, as well as social 
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norms are compared across the two case studies of India and Pakistan.  It is tempting to 

begin an institutional analysis of South Asian democracies by investigating post-

independence institutions and their development.  Such an approach, however, would 

ignore the wide spectrum of historical forces and conditions as well as non-political 

variables that contributed to the unique configurations of Indian and Pakistani democratic 

institutions.  In fact, a research design that limits its focus to independent and sovereign 

India and Pakistan disregards the fact that the roots of South Asian democracy began 

many decades before independence was achieved.  To understand why Indian and 

Pakistani democratic institutions and governance structures differed so greatly requires an 

in-depth reconstruction and analysis of the subcontinent’s colonial history, as well as a 

comparison of cultural systems and their effects on political institutions.  

The literature regarding methodology in political science research is full of 

cautionary tales and critiques of the use of history as a source of raw data or as a field 

upon which theories are tested.  As the social sciences become more concerned with the 

application of quantitative methods to qualitative research, the use of history is often 

presented as a necessary but problematic issue.  An understanding of how broad historical 

forces and more localized conditions affected the case studies under observation are vital 

components of any comparative study.  However many scholars argue that the use and 

presentation of historical data should be limited, while the focus of the research remains 

on contemporary or recent political developments or processes (Tarrow 1995, 471).  

Historical records are not objective accounts of events and lack usable empirical data.  

They are, therefore, poor material for quantitative analysis or the unbiased testing of 

various theories.  Political science research that is more historically oriented or that 
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makes heavy use of historical data is often criticized for engaging in selection bias, as 

researchers are accused of seeking out historical records that make the same claims as 

their hypotheses (Lustick 1996, 605-607).  

While the use of historical data in political science research can present obstacles 

to testing various theoretical models and has a greater likelihood of selection bias, such 

problems can be avoided through the employment of certain theoretical lenses and 

research methods.  Of the various institutionalist approaches, the historical institutionalist 

school of thought presents a solid argument for the use of historical data in political 

science research and offers the best model for utilizing history as a means of analyzing 

case studies and testing hypotheses.  Historical institutionalism criticizes many of the 

dominant methods of analysis in comparative politics for limiting the focus of research to 

a narrow timeframe.  While most institutional analysis treats institutions as collections of 

structures and mechanisms that serve the purpose of maintaining a political equilibrium, 

historical institutionalists argue that institutions are legacies of historical processes 

(Thelen 1999, 382).  From this viewpoint, the narrow temporal focus of other schools of 

institutional analysis requires institutions and political systems to be treated as static and 

monolithic instead of fluid, dynamic and diverse.  The historical institutionalist approach 

is based on the notion that institutions are the result of unfolding temporal processes and 

that the configuration of political and social institutions is due to certain historical 

legacies (Thelen 1999, 377-78).  According to this notion, a researcher’s understanding 

of institutions cannot be separated from the historical and social context in which they 

developed.  Historical data is of utmost importance to historical institutionalists, who 

seek to reconstruct the developmental trajectory of various political institutions through 
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time and analyze how these institutions interacted with one another and were affected by 

historical phenomena (Hay and Wincott 1998, 953).  

While asserting that institutional analysis requires an in-depth understanding of 

the historical development of various political institutions, historical institutionalists are 

also aware of the pitfalls of utilizing historical data.  To control for inaccuracies and 

subjectivity in historical records these scholars employ a variety of research methods 

aimed at creating objective appraisals of history.  While much of the historically oriented 

political science research has made use of a wide temporal timeframe and has 

investigated various events, figures or institutions, such extensive use of historical data is 

undertaken mainly to increase the number of relevant observations for hypothesis testing.  

Such observation accumulation can easily lead to the kind of selection bias cited by 

critics.  Historical institutionalist methods address this issue by making use of process 

tracing methods in historical research.  Process-tracing avoids the treatment of various 

decisions or phases of development as discrete data points amassed to summarize a 

process of institutional development and instead attempts to connect the phases of 

institutional evolution (Tarrow 1995, 472-473).   By focusing on the sequence and timing 

of decisions and factors in institutional evolution, process-tracing methods can shed light 

on the reasons behind various developmental trajectories and configurations of political 

institutions (Thelen 1999, 387-88).   

Process-tracing methods and a general focus on the sequence of events in 

institutional analysis can also be coupled with event history models, which seek to 

measure the duration of time spent in a particular social state and how duration affects the 

next step in a process of development.  Such an approach, when applied to institutional 
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analysis provides a more effective means of evaluating historical data and comparing 

processes and outcomes across case studies (Steffensmeier and Jones 1997, 1414-15).  

While historical institutionalism and the process-tracing and event history analysis 

methods such an approach employs greatly aid in the understanding of institutional 

development, they are not without limitations.  Historical institutionalist methods and 

theories are often criticized for failing to demonstrate how historical legacies are 

sustained in institutional development through various feedback mechanisms (Thelen 

1999, 391-92).  Fortunately, the growing body of literature on path dependence in social 

science research can help to explain how historical influences continue to reassert 

themselves in the evolution of political institutions.  

 Path dependency is the notion that the unfolding of various political phenomena 

are constrained in their outcomes by previous decisions or developmental trajectories 

(Greener 2005, 63-64).  Most path dependency analysis focuses on the evolution and 

persistence of political institutions through time and seeks to explain when and why 

various decision stages or events act to alter or constrain political outcomes.  Path 

dependence analysis often evaluates institutional development by attempting to pinpoint 

critical junctures and phases of equilibrium throughout history.  Critical junctures are 

explained as decisions or events that trigger an institutional reaction which acts to 

constrain the subsequent trajectory of institutional development.  Critical junctures act as 

a means of disrupting the positive feedback loops that occur within and among 

institutions during equilibrium phases that work to constrain the developmental trajectory 

(Bennett and Elman 2006, 258-260).  Coupled with historical institutionalist frameworks 

of analysis, path dependency theories help to explain how historical forces shaped 
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political institutions, and why these institutions remained or strayed from the trajectories 

determined by historical legacies.   

The historical institutionalist and path dependence models applied to political 

institutions can also be utilized to understand how social and cultural systems were 

affected by historical phenomena.  This thesis, while concerning its self primarily with 

the evolution of democratic institutions, also makes the argument that social conditions 

and identity in South Asia would affect the democratic transition processes of India and 

Pakistan.  Analyzing cultural and social systems has been a problematic area in political 

science research.  Much of the focus on culture in political science has conceptualized it 

as a set of values and norms that act to enable or hinder certain political developments.  

These conceptions of culture have played pivotal roles in development theories, 

democratization literature and studies on ethnic violence.  Many political scientists reject 

the notion that culture should be studied at all, citing the fact that cultural systems cannot 

be tested or evaluated empirically (Wedeen 2002, 714-16).  While it is problematic to 

treat culture simply as a background to political phenomena, upon which certain kinds of 

policies or institutions are more or less susceptible, it is also erroneous to ignore culture 

all together.  Historical institutionalism and path dependency models offer ideal 

frameworks for evaluating cultural systems, by treating them as informal institutions.  In 

this manner, social or cultural institutions and their development can be studied in the 

same way political institutions are examined.  The historical institutionalist approach, 

which seeks to clarify how institutions interact and influence one another can be applied 

to research on the effects of culture on governance structures and vice versa (Thelen 

1999, 376-77). 
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The approach to historical research adopted by this thesis combines the method 

and theory of both the historical institutionalist and path dependence models.  Process-

tracing and event history analysis will be applied to historical data to clarify the 

developmental trajectory of various political institutions and organizations in South Asia 

and to measure how the time spent in each developmental stage affected subsequent 

institutional evolution.  Attention will also be paid to how various institutions interacted 

and influenced one another, and how these interactions changed over time.  Utilizing the 

path dependence framework, this chapter identifies critical junctures that significantly 

altered the political equilibrium through out the colonial era and transition processes.  

Institutional constraints that limited the options available to political elites as well as 

feedback mechanisms that maintained influences from historical factors throughout 

institutional evolution are also explained.  Historical records were selected from a wide 

variety of sources, including British, Pakistani, Indian and outsider scholars from the 

fields of history, political science and anthropology.  Care was taken to synthesize 

information from a variety of sources in an attempt to avoid bias on the part of insider 

academics without eliminating the insight gained from such sources.  Throughout the 

chapter, culture and social systems are evaluated through the same institutionalist lens 

through which the governance structure is analyzed. Changing interactions between 

cultural, social and political institutions are evaluated in the historical record to provide 

insight into the effects of values and social norms on democratic transition and 

consolidation in South Asia.      

 

 



 14 

Pre-Colonial Identities and Social Structures 

 

The focus of historical research for this thesis is concerned primarily with the 

colonial era from 1857 to 1947. However, for the purposes of explaining how the 

interactions between social and political institutions influenced transitions to democracy 

in South Asia, it is necessary to provide a summary of South Asian social structures and 

cultural systems.  Prior to the imposition of British colonial rule on the subcontinent, the 

area that comprises present-day India and Pakistan had been divided among various local 

kingdoms for most of the region’s history.  Political boundaries in pre-colonial India were 

fluid, expanding and contracting as various regional powers waxed and waned throughout 

history.  The strongest forms of social identity in such an environment were 

predominantly local, based on caste and religion as well as linguistic, cultural, tribal, or 

ethnic groupings (Talbot 1995, 693-695).  While various empires arose through out South 

Asian history that would politically unite the region’s diverse ethnicities and religions, 

the decentralized nature of pre-colonial governance structures on the subcontinent 

prevented the formation of broader identities.  The focus on localized identities and social 

categories would change during the colonial period, as British rule united the various 

peoples of South Asia under a centralized government, altering the nature of South Asian 

social categories.  

Theories of human difference have existed for much of history and vary across 

cultures and time.  The dominant forms of social differentiation in India prior to British 

rule were based on ethno-linguistic groups, religious affiliation and the pervasive caste 

system that governed interactions among Indians of all walks of life.  While similar social 
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categories based on ethnic and religious affiliation have arisen in many areas of the 

world, the caste system of India is a system of social divisions that is unique to the 

subcontinent.  The distinct nature of the Indian caste system must be understood before 

further intricacies of Indian social divisions can be explored.  The caste system is a social 

order based upon Hindu notions of reincarnation and the purity or pollution of different 

activities and objects (Ghurye 1969,7-8).  It is divided broadly into four main divisions 

called Varnas: the priestly class, warriors, artisans/merchants and the laborer class.  

These four divisions are further divided by thousands of sub-castes called Jatis.  These 

Jatis correspond to various professions and locations.  One’s Jati is a fixed identity, 

achieved by birth that cannot be transcended.  Divisions by Jati sometimes correspond to 

divisions between ethno-linguistic groups, but often cut across and transcend these 

divisions.  Therefore ethnic Tamils in southern India may comprise a distinct group, but 

this group is also divided by dozens of Jatis (Beteille 1967, 444-447).  Despite the rigid 

social divisions among Jatis that restrict inter-marriage, business partnerships, and in 

some cases even talking or physical contact between members of different Jatis, the rank 

of each Jati on the overall hierarchy is not fixed.  While it is generally agreed upon in 

Indian society that certain Brahmins (priests) are on the top of the social hierarchy while 

untouchable castes are on the bottom, the rest of the hierarchical scale is very nebulous.  

In addition, the position of a Jati on the social hierarchy fluctuates throughout history, 

with some rising higher in the scale and other falling lower according to the performance 

of noble deeds or the breaking of a social taboo by members of the Jati (Ghurye 1969, 10-

12).  Despite its basis in Hindu religious cosmology, the caste system has extended into 

the social divisions of India’s minority religious communities as well.  Christian, Muslim, 
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Jewish, Jain and Buddhist communities have largely adapted to the caste-based Indian 

social order.  Such communities have a place within the overarching caste hierarchy and 

are also sub-divided among themselves by various Jatis.   

Religious divisions also played a significant role in the social systems and notions 

of identity in pre-colonial India.  While it is often believed that the relationship between 

India’s religious groups has been largely conflictual throughout history, especially in the 

case of Hindus and Muslims, religious identity in India has historically been less 

significant than other social divisions.  Despite some instances of religious persecution at 

the hands of certain Mughal rulers and the use of religious identity as a rallying cry by 

Hindu kings in opposing foreign military intrusions, religious divides in pre-colonial 

India were generally non-conflictual.  Mughal Emperors such as Akbar ruled based on a 

policy of religious tolerance and acceptance of India’s pluralistic religious landscape.  In 

many areas of India, Hindu, Muslim, Sikh and Jain populations were intermixed, living 

and working side by side for many generations without any religiously motivated 

violence or conflict (Talbot 1995, 704-706).    Religious identity in pre-colonial India 

never served as a significant social division due to the importance of regional identities.  

The predominantly localized nature of identity in pre-colonial India prevented the 

formation of broader religious identities.  As British rule expanded over the subcontinent, 

however, religious affiliation was increasingly used as a means of uniting previously 

disparate populations (Talbot 1995, 716-718).  While this would have the effect of 

creating larger, more cohesive identities, the application of western ideology applied to 

caste, religious and regional identities through the imposition British rule would have 

damaging and unequal effects on the social institutions of South-Asia’s religious and 
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ethnic groups.  The influence of British rule and the reactions of colonial India’s native 

population and elites would play a crucial role in the Indian and Pakistani transition 

processes.     

 
British Rule and its Influence on the 

 Indian and Pakistani Transition Processes 
 
 
 

 Following independence and partition in 1947, the interim governments of India 

and Pakistan began drafting constitutions and designing institutions for their planned 

democratic regimes.  The process of democratic transition, however began long before 

independence and the formation of the two nations of India and Pakistan.  The transition 

process started decades earlier and achieved gradual democratic openings throughout 

British rule that finally culminated in full independence (Pandey 1969, 43-44).  In many 

ways, the divergent outcomes of Indian and Pakistani transitions to democracy can be 

traced to the positions of each nation’s founding elites in the society of British India and 

their roles in the independence movement.  As research will show, the fundamental 

division between the Indian and Pakistani elites who orchestrated the transition process is 

one of religion.  Pakistan was formed largely due to concerns of the Indian Muslim 

minority over their future in a Hindu dominated free India.  The founding elites of India 

on the other hand were predominantly Hindu, although Sikhs and Muslims where 

represented to a lesser degree in the interim government of India (Rosen 1966, 61-62).  

The role of religious identity in the formation of democracy in India and Pakistan can be 

attributed to the position of different religious communities in colonial society and 

politics as well as the nature of intra-religious relations during British rule.  
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 The British began to wrest control of India from its native Inhabitants in the late 

18th century following the collapse of the Muslim lead Mughal Empire and the 

deterioration of the subcontinent into several dozen warring kingdoms and principalities 

(Talbot 1995, 693-695).  The British annexation of India was a slow process that spanned 

nearly a century.  The nature of governance in British India also changed over the process 

of conquest and colonization and continued to evolve up until its end in 1947.  But the 

first major change of the British governing structure in India, which would have later 

implications in the transition process, occurred in 1857, when units of Indian soldiers in 

the British army along with peasants and deposed princes and land owners began an open 

revolt against British rule (Edwardes 1968, 155).  The revolt was largely a response by 

conservative elements of Indian society, both Hindu and Muslim, against British policies 

aimed at modernizing and westernizing Indian society (Edwardes 1968, 149).  The 

rebellion was the first mass uprising by British subjects in colonial India, and aspects of 

the rebellion would repeat themselves in later nationalist movements and the transition 

period.  

 The rebels shared a common purpose but were divided along religious and class 

lines.  The Muslims united against British rule called for the reestablishment of the 

Mughal Empire in India. Hating the British, but not wanting the return of the unstable  

Mughal Empire, Hindu and Sikh rebels formed their own movements, and the rebellion 

was eventually put down by the British because of its lack of organization and cohesion. 

Wealthy landowners and powerful nobles in the annexed territories supported the 

rebellion because they feared their status was threatened by the modernization reforms of 

the British.  Peasants joined the rebellious army units because they felt their traditional 
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way of life was threatened by modernization and attempts to convert them to Christianity. 

While upper and lower Indian classes supported the revolt, the emerging middle class in 

India, who were largely western educated Indians working in industrial centers had no 

desire to return to pre-colonial conditions and supported the British (Edwardes 1967, 

150-151).  The Indian kingdoms and princely states not yet annexed by the British also 

largely supported colonial forces, hoping to become closer allies with the powerful 

British government (Gopal 1965, 2).  The desire of Indian Muslims for a return of the 

Islamic state lost when the Mughal Empire collapsed, the inability of Hindus to form a 

larger more organized movement, and the division between the middle class and 

traditional social elements in the annexed territories and the rulers of the Princely States 

over their support of British rule are all tensions that would continue to characterize the 

transition process in colonial India and would lead to the division between Indian and 

Paksitani state building after independence.  

The rebellion also initiated the first set of reforms of the British government in 

India, which lead to the start of democratic openings to Indians through political 

participation.  The British Empire in India had until the rebellion been ruled by the 

British East India Company, whose attempts to modernize and westernize Indian society, 

the exclusion of Indians from governance structures and rapid military expansion in the 

years prior to the rebellion were viewed by the British government as the primary causes 

of the conflict.  In 1858 the Indian territories occupied by the East India Company 

became the domain of the British crown, and its governance was now the concern of 

Parliament.  The first priority of the new British administration of India was to enact 

reforms that would prevent another rebellion from occurring.  The first set of reforms 
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concerned the nature of British interference with Indian culture and society, and it was 

ruled that the colonial government would not enact any laws concerning social or 

religious practice (Gopal 1965, 3-4).  While most of India had been conquered by the 

East India Company by the time the British government took over its administration, 

large areas of the subcontinent still remained under the control of local monarchs.  Due to 

the perception that rapid military expansion under Company rule had been a contributing 

factor to the rebellion, and the fact that most of the independent kingdoms had allied with 

the British during the crises, the new colonial administration forbade the annexation of 

any new territories into the British Indian Empire.  The remaining independent kingdoms 

became dependant allies of the British Empire, allowed to control their domestic affairs, 

but deferring to the British on all matters of foreign relations and defense (Edwardes 

1968, 155-156).  These Princely States would last until 1947 and would pose unique 

obstacles to democratic transition in India and Pakistan.   

The most important reform initiated by the new British administration of colonial 

India, however, was the restructuring of governance institutions that allowed for a greater 

degree of Indian participation in colonial politics.  Once the rule of the East India 

Company ended, and governance of colonial territories transitioned to the British Crown 

and Parliament, the governance structure was changed to include provincial and national 

advisory councils, comprised mainly of British members but with an established number 

of seats assigned to Indians.  The seats where assigned by the Viceroy, who served as the 

chief executive of British India.  The Viceroy was appointed by Parliament in Britain, 

and was held accountable to them (Rosen 1966, 51-53).  He was also nominally 

accountable to the central advisory council, but ultimately had the final say in decision-
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making among all political institutions in India (Gopal 1965, 17-18).  The small openings 

in the advisory councils available to the Indian population were meant to provide 

controlled channels of dissent that would relieve societal pressure on the British 

government while still maintaining British control of India.  These small openings 

however would help empower nationalist movements and imbue them with a democratic 

character that would greatly aid the transition process.  As the new governance system in 

India became more established, the bureaucracy, which under company rule had been 

reserved almost exclusively for British civil servants, became increasingly reliant on 

Indians.  The opening of civil service positions to Indians was largely due to the rapid 

growth of bureaucratic institutions during the early 1900s, which became increasingly 

complex as the number of positions grew faster than the British population in the 

subcontinent.  By independence, many prominent civil service positions were filled by 

Indians, who would help provide intact bureaucratic institutions to transitioning India and 

Pakistan (Rosen 1966, 54-56).   

 

The Growth of Nationalist Movements and their Democratic Character 

 

The restructuring of the colonial government in 1858 opened a small door to the 

Indian population for participation in the advisory councils and civil service.  This door 

was pushed wider over the next decades by strengthening nationalist movements in 

colonial India that resulted in a series of reforms undertaken by the British government.  

Under the authority of Liberal Viceroys at the end of the 1800s provincial and municipal 

governments were given more autonomy and became elected legislatures rather than 
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councils appointed by the Viceroy.  Legislation was also passed to allow Indians to run 

for elected office, and some provinces even mandated that two-thirds of the legislature be 

reserved for Indian members (Gopal 1965, 145-148).  While the massive bureaucracy of 

colonial India, known as the Indian Civil Service, was nominally open to Indians since its 

creation in the 1850s, the lengthy examination process that assigned positions was held in 

London.  Even the few Indian lawyers and doctors who managed to save up the large sum 

of money needed to travel to London and complete the exams were frequently passed 

over in favor of British candidates, and by 1915, Indians made up only 5 percent of the 

ICS (McLane 1977, 24-26).  These limitations would slowly erode over the next few 

decades, examinations for lower level positions were eventually held in India and the age 

limit for the exams was raised so that more Indians could compete (Low et al 1977, 4).  

Civil society in India developed rapidly in the late 1800s and early 1900s due to new laws 

that allowed for freedoms of press and assembly for the Indian population.  Growing 

industrial sectors created a rising middle class, who increasingly sought western 

education as a means of bettering their positions in colonial society (Corbridge and 

Harriss 2000, 11).  More and more Indians were becoming lawyers, doctors and civil 

servants, and with the creation of elected legislatures, Indians were also participating in 

democratic politics.   

Associations of educated, politically savvy, largely middle class Indians began to 

form from the late 1880s until the end of British rule.  These organizations began as 

forums for discussing the social and political issues of the day and most were not 

antagonistic to British rule.  Many of these organizations were in fact sympathetic to the 

colonial government and showed little if any interest in reforming the system (Pandey 
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1969, 42-43).  But as the educated middle class grew, and as they increasingly felt their 

ambitions limited by the British monopoly on government and civil service institutions, 

the Indian civil society began to change its tone, becoming increasingly critical of the 

British (Low et al 1977, 7).  Many such organizations formed at the turn of the century.  

The organization, purpose, and capacity of these groups were varied and diverse, as were 

their effects on British rule.  Of all these early organizations, the Indian National 

Congress and the Muslim League would become the most stable and effective players in 

Indian civil society and would indelibly shape the transition process of post-colonial 

India and Pakistan.  

The Indian National Congress began as a small association of Indian lawyers and 

provincial council members in 1888 (Corbridge and Harriss 2000, 3-4).  Its purpose was 

to discuss social and political issues and to make modest policy recommendations to the 

British government.  The founders of the Congress originally believed that British rule 

had brought about positive changes in India’s society and economy, but that small 

changes could be implemented to improve the conditions of the Indian population.  

Similarly, the various organizations that would eventually coalesce into the Muslim 

League were formed by supporters of the British.  The early League was formed, 

however, by upper class Muslim landowners and monarchs in the Princely states, who 

advocated the creation of rights and protections for Indian Muslims due to their status as 

a religious minority (McLane 1977, 322-323).  The INC became increasingly hostile to 

British rule as the colonial government failed to address a series of social problems and 

religious violence that arose during the early 1900s (McLance 1977, 53).   The INC 

began to call for sweeping reforms of the colonial government, including elections to all 
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legislative assemblies, the opening of all government and bureaucratic positions to Indian 

candidates and for a greater control of the economy by Indians.  Congress envisioned a 

self-ruling British colony that would serve as a transitory stage before full independence 

(Pandy 1969, 45-47).  In the face of widespread social unrest and growing nationalist 

sentiment, the British government met with Congress leaders in 1909 and agreed to 

establish elections for legislative seats and to widen the electorate, which had previously 

been limited to upper class Indians (Corbridge and Harriss 2000, 15).    

The democratic reforms of 1909 and subsequent political liberalization 

accomplished by the INC were fiercely criticized by the Muslim League.  In 1906, while 

the INC was agitating for governmental reform, a number of Islamic organizations joined 

to form the Muslim League (McLane 1977, 322).  The League was formed largely in 

opposition to the INC and its proposed reforms.  The early Muslim League was staunchly 

against democratization of colonial India.  They believed that the Muslim minority 

(around 25% of the population) would never be able to defeat Hindu parties in elections 

and would be repressed under Hindu dominated governments (Pandey 1969, 60-63).  The 

Muslim League was formed by influential elites who, in negotiations with the Viceroy, 

demanded that seats be set aside in legislatures for Muslim candidates and that these 

candidates would be elected by Muslims only, essentially creating two electorates within 

the Indian population (Edwardes 1967, 288-289).  Despite the criticism of the INC, who 

called the Muslim League’s demands divisive and undemocratic, the reforms of 1909 

included the concessions of separate elections for Muslims and non-Muslims, and 

reserved seats on all legislative bodies for Muslims (Pandey 1969, 76-77).  With the 

reforms of 1909 and the establishment of electoral competition, both the INC and Muslim 
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League would be transformed from elite advocacy groups to mass political parties.  But 

the dichotomy between Congress’ embrace of political liberalization and the League’s 

mistrust of democratic institutions would remain a fundamental tension in the nationalist 

movement.  The divergent democratic principles of the INC and Muslim League would 

become important aspects of the transition process, as Congress and the League would 

respectively become the founders of India and Pakistan upon independence in 1947.    

 

From Civil to Political Society:  Congress, The League and Political Learning 

 

 The entrance into the electoral arena of civil society groups such as the INC and 

Muslim League transformed such organizations into political parties and powerful actors 

in the transition process between 1909 and 1947.  The INC and Muslim League and many 

similar organizations who would enter colonial Indian politics were comprised of small 

groups of social elites, with little connection to the lower classes of Indian society.  In 

their new capacity as political parties the previously insulated Congress and League were 

forced to establish ties with large sectors of the newly formed electorate and reform their 

messages to capture the most votes (Low et al 1977, 18).  Added to these challenges was 

the continued British dominance in government.  The reforms of 1909 still vested 

ultimate authority in the office of Viceroy and the liberalization was only intended to 

produce a more efficient safety valve for the mounting societal pressure on the colonial 

government.  But the establishment of elections and participatory democracy among the 

Indian population would provide a venue for democratic values to spread deeper into 
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South-Asian society and would serve as a powerful force in the ultimate victory of the 

independence movements.    

 In their new role as political parties, the INC, Muslim League and other parties 

were faced with the task of expanding their message and building coalitions among 

different classes, ethnicities and religions.  The INC quickly developed a platform of 

unity.  They sought to represent all of India in the legislatures, and they developed a 

broad coalition between the rural lower classes and urban middle class (Pandey 1978, 

630).  To achieve this, Congress attempted to divest its self of any religious message or 

iconography to attract religious minorities such as Muslims, Christians and Sikhs.  The 

founders of the INC were Hindu and as its membership expanded, most Congress 

supporters were Hindu.  Hindus would form the base of the INC through out the colonial 

period and Congress would engage in diverse tactics to appeal to this base of support.  

Congress leaders promised legislation on issues such as cow protection and special status 

for Hindu priests in order to attract orthodox Hindus (McLane 1977, 281) At the same 

time, the INC tried to advance the economic interests of the more westernized middle 

class Hindus.  Perhaps most importantly, the INC ignored the caste system and reached 

out to lower castes and untouchables, promising to do away with caste based 

discrimination (Pandey 1969, 140).   

 The Muslim League on the other hand struggled to become the sole voice of 

Indian Muslims.  The League was concerned only with protecting Muslim rights as a 

minority group and advancing the economic and social interests of various Muslim 

communities.  Concerned with Congress successes in attracting Muslims in elections the 

League cast the INC and a Hindu party, and campaigned on the message that Indian 
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Muslims must unite behind the League to protect their religion from oppression by the 

Hindu majority.  In election after election, the INC repeatedly outperformed the League 

in capturing Muslim seats, especially in Muslim majority districts (Pandey 1978, 634).  

The INC was larger and more organized than the League, and was able to call upon 

armies of volunteers to canvass the provinces.  In addition to its larger base of support, 

Congress had more access to media outlets such as local papers and radio stations and 

was thus able to reach more voters in the elections (Corbridge and Harriss 2000, 8).  The 

Muslim League however saw their underperformance at elections not as a problem of 

organizational capacity but rather as further proof of the Hindu dominance they originally 

feared democracy would bring (Ahmad 1970, 4).  Some of the more radical elements of 

the League and smaller Islamic parties lost faith in democratic systems completely and 

began looking for alternative means of securing their interests.  Originally this took the 

form of boycotts and protests against both the INC and colonial government.  But the 

anti-Hindu sentiment of the League’s message also inspired riots and communal violence 

in many areas.  Such violence was framed as the inability of the INC to address the 

concerns of the Muslim community, and tensions between Muslims and Hindus increased 

(Pandey 1978, 635-638).  

As the INC and Muslim League slowly consolidated their power as political 

parties, their platforms became increasingly nationalistic.  Congress had achieved a wide 

base of support that included disparate interests and communities and was confident in 

their position as representatives for the Indian population.  But for all their electoral 

successes, the INC still lacked real power in the colonial government.  The Viceroy often 

ignored their recommendations and democratic procedures were even put on hold by the 
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British government during the world wars (Pandey 1969, 166).  The Congress believed 

that their successes in elections gave them a mandate from the Indian population that was 

being ignored by the British and INC goals gradually turned from governmental reform 

to full independence (McLane 77, 271).  The Muslim League and its slowly growing base 

of support felt their political power was limited by the INC as much as the British, and 

nationalist sentiment among Muslims began turning not only to independence, but 

secession as well.  League leadership felt that democratic institutions and procedures 

could not protect their rights and interests against the Hindu majority.  When Congress 

began nationalist agitations in the 1920s, the League grew concerned that an independent 

India would mean further repression and political marginalization.  The League began to 

advocate the formation of an independent Islamic state.  Only through the establishment 

of a separate Muslim homeland, they believed, could democracy serve Indian Muslims 

(Haqanni 2005, 4-6).   

 The nationalist fervor of the INC and Muslim League reached a larger audience 

than ever before due to both organizations’ capacity as political parties and their mass 

membership.  Between the early 1920s through the 40s, both the INC and the League 

became more fervent in their demands for independence.  When their calls for self-

government fell on deaf ears, both organizations enacted large scales civil disobedience 

campaigns.  The INC was by this time under the leadership of M.K Gandhi and 

Jawaharlal Nehru, both western educated and passionately nationalist Hindus.  Nehru and 

Gandhi shared the same view of a united India, and in their civil disobedience campaigns, 

they tried to appeal to Hindus, Sikhs and Muslims to unite behind the cause of 

nationalism.  Nehru, Gandhi and other INC leaders were passionately against the 
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formation of a separate Muslim homeland.  Nehru believed that democratic procedures 

and institutions could ameliorate the growing religious divisions in his country.  Gandhi 

on the other hand believed that functioning democracy in India depended on cooperation 

between Hindus and Muslims.  He set out to achieve this cooperation through a series of 

seminars and sermons delivered to mixed audiences of Hindus and Muslims.  He also 

appealed to local religious leaders to work towards social integration for all religious 

groups in their communities.  Gandhi’s campaigns, however, would have the opposite 

effect.  In his quest to establish a religious dialog, Gandhi adopted the style and strategies 

of a religious leader.  He dressed and acted like a holy man and sought analogies for 

contemporary issues in religious stories.  But Gandhi’s strategies had the effect of making 

him look like a Hindu holy man. The League pounced on Gandhi’s campaigns, claiming 

that they were attempts by the Hindu dominated INC to indoctrinate Muslims.  Such 

accusations found eager audiences in the wake of Gandhi’s failed campaigns, which 

usually had the effect of galvanizing the Hindu population while estranging Muslims 

(Khan 2007, 18-25).  The League learned quickly that religion was powerful force in 

elections, whether by exploiting religious differences like their criticism of Gandhi’s 

campaigns, or in claiming to represent the religion that united their electorate.  While the 

INC tried to remain secular to appeal to the most voters, the League claimed that it was 

the only true Islamic party, even claiming that Muslim Congress members were not true 

Muslims and should be disowned by their communities (Haqqani 2005, 9).  The use of 

religion as a political tool would not be forgotten by the Muslim League following 

independence, and Pakistani politics would be plagued by the same methods and 

strategies.    
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 As the INC attempted to broaden its appeal across the religious divide, the 

Muslim League increased its demand for a separate Muslim homeland.  By 1930, the 

League was now under the leadership of Mohamed Ali Jinnah who was, like Gandhi and 

Nerhu, a western educated, secularist. Unlike the previous leaders of the League, Jinnah 

had great faith in democracy.  He believed that Muslims and Hindus could coexist in the 

same nation as long as democratic institutions and procedures were in place that granted 

some degree of autonomy and representation to religious minorities.  But Jinnah also saw 

the usefulness in demanding a separate Muslim state through the creation of Pakistan.  

Prominent League members had been advocating the creation of Pakistan for at least a 

decade before Jinnah assumed the League’s presidency and Jinnah would continue this 

trend.  But unlike his predecessors, Jinnah believed that the creation of Pakistan was 

unnecessary and unlikely (Pandey 1969, 147-150).  He used Pakistan as a powerful 

symbol to draw Muslims to the League and as a threat in the negotiation process with the 

British and INC that he knew was approaching. 

 

Elite Bargaining and the Effect of Partition on Democracy 

 

 By the late 1930s, both Jinnah and Congress leaders sensed a shift in their 

political fortunes as the war in Europe caused a change in British policy towards India.  

With its many industrial centers and military bases India became an important part in the 

British war effort.  The British government, more then ever, needed the cooperation of 

the Indian population.  As the war intensified and as Japanese forces moved closer and 

closer to India, the British government became more willing to negotiate with the INC 
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and the League, especially when the former threatened another mass civil disobedience 

campaign (Spate 1948, 5-7).  In several rounds of negotiations the Viceroy sought the 

support of the INC and Muslim League in the war effort.  Congress demanded that India 

be granted immediate independence after the war in return for their support of the British 

government.  The Muslim League would pledge their support for British policies only if 

autonomy was granted to Muslim majority districts following independence.  The 

wartime negotiations failed, however, as the Churchill administration refused to accept 

the INC’s demand for independence.  As promised, Gandhi led the INC and its supporters 

in a massive civil disobedience movement following the breakdown of negotiations.  

Congress leaders were immediately imprisoned, and the INC was outlawed (Pandey 

1969, 164-166).  

 With the INC suppressed by the British Jinnah and the Muslim League were able 

to increase their influence, gaining supporters from Muslim communities in states such as 

Sind, Punjab and Bengal where the INC and local parties had previously dominated the 

elections.  By the time INC leaders were freed by the end of the war, the Muslim League 

had grown very powerful in Indian politics and had developed a close relationship with 

British officials (Spate 1948, 8).  The Congress, however, still retained the loyalty of 

millions of Indian citizens, whose devotion had only increased due to the sacrifices made 

by Gandhi, Nehru and others.  At the end of the war the Indian economy slumped 

following the dismantling of the wartime industrial sectors.  The economic turmoil 

caused rampant unemployment and homelessness, conditions that the INC quickly 

exploited to rebuild their base of support among the Indian population.  In the post-war 

atmosphere of political unrest and widespread resentment of the British government, the 
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INC once more became a popular and powerful organization (Khan 2007, 34-36).  

Popular sentiment in Britain also began to shift in favor of the INC’s cause.  Throughout 

the war, British civilians saw pictures in newspapers and newsreel footage of Indian 

soldiers fighting and dying alongside their oppressors.  The favorable attitude of the 

British public towards India as well as news of the deteriorating social and economic 

situation in the subcontinent increased demands in Britain to grant India independence. In 

1945 a Labour government was elected, with wide majorities in both houses, which 

promised to bring about self-rule in India by 1948 (Pandey 1969, 172-175).  The 

government in India held elections later that year, the first in nearly a decade.  The 

elections were meant to demonstrate the commitment of the new administration to 

increasing self-rule in India and to gauge the power of Congress and the League in order 

to determine which party would constitute the interim government (Khan 2007, 42).  

 The INC handily defeated the League in all Hindu majority provinces, and was 

able to form ministries with local parties in three of the five Muslim majority provinces.  

But the League had achieved widespread popularity among the Muslim population while 

Congress was outlawed and the INC was unable to reestablish its appeal among Indian 

Muslims.  It appeared to British officials that the INC was the representative body for 

most of India, but the League had become the dominant voice of India’s Muslims.  In 

1946 Mountbatten, the new Viceroy, invited Nehru and the INC to form the interim 

government, but urged him to invite Jinnah and the League into the government as well.  

Nehru agreed, but allowed only marginal representation for the League in the interim 

government, and appointed Muslim Congress members to key positions instead of 

offering them to the League as a means of increasing Muslim representation (Pandey 
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1969, 181-184).  Through out the negotiation process in the interim government, the 

League continued to engage in undemocratic methods and strategies for achieving more 

power.  Jinnah and the League members in the interim government constantly vetoed as 

many decisions as they could to stall and disrupt the negotiation process, all the while 

calling for the creation of Pakistan (Khan 2007, 84-85) Jinnah felt that because of the 

marginalized status of the League, the drastic demand for Pakistan would be the only 

means of securing the more modest concessions, which were his true desires.  He also 

believed that disrupting the democratic process and inciting civil disobedience campaigns 

against the INC and British were necessary to demonstrate the League’s true power and 

increase its persuasion in the bargaining process.  In his appeals to the Muslim population 

to engage in boycotts and strikes, Jinnah once again used Pakistan as a tool to galvanize 

the disobedience movement. But he greatly underestimated the appeal of Pakistan and the 

anti-Congress movement Jinnah created soon turned violent (Spate 1948, 9).       

As Jinnah continued to promote Pakistan during the negotiations, Muslims all 

over India began rioting and committing acts of violence against Hindus and Sikhs.  

These attacks inspired retaliatory riots, and soon, large swaths of India were embroiled in 

widespread communal violence and genocide.  In response to the growing instability in 

India, and the failure of the INC and League to quell them, Mountbatten and the British 

administration sped up the transition process by moving the date for independence to 

august of 1947 and withdrawing troops and officials from the colony.  The British 

believed that a civil war was imminent and that they needed to quit India as soon as 

possible to avoid being caught up in it.  In the wake of the rioting and genocide, British 

officials believed that Hindus and Muslims could not cooperate in an independent India 
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and began to agree with the creation of a separate Muslim state (Khan 2007, 78-80).  In 

the negotiation process, Jinnah demanded that the independent nation of Pakistan be 

formed from India’s Muslim majority districts unless Congress agreed to allow 

constitutional concessions for Muslims, increased autonomy for Muslim majority areas, 

and a power sharing agreement between Muslims and Hindus in the executive branch.  

Jinnah gravely underestimated the unwillingness of Congress leaders to consent to his 

power-sharing plans.  Gandhi rejected his proposal because he believed that the divide 

between Hindus and Muslims could still be bridged, and that partition would destroy the 

religious unity he tried to create.  Nehru believed that Jinnah’s plans were undemocratic 

and would lead to deadlock and inefficiency in India’s government.  With the INC’s 

rejection of Jinnah’s power-sharing proposals, the British government saw partition as the 

only option left.  The INC leadership agreed to partition in exchange for a favorable 

division of national assets and for the division of Hindu majority areas from the provinces 

ceded to Pakistan.  It was agreed that Pakistan would be composed of all the Muslim 

majority provinces but that eastern Punjab and the West of Bengal would be partitioned 

and join India.  This plan was not agreed upon until June of 1947, just two months before 

the transition of power (Pandey 1969, 198-203).  But still, the British government refused 

to slow down the timetable for independence.  Following the announcement of the 

partition plan communal violence increased as Muslims, Sikhs and Hindus in the soon to 

be divided provinces of Punjab and Bengal embarked on campaigns of ethnic cleansing 

and retaliatory violence.  The British began withdrawing troops, civil servants and 

governmental officials at a rapid rate, hoping to avoid becoming embroiled in the civil 

war they thought would follow independence.  When the Boundary Commission that 
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divided up the Punjab and Bengal made its final decision Mountbatten withheld the 

verdict from the Indian population until after actual independence, hoping to avoid 

escalating violence on his watch (Khan 2007, 115-119). 

  In august 14, Pakistan was declared an independent state, but the actual border 

separating it from India wasn’t announced for another month (Khan 2007, 126).  This 

delay created a massive refugee crisis, as Muslims who found themselves outside of 

Pakistan fled to its new borders.  The new nation was completely unprepared for the 

influx of people from all across India and the refugees would create long lasting social 

problems for Pakistan and its fledgling democracy.  While India experienced its own 

refugee crisis, it was on a much smaller scale and had been expected and better prepared 

for by the Indian government.  While Indian refugees were largely ethnic Punjabis and 

Bengalis, who could be resettled in a different part of their homeland, the ethnic makeup 

of Pakistan’s refugee population was diverse and foreign to the new state (Haqqani 2005, 

19-20).  Adding to the destabilizing effects of the refugee crisis was the lack of 

experience or planning by the Muslim League who now formed Pakistan’s interim 

government. Besides the fact that much of the League’s energies had been devoted to 

activities outside the electoral arena, yielding few experienced politicians, not even the 

most experienced League members were prepared to govern Pakistan.  Jinnah and his 

supporters in the League had never prepared for the actual creation of Pakistan and in the 

rapid transition process following the partition agreement, they had no time to plan.  

Pakistan had always been a vague concept.  This ambiguity had been carefully 

maintained by Jinnah so that it would achieve the broadest appeal and because he never 

imagined that Pakistan would ever take the form of an independent nation.  The 
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unprepared political elites who now controlled the Islamic state had to begin the process 

of defining Pakistan: negotiating between the various classes, ethnic groups and 

ideologies to construct the political system of their new nation.  In India this process had 

largely ended, with the main opponents to creating the secular, federal and democratic 

state envisioned by the INC departing to Pakistan with the League.  The INC had long 

established the basic principles of their vision for a free India, only the details needed to 

be established by the constituent assembly.  

 

 

Conclusions 

 

While Indian and Pakistani elites began the process of drafting constitutions and 

designing democratic institutions in 1947, these institutions were the result of nearly a 

century of changing political and social conditions on the subcontinent.  British 

governance introduced a model of centralized governance as well as systems of 

transportation and communication that allowed the formation of broader identities and 

nationalism.  At the same time, decades of pressure from civil society groups in British 

India gradually allowed for the inclusion of South Asians in the colonial bureaucracy and 

legislative assemblies.  The level of democratic participation and political learning, 

however, were unequal.  The racial ideology of the British as well as strategies employed 

by the Muslim League would ensure that Muslim political parties would have limited 

exposure to electoral processes while a general mistrust of democratic values would 

become instilled in the Muslim population at large.  Various critical junctures appeared 
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between 1857 and 1947 that disrupted the political equilibrium of colonial India, such as 

electoral outcomes in Britain, World War II and the actions of various individuals in the 

INC, Muslim League and the British administration.  These critical junctures often lead 

to political liberalization and wider suffrage, but in many cases constrained further 

developmental trajectories, such as the Muslim League’s push for separate electorates.  

Culture and identity also played dominant roles in shaping the Indian and Pakistani 

nationalist movements.  These identities were, in turn, altered and influenced by political 

institutions.  The unequal treatment of Muslims and Hindus by the British as well as the 

treatment of caste and religious identity as administrative units created hardened 

identities and limited opportunities for cooperation between Hindu and Muslim parties 

and elites.  Cultural and religious symbols were also mobilized by both the INC and 

Muslim League to gain support for their nationalist causes.  Jinnah’s appeal for an 

Islamic state brought many Muslims into the fold of the League, while Gandhi’s failed 

unity campaigns united Hindus but alienated Muslims.  As the next chapter will 

demonstrate, the success of religious appeals by the Muslim League would lead Pakistani 

elites to rely heavily on Islam in forming a national identity.  Indian constitution framers 

under the leadership of Nehru, would choose to eliminate any religious or cultural 

symbols from India’s democratic institutions choosing instead a secular basis for Indian 

national identity.  The higher degree of political learning experienced by Hindus in 

colonial India would also soon become apparent, as Pakistani transition process quickly 

became stalled while the constituent assembly in India would create a unique and highly 

stable democratic regime.   
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Chapter 2: 
Democratization Theory and The South Asian  

Transition Process. 

 

The achievement of independence by India and Pakistan in 1947 and attempts by 

both nations to establish liberal democracies were part of a broader global trend 

following the end of World War II.  The victory of the allies in 1945 led to what Samuel 

P. Huntington describes as the “second wave” of democratization, as authoritarian 

regimes collapsed and former colonies gained independence. The second wave of 

democratic transitions would last until the 1960s when a reverse wave led to the collapse 

or failure of many democratic regimes.  This reverse wave would give way to a new 

pattern of democratization in the 1970s and 1980s, an ongoing global trend that 

Huntington claims is the third wave of democratic transitions in world history 

(Huntington 1991, 12-13). 

  The proliferation of democracies around the world between the 1940s and today, 

as well as frequent backslides into authoritarian rule by transitioning nations, has led to a 

heightened emphasis on patterns and processes of democratization in political science 

research.  The increasing number of democracies around the world has been lauded by 

many scholars as beneficial to global stability and critiqued by others as the cause of 

great social turmoil.  Definitions of democracy and measurements of the effectiveness of 

democratic institutions by political scientists have differed just as markedly.  These 

differences led to a host of scholarly debates about what nations qualify as democracies 

and whether democratization alleviates or exacerbates social and political problems such 

as ethnic divides, poverty, social inequality, and religious extremism.   
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In order to explain the divergent paths taken by democratic institutions in India 

and Pakistan, an exploration of the varied, diverse, and often contradictory literature on 

democratization is necessary.  This chapter begins by defining some common terms used 

in democratization theories, while clarifying how democratic institutions in India and 

Pakistan will be examined during the transition process.  Next, the social, political and 

economic conditions of India and Pakistan at independence are evaluated in the context 

of broader theories of democratization.  Research demonstrates that a variety of the 

institutions and conditions considered necessary for successful democratic consolidation 

were present in India while absent in Pakistan.  These initial conditions would act to 

shape the evolution of democratic institutions in India and Pakistan, leading to a fully 

consolidated liberal democracy in India and repeated authoritarian backsliding in 

Pakistan.   

 

Definition of Terms:  Democracy, Transition and Consolidation 

 

A mere glimpse into the ever-growing body of democratization literature reveals 

little consensus on what democracy actually means.  The large number of democracies 

that emerged during the second and third waves created vastly different institutional 

configurations and democratic procedures.  Scholars attempting to evaluate democratic or 

democratizing nations have typically responded to the varied forms of modern 

democracies in one of two ways:  by utilizing minimalist definitions of democracy that 

can be broadly applied, or by creating ranks or categories that qualify the kind of 

democratic government adopted by different nations (O’Donnell 2001, 8-9).  Attempts at 
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creating a more concrete definition of democracy are often criticized as such 

classifications usually prove to be too restrictive, causing many democratic nations that 

do not fit the rigid definition to be considered undemocratic.  At the same time, more 

abstract conceptions of democracy are viewed as being so vague as to lack any theoretical 

meaning, while qualified definitions ignore the many commonalities between democratic 

governments (Collier and Levitsky 1997, 432).  Recent trends in democratization theory, 

however, have attempted to address the contested meanings of democracy.  While it is 

clear that modern democracies vary in terms of form and effectiveness, the need for a 

common conceptual framework is vital to the study and evaluation of democracies.  

Scholars such as O’Donnell, Schmitter, Linz and Stepan have sought to demonstrate that 

while democracies do indeed come in many forms, the establishment of a single model 

that democracies can be judged against is possible.  In creating such a definition, these 

scholars have moved beyond vague requirements, such as the presence of elections, and 

instead emphasized common procedures and principles that are shared by all 

democracies.  Collier and Levitsky explain that many scholars define a state as a 

democracy based on policies initiated by the regime in power.  This logic is erroneous, 

they argue, as policies can change drastically over time, and the overall effectiveness of 

democratic policies are not always easy to ascertain. Collier and Levitsky are part of a 

growing number of scholars who advance a procedural definition of democracy, that 

looks at the presence or absence of certain key practices as a means of evaluating 

democratic performance (1997, 437-439).  Procedural definitions of democracy are often 

minimalist, making use of the fewest number of attributes necessary for a viable 

democracy.  In this way, however, commonalities among diverse democratic regimes are 
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emphasized and used to construct a more standardized model with which to evaluate 

democratic institutions in case studies under observation.  The qualities and processes 

that many prominent scholars include in their requirements for a democracy include: the 

achievement of power by political elites through competitive elections that are free and 

fair, universal or near universal adult suffrage, legal protection of civil rights and liberties 

including some degree of protection for minorities, and the ability of the elected 

government to exercise legitimate power over territory of the state (Schmitter and Karl 

1991, Linz and Stepan 1996, Collier and Levitsky 1997).        

In seeking to establish a minimum set of qualities for which a state can be 

considered a democracy, proceduralists acknowledge that democratic governments take 

on many forms, with very different institutional configurations and degrees of 

effectiveness.  Therefore, procedural scholars also make use of a scale of democratic 

performance based on a developmental timeline. This focus on degrees of democracy and 

the importance of temporal processes in qualifying what kind of democracy a nation is 

has led to the adoption of two key terms in democratization literature that must also be 

clearly defined.  In an attempt to locate democratizing countries on a temporal scale, 

procedural scholars often classify nations as “transitioning” or “consolidated” 

democracies.  A democratizing nation is considered consolidated when the requirements 

mentioned above have become fully institutionalized.  Most scholars agree that a 

democracy becomes consolidated when basic democratic norms and procedures are 

agreed upon by political elites and the public at large, and such procedures are seen as the 

most legitimate and effective means of dispute settlement (Linz and Stepan 1996, 5-7).  

In order for a democracy to become consolidated, however, a state must first go through a 
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period of transition.  Democratic transition is often defined by scholars as the period of 

time between the termination of an authoritarian government and the institutionalization 

of a democratic regime.  The growing number of democratizing nations over the past two 

decades has led to a heightened focus on processes of democratic transition among 

political scientists, whose scholarship has greatly contributed to our understanding of 

these varied, chaotic and crucial periods in a nation’s history.  Democratic transitions are 

usually characterized by disagreements between elites over the configuration of 

democratic institutions, struggles with authoritarian legacies, and massive state and 

nation-building endeavors.  Transitions to democracy are not uniform, and the specific 

nature of the transition process coupled with the unique historical conditions of a state 

have a profound impact on ultimate form of a nation’s democracy (Mohoney and Snyder 

1999, 5-6).  As this chapter demonstrates, certain social, political and economic 

conditions can aid in democratic consolidation, while the design of democratic 

institutions and procedures can expedite or hinder the transition process.   

 

India and Pakistan At Independence 

 

Studies of democratization assert that pre-existing conditions and the institutional 

design adopted by elites greatly affect the likelihood of democratic consolidation.  

Factors such as pre-existing regime type, ethnic pluralism, economic conditions, and 

cultural values, as well as the ways in which transitioning elites address these issues, have 

all been put forward as explanatory variables for the success or failure of various 

democratic regimes.  While it is true that a variety of forces and conditions affect 
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transition processes, some variables are clearly more influential than others.  In order to 

explicate the more defining influences on democratic consolidation, Linz and Stepan 

offer a useful method of analysis with their “five arenas” model.  According to Linz and 

Stepan, five mutually reinforcing conditions must be met for a democracy to become 

fully consolidated; a lively civil society, an autonomous political society, rule of law, a 

usable bureaucratic apparatus, and an institutionalized economic society that mediates 

between the government and the economy (1996, 7-11).  These five factors figure 

prominently in theories of democratization, and a substantial amount of literature has 

been produced on the importance of each arena in achieving democratic consolidation.  

This chapter utilizes Linz and Stepan’s “five arenas” model as an organizational schema 

for evaluating prospects for democratic consolidation in India and Pakistan during the 

transition period.  The state of the political, civil, and economic societies, as well as rule 

of law and the state apparatus, in India and Pakistan at the time of independence will be 

compared and analyzed according to relevant theories and studies in each arena.   

 

Political Society 

 

Linz and Stepan define political society as “the arena in which the polity 

specifically arranges itself to contest the legitimate right to exercise control over public 

power and the state apparatus” (1996, 8).  Political society, therefore, comprises a range 

of institutions, norms, and procedures such as electoral systems, political parties, 

legislatures, and divisions of power among governmental branches.  The design of these 

institutions and the rules that maintain them comprise a crucial component of every 
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democratic transition process.  The configuration of electoral systems and governmental 

design are the subject of considerable scholarly focus by political scientists, who offer a 

range of theories as to what form political society should take to best achieve democratic 

consolidation.   

Studies of political society in democratizing states can generally be divided into 

two approaches.  The more commonly used structuralist paradigm seeks to explain 

regime change as a result of the design of the governance structure and institutions, 

which constrain the actions of power holders and engender certain reactions by the public 

(Bermeo 1990, 360-61).  The structuralist approach is challenged by scholars who focus 

on individual elites and elite decision making processes during democratic transitions.  

The elite-centered or “voluntarist” approach views individual elites as the most important 

actors during a transition process, and analyzes how bargaining, pacts, and infighting 

among elites affect the design of the governance structure (Mohoney and Snyder 1999, 

4).  O’Donnell and Schmitter explain that a focus on elite behavior and tactics during 

democratic transitions is logical due to the high degree of structural instability and 

institutional weakness experienced during democratization.  In the absence of well 

established political parties and electoral procedures, key individuals in opposition 

groups and interim governments can wield political power with very few systemic 

constrains to alter their decision making.  The motivations of elites within nascent 

political societies and the tactics they use to achieve their goals become the key factors in 

the success or failure of democratic transitions (O’Donnell and Schmitter 1986, 18-19).  

Many elite-centric democratization studies focus on the dynamics of elite interactions.  

Scholars such as Higely and Burton assert that the degree of unity among elites is the 
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deciding factor in achieving democratic consolidation.  They argue that the task of 

building a nation-state is an inherently conflict-prone process, involving competitions for 

rights and power among elites divided by political, ethnic, and class lines.  The ability of 

a transitioning state to create unity among competing elites is viewed as the key to 

establishing an autonomous and effective political society.  Studies have shown that 

widespread elite unity is most often gained when political leadership is attained by social 

movements that have achieved mass appeal, or by opposition parties under the former 

regime (Higely and Burton 1989, 19-20).     

While the heightened influence of individual elites within a transition context 

cannot be overlooked, the importance of systemic factors for prospects for democratic 

consolidation still remains.  Critics of the voluntarist approach explain that elite-centered 

analyses, which place human agency as the key explanatory variable in regime change, 

cannot yield models with any predictive power.  Many scholars argue that although elite 

decision making affects the route taken by a state’s transition process, the ultimate 

articulation of these elites’ decisions and influence will take the form of the specific 

democratic institutions and practices they design (Bermeo 1990, 362).  Other scholars 

argue that despite the elevated importance of political elites in democratic transitions, 

their motives and tactics are often the result of political learning that occurred during the 

prior regime, meaning that elite decision making is still subject to systemic constraints 

(Mohoney and Snyder 1999, 25). 

Critics of elite-based explanations for transitions outcomes often turn to analysis 

of the institutional design adopted by democratizing states.  Case studies from around the 

world have revealed that the specific configuration of the electoral system and 
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governance structure can have predictable effects on the formation of political parties, 

democratic values among the public, and the likelihood of consolidation. Much of the 

institutional analysis of democratic transitions centers on the design of electoral systems 

and their effects on the formation of political parties and systems of party competition.  In 

general, it is agreed upon that presidential systems, which often utilize single-member 

districts for the election of legislators, tend to foster stable dual-party systems that are 

oriented along a left-right divide (Neto and Cox 1997, 150).  Parliamentary democracies, 

which typically assign legislative seats on the basis of proportional representation 

systems, will most likely create multiple smaller parties (Katz 1980, 116).  While such 

generalities are agreed upon by and large by democratization scholars, there exists very 

little consensus as to which electoral system is best suited for achieving democratic 

consolidation.  Proponents of single-member district electoral systems and presidential 

governance structures argue that the greater autonomy of the executive branch and fewer 

political parties ensures a more effective government.  The limited inter-party 

competition and the relative ease with which presidential governments can initiate 

policies are seen as vital for establishing public optimism in a new democratic 

government (Diamond 1990, 54).   

 Most scholars, however, believe that presidential democracies and single-

member district systems are more problematic than beneficial to democratizing states.  

Juan Linz, perhaps one of the most vocal critics of presidential systems, argues that the 

division of powers inherent in most presidential systems leads to deadlock and 

inefficiency in the likely case that the executive and legislative branches are controlled by 

different parties. Linz also claims that presidential governments are less democratic and 
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accountable than parliamentary systems, which are able to call votes of no confidence 

and dissolve coalition governments (1990, 68-69).  Many other scholars mirror Linz’s 

concern that the lessened accountability of presidential systems can be disastrous for 

transitioning states.  Empowered executive branches in post-authoritarian states can 

sometimes open a back door to the return of an undemocratic regime.  Likewise, single-

member district systems are also especially susceptible to appropriation by elements of 

prior regimes, as ruling elites from the former regime have the name recognition and 

mobilization capacities needed to win in the more personalistic presidential systems 

(Dawisha and Deets 693-694, 2006).  Proponents of presidential systems claim that the 

larger number of parties in parliamentary democracies increases previously existing 

divisions and spawns divisiveness among political elites (Mainwaring and Shugart 1997, 

395).  But many scholars counter with claims that proportional representation systems 

shape the nature of party competition in a way that makes consolidation more likely.  It is 

argued that because proportional representation systems generate more parties, this grants 

democratizing governments greater legitimacy by ensuring that more diverse interests 

within the state are represented (Dawisha and Deets 696, 2006).  Proportional 

representation is also said to limit tensions between groups within the state and reduce 

conflict by granting traditionally disenfranchised groups the means of representing their 

interests (Diamond 1990, 55-56). 

Despite the academic back and forth between proponents of different electoral 

and institutional systems, most scholars agree that there exists great variation among 

presidential and parliamentary democracies, and that beneficial institutional designs can 

ameliorate the problems associated with either system (Mainwaring and Shugart 1997, 
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52-53).  Growing attention is also being paid to a number of cases that illustrate a hybrid 

form of democracy that combines elements of proportional representation and single-

member districts.  In particular, several states in the Asia-Pacific region have developed 

what Reilly refers to as “mixed-member majoritarian electoral systems” (2007, 1354).  In 

mixed-member majoritarian systems, some seats are assigned by local, single-member 

districts, but a certain number of seats are based on the overall proportion of votes for 

different parties.  This system has had the effect of reducing the overall number of parties 

and creating more stable, nationally oriented parties, thereby overcoming a tendency 

toward ethnic regional and secessionist parties that existed before electoral reforms where 

enacted (Reilly, 1354-1360, 2007).  

  

Political Society in India and Pakistan 

The interim governments of India and Pakistan had similar backgrounds as 

political parties and nationalist movements during the colonial era.  The governments 

formed by the INC and Muslim League were also led by elites who were influenced and 

devoted to western political theories, and both nations began the transition processes with 

the goal of establishing parliamentary democracies based on Britain’s Westminster 

model.  Despite these commonalities, however, the political societies of newly 

independent India and Pakistan differed greatly in their character, capacity, and structure.  

The INC was devoted to democratic ideals from its very inceptions.  Even before 

the organization became a political party, its positions were assigned through elections 

among it membership and the organizational structure was based on a legislative 

assembly.  Ideological differences between members and factions within Congress were 
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actively encouraged by the party’s leadership, who valued deliberative processes of 

policy formation (Gowda and Sridharan 2007, 9-10).  In contrast, the Muslim League 

leadership was primarily made up of landlords and members of the aristocracy, and 

decision making and appointments were made from the top down.  The experiences of 

the two organizations in the electoral arena also differed markedly. The INC made 

political liberalization a critical component of its message, while the League’s campaigns 

focused on the dangers democracy posed to the minority Muslim population (Robb 2002, 

182-83).  Over the decades, the INC was able to achieve mass appeal throughout India, 

and by independence, Congress had developed a grassroots following across the 

subcontinent as well as significant organizational capacity.  The Muslim League 

competed in separate electorates designed for the Islamic population, and therefore never 

needed to develop a message or party platform that appealed to other communities.  Even 

in these separate electorates, the League consistently underperformed.  The vast majority 

of the League’s support and almost all of its leadership came from Muslim populations in 

Hindu majority provinces.  In the provinces that would eventually form Pakistan, the 

League had very little public support.  In the 1937 elections (the last before elections 

were suspended at the outbreak of World War II in 1939) the INC achieved a majority or 

formed a coalition government in nine of India’s eleven states.  The Unionist party 

dominated Punjab and Bengal, the two states that would form the vast majority of 

Pakistan, with the League capturing only two of the 85 Muslim seats in the Punjab 

(Talbot 1980, 67-68).  The League would fair better in the 1946 elections in the Punjab 

and Bengal due to the repression of INC activities during World War II, but it had never 
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captured more than 5% of the Muslim vote before this breakthrough (Jaffrelot 2002, 

253). 

The INC was well versed in the processes of electoral competition and democratic 

governance by independence, while the League had few experienced democratic 

politicians.  Newly independent India would be governed by experienced elites and well 

established political parties, while there was little party penetration of the social life in 

Pakistan, and the Muslim League had significantly less exposure to democratic principles 

and procedures.  This gap in political learning is became apparent during the lengthy 

constitution-drafting process in Pakistan, and the inefficient governance structure 

designed by the Constituent Assembly.   

 Due to a lack of political learning and party capacity, the political society of 

newly independent Pakistan was unprepared for the challenges of designing a governance 

structure, drafting a constitution, and instilling democratic norms necessary for 

democratic consolidation.  The League’s behavior evinced the same mistrust of 

democratic procedures that characterized the party’s pre-independence platform, leading 

to a host of undemocratic behavior and widespread corruption.  The lack of experienced 

politicians in the Muslim League also led to an inefficient design for the interim 

government and a protracted constitution-drafting process that ultimately culminated in a 

military coup shortly after the constitution was finally adopted.  The political elites of 

India, however, were able to utilize decades of experience in representative institutions 

and electoral competition to expediently craft a parliamentary democracy and federal 

governance structure.  This process was done transparently, fairly, and with a high degree 

of minority representation.   
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Civil Society 

 

Civil society can be best described as the realm of voluntary association within a 

polity.  Civil society is composed of various “self-organizing groups, movements and 

individuals, relatively autonomous from the state that attempt to articulate values, create 

associations and advance their interests” (Linz and Stepan 1998, 7).  Examples of such 

groups include religious orders, intellectual organizations, trade unions, the press, 

women’s rights organizations and other groups in which membership is voluntary.  What 

distinguishes civil society from political society is that even when such groups have an 

explicitly political purpose, they do not try to seek formal power through electoral 

competition (Smidt 1999, 177).  The arena of civil society, therefore, is a sort of 

intermediary between the public sphere of political office and the private sphere of 

individual life.  Studies of civil society in democratic theory can trace their origins to 

Alexis de Tocqueville, who argued that voluntary associations, autonomous from the 

state, were instrumental in creating an informed and politically active citizenry as well as 

instilling democratic norms and values among the voting population (Foley and Edwards 

1996, 39).  Early liberal theorists, expanding on Tocqueville’s analysis, envisioned 

democratic civil societies as a counterweight to the power of the state, working to 

empower citizens against the government and keeping the state accountable for its 

actions.  More recently, civil society has been the subject of increasing scholarly focus as 

studies of “third wave” transitions have demonstrated the power of civil society to 

mobilize opposition to authoritarian regimes (Diamond 1994, 8).  The highly visible role 
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of civil society groups in the dismantling of communist governments in Eastern Europe 

and military dictatorships in Latin America has made this arena a fertile breeding ground 

for conflicting theories of how civil society can aid democratic consolidation. 

Although a great deal of focus has been given to the ability of civil society to put 

pressure on authoritarian regimes to democratize, political scientists are increasingly 

arguing that civil society is essential to the consolidation and maintenance of democratic 

regimes.  Many modern day theorists have continued the Tocquevillian interpretation of 

civil society by claiming that participation in such associations allows for the 

promulgation of democratic values among the population.  This notion becomes 

increasingly important in the context of transitions from authoritarianism, where the 

establishment of agreed upon democratic norms is essential for the consolidation of 

democracy (Smidt 1999, 78).  The organizational structures of voluntary associations are 

often democratic in nature, granting citizens exposure to basic democratic principles and 

experience with democratic procedures.  This quality of civil society is said to not only 

aid in the entrenchment of democratic values among the population, but also serve as a 

training ground for potential politicians, therefore aiding in the creation of experienced 

and disciplined elites (Diamond 1994, 8-9).   A strong civil tradition is also crucial to the 

prevention of corruption and abuses of power during transition periods.  One of the 

greatest causes of stalled transitions or authoritarian backsliding is corruption or 

mismanagement on the part of political elites.  Nascent democracies, however, are 

especially susceptible to such corruption as democratizing states often lack the 

bureaucratic capacity and legal structures to discourage or punish violations of power on 

the part of elites.  Groups within civil society, especially if they have played a role in the 
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liberalization of the pre-existing regime, can serve to monitor the commitments of the 

new democratic government, ensuring transparency and accountability as well as 

increasing public faith in the new regime (Bernhard 1993, 312-13).  Civil society is also 

said to stimulate political participation and cooperation among disparate elements of 

society, which helps ameliorate some of the problems associated with a lack of 

established political parties and uncertainty over electoral procedures (Diamond 1994, 7).   

In addition to fostering a smooth and efficient transition process, a lively civil 

society helps preserve a democratic regime once consolidated.  Many scholars argue that 

in addition to providing consistent limitations on state power and legitimatization of 

public control of the political process, civil society helps limit or solve a host of social 

problems that can prove threatening to democratic regimes.  Groups in civil society are 

able to organize and articulate views and interests outside the arena of formal power 

within a state.  In doing so, civil society is able to provide avenues of representation and 

social advancement to traditionally disenfranchised groups by allowing such groups to 

place public pressure on the government (Lehning 2007, 228).  The representation of a 

diverse array of interests and wide networks of association in a democratic civil society is 

also believed to bridge a variety of social and political cleavages within a state.   

The arguments listed above provide the general theoretical underpinnings of any 

scholarly case made for civil society’s importance in democratic transition and 

consolidation.  These arguments are not without their critics, and much disagreement 

exists within democratization literature on how the nature, configuration, and quality of 

civic life affects the transition process.  Some theorists argue that the role of civil society 

in democratic transitions has been over emphasized in third wave case studies.  These 
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scholars claim that although civil society organizations aided in the mobilization of 

public pressure against non-democratic governments, the ultimate cause of political 

liberalization stems from elites in political society.  These elites, although forced to make 

pacts with reform minded-actors in civil society, were still able to guide and control the 

transition process and served as much more salient factors in democratization processes 

(Foley and Edwards 1996, 45).  The ability of associational life to strengthen democratic 

regimes by instilling democratic values and alleviating social tensions is also questioned 

by many scholars.  The view of civil organizations as Tocquevillian “schools of 

democracy” or training grounds for political elites is based on the assumption that such 

organizations are democratic in nature, which often proves to be false (Diamond 1994, 

15).  While minority groups within a state may be able to mobilize against political 

marginalization in the arena of civil society, counter movements and rival organizations 

can and often do form to challenge these populations and maintain the political status quo 

(Foley and Edwards 1996, 47).  In an extreme form of this factionalism, civil society has 

the potential to exacerbate social divisions and inequalities by providing an arena for 

rival groups and populations to mobilize, sometimes violently, against one another.  

Finally, it is often pointed out that civic organizations’ capacity to undermine and 

dismantle authoritarian governments can just as easily cause the collapse of a new 

democratic regime, making civil society itself a potential threat to transitioning states 

(Varshney 2001, 265). 

The above critiques illustrate that the presence of associational networks and a 

strong civic tradition, in and of themselves, do not guarantee a successful democratic 

transition or consolidation.  Instead, a variety of conditions must be in place to foster a 
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healthy civil society and a beneficial civil society-state relationship.  First and foremost, 

civil society must be relatively autonomous from political society.  Organizations and 

groups within civil society must be independent from the state in terms of financing, 

operations and legal standing.  At the same time, political society must be autonomous, 

and enjoy sufficient legitimacy and capacity to limit the power of civil society, especially 

interest groups on the governance of the state (Diamond 1994, 13-14).  A strong state 

apparatus that enjoys significant public support will be able to act as an external 

mediating force to quell potential conflicts between competing civil society 

organizations.  Such an arrangement can only occur, however, if civil society-state 

interactions and exchanges are institutionalized and embedded within a legal system 

(Linz and Stepan 1998, 9). A beneficial civil society-state relationship requires well 

established and agreed upon rules and regulations placed on society and the state that 

encourage transparency and restrictions of power on the state and allow for free 

association, independent media, and pluralism in civil society (Diamond 1994, 15).  The 

potential for civil organizations to incite violence against one another or the state is 

severely lessened when the democratic government is viewed as legitimate and effective.  

The institutionalization of political parties with broad bases of support also lessens the 

need for such organizations to radicalize, leading to more moderate demands and a higher 

likelihood of cooperation.  Finally, a depth of associational life, best exemplified by the 

ability of individuals to join multiple and diverse organizations increases the ability of 

associational networks to span pre-existing social divides.   

The arena of civil society is a necessary component in transitions to democracy 

and is essential in the preservation of democratic regimes.  Civil society, however, can 
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also serve as a source of conflict and threats to democratic consolidation if the right 

conditions are not in place.  A weak or unpopular government can become penetrated and 

overpowered by special interests and rent seekers, and a lack of wide networks of 

association across groups allows for radicalization among civil society organizations.  

Civil society has demonstrated a remarkable ability to aid democratic consolidation, but 

the development of a strong, diverse, and democratically oriented civic tradition is also 

strongly influenced by the decisions and designs of elites in political society.  The elites 

who guide the transition process must create and abide by a strong legal system that 

creates autonomy for political and civil society by placing checks on abuses of state 

power and allowing free association and representation of diverse interests and goals in 

civil society.   

 

Civil Society in India and Pakistan 

Although the INC and Muslim League reached the height of their power during 

the colonial era as political parties, both organizations began as civil associations, and 

continued to use this arena to pressure the British government for political liberalization.  

The protests, riots, marches, and civil disobedience campaigns initiated by Congress and 

the League during the waning years of British dominance were instrumental in achieving 

independence and partition and initiating India and Pakistan’s transitions to democracy.  

The role of civic organizations in toppling British rule demonstrates that there was a 

strong associational life in the subcontinent, despite frequent repressions by the colonial 

government.  As the political societies of both nations began to take divergent routes, 
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however, the nature of civil society began to change as well, becoming repressed and 

politicized in Pakistan while remaining lively and independent in India.   

Article 19 of the Indian constitution allowed for freedom of association, 

expression and the press and prohibits state intervention in these areas.  Articles 15 and 

16 prohibit various forms of discrimination by protecting equal access to public spaces 

and employment.  Article 25 pertains to religion in India, enshrining secularism as the 

guiding principle of the government.  Under Nehru’s secular vision of the Indian 

Republic, there is no state religion, no state funding of or taxes on religious organizations 

and all of India’s religions were granted equal rights and autonomy under the law 

(Pantham 2004, 248-49).   Taken together, these laws created barriers to state 

intervention in India’s already lively and diverse civil society.  The trade unions, 

religious organizations, and voluntary organizations that had already existed in India soon 

grew and multiplied under the Republic’s new constitution.  A host of new organizations 

and movements such as women’s rights groups, lower caste empowerment movements, 

and agrarian associations also formed during the early years of independence and 

increased in size, complexity, and number (Deshpande 2004, 379-80).  Despite these 

positive qualities, civil society in India was not without its flaws.  Although associational 

networks during the colonial era had spread horizontally, bridging geographical and 

ethnic divides, there was a greater deepening of such ties vertically, along lines of class, 

ethnicity and religion (Kothari 1970, 286).  

Despite some problem areas in Indian civil society, these issues pale in 

comparison to the nature of state-civil society relations in independent Pakistan.  The 

design of the constituent assembly of Pakistan, intended to be temporary and short term, 
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included broad executive powers and ill-defined rights for citizens.  The League 

leadership initiated a series of repressive policies during the first few years of 

independence aimed at quelling civil unrest and protests over government corruption.  

These measures included censorship of the press and 1949 laws allowing preventative 

detention and prohibiting gatherings of more than five people (Baxter 1995, 39-40).  

Without laws protecting associational life from government intervention, civil society in 

Pakistan was rapidly politicized, as the Muslim League established patronage networks 

with various organizations and movements to compensate for a lack of organizational 

capacity and grass roots support (Becker 1995, 200).  No sector of civil society was more 

actively courted by the League and other parties than religious organizations.  Unlike 

India, Pakistan sought to use Islam as a guiding principle of governance and the basis of a 

national identity.  Although members of the constituent assembly would debate for nine 

years as to the exact role of religion in the state, many politicians provided funding for 

Mosques and Islamic organizations in exchange for electoral support (Sayeed 1967, 78-

79).  The penetration of civil society by the Pakistani state worked both ways and 

powerful special interests were able to exert a high degree of influence on the 

government (Candland 2001, 71-72). 

Although both India and Pakistan began their respective transition processes with 

strong civic traditions, India adopted a constitution that allowed for freedom of 

association and severely limited state interaction in social life.  Civil society groups in 

India were also imbued with a democratic character, and many cut across traditional 

social divides.  Pakistani civil society was repressed and captured by Muslim League 

patronage networks as the party desperately tried to maintain its tenuous grasp on the 
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nation.  The use of religion as a means of establishing a national identity in Pakistan also 

led to the politicization of faith-based organizations and the creation of deeply entrenched 

special interests within the government.  Although the Pakistani constitution of 1956 

placed limitations on state power and allowed for many rights and freedoms, the damage 

was already done, and the new nation’s civic landscape lay in shambles. 

 
 

Rule of Law 

 

At its most basic level, the term rule of law describes a legal system in which laws 

are codified, publicly known and enacted fairly and equally by legitimate authorities 

following standardized procedures (O’Donnell 2004, 33).  In the context of 

democratization studies, the rule of law most often refers to the constitutional framework 

upon which the democratic regime is built and laws of the state as well as the judiciaries, 

legal culture, courts and other state institutions that enact and enforce these laws (Linz 

and Stepan 1998, 10).  Establishing a legal foundation for a new democratic regime and 

creating a legal system that will maintain basic democratic attributes such as political 

equality, civil rights, and liberties and governmental accountability is essential to the 

achievement of democratic consolidation.  Legal systems and constitutions, however, are 

as varied and diverse as the democratic regimes that crafted them, differing greatly in 

terms of configuration and overall effectiveness.  Recent studies of democratization have 

focused on the role of law in democratic transitions, producing many theories as to what 

laws and legal institutions are necessary for consolidating a democratic regime.       



 60 

Understandably, constitutional design has been the subject of much analysis by 

democratization theorists.  As the foundational document outlining the extent and 

principles of a democratic regime, the design of a constitution can have a profound effect 

on a state’s prospects for democratic consolidation.  Although considerable debate exists 

as to which type of electoral rules and divisions of governmental power should be 

guaranteed by a new constitution, there does appear to be some consensus on the basic 

requirements for a democratic constitution.  The constitution must guarantee the 

fundamental rights, liberties, and political equalities needed for a state to constitute a 

democracy (Weingast 1997, 246).  The constitution must also be widely agreed upon and 

contain safeguards against revisions and amendments.  Ideally, a democratic constitution 

should include self-regulatory principles and procedures that only allow significant 

changes to be made through a super-majority decision (Linz and Stepan 1998, 10).   

 A significant factor in the design of democratic constitutions is the consideration 

of pre-existing social and political divisions within a transitioning state.  Besides 

enshrining democratic principles such as political equality, civil rights, and liberties in a 

rule of law, constitutions must also craft institutions and governance structures that 

ensure avenues of representation and paths to formal power for all classes, races, and 

ethnic groups.  Scholars have offered differing opinions on how democratic constitutions 

can best ensure the kind of equality and freedoms that will undercut social divides.  

Although most prominent democratization theorists assert that there is no “one size fits 

all” model of how to manage social pluralism, most scholars agree that power sharing 

and group autonomy measures are the most effective way to govern divided societies.  

Power-sharing arrangements ensure that representatives from all significant communities 
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take part in the decision-making processes of a democratic government.  Group 

autonomy entails the ability of these communities to manage internal affairs without 

significant interference from the state or any other outside authority.  Group autonomy is 

especially important for ethnic minorities, which must be guaranteed some political 

power as well as rights and freedoms to practice and promulgate their cultures (Lijpart 

2004, 98-99).  Critics of power-sharing arrangements charge that practices such as 

guaranteeing seats for ethnic minorities in the legislature and the cabinet or the creation 

of separate electorates are fundamentally undemocratic.  They argue against power-

sharing provisions in democratic constitutions, believing that transitioning states must 

base the structure and procedures of governance on solidly democratic principles (Tull 

and Mehler 2005, 377).  Proponents of power sharing, however, argue that such 

arrangements are the best means of overcoming pre-existing social divisions and 

inequalities by ensuring that all groups have a stake in the new regime and are granted 

some bargaining power. 

 The laws of a democratic state, especially its constitution, must place limits on 

state power and maintain democratic discipline through term limits, mechanisms of 

accountability and legal obstacles to abuses of power.  Laws, regulations and even 

constitutions, however, are only one part of the rule of law and are ultimately 

meaningless without the institutions that interpret, maintain, and enforce the rule of law 

in democratic states.  The creation of a judicial branch, including a hierarchy of courts 

and attendant institutions, is vital to the achievement of democratic consolidation.  Judges 

and courts are meant to provide an impartial third perspective on conflict between two 

parties.  This role becomes especially important when judiciaries must mediate conflicts 
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between the state and society or between different branches of government.  The judicial 

system in democratizing states is necessary for enforcing the principles and procedures of 

governance outlined in the constitution and for containing the abuses of power and 

corruption that are likely to occur in a transition setting.  Effective and disciplined 

judiciaries, therefore, can greatly expedite the institutionalization of democratic norms 

and practices as well foster public optimism in a fledgling democratic regime by ensuring 

accountability to the constitution.   

The judiciary can only play this role, however, if the legal system remains 

independent and autonomous.  If the courts are captured by parties or politicians, then 

their ability to objectively interpret laws and arbitrate disputes ends, and the legal system 

becomes part of the abuses of power it is meant to contain.  During democratic 

transitions, the politicization of the judicial branch is a significant threat, as the interim 

government must often design completely new legal institutions and assign positions 

within these institutions.  The construction of the judicial branch by political elites has 

led to the creation of patronage networks and politicized courts in many transitioning 

states, and is a significant factor in many stalled or failed transitions (Larkins 1996, 612-

15).  Although establishing judicial independence is largely dependent on the acceptance 

and practice of democratic procedures by political elites, many studies have shown that 

the judicial branch has considerable ability to empower its self against outside 

interference.  If the decisions of the judiciary are respected by political elites early during 

the transition process, then there is a greater likelihood of the judicial branch’s role 

becoming institutionalized.  This is to say, that the establishment of an effective and 

forceful judiciary that is insulated from party politics must occur early in the transition 



 63 

period.  If judicial independence is compromised during a regime change, the likelihood 

of democratic principles and procedures becoming institutionalized enough to achieve 

consolidation is highly unlikely (Epstein et al 2001, 119).   

Democratic states require a rule of law to guarantee all the rights, liberties, and 

political equalities that define democracy.  Democratic rule of law must be based on a 

sound constitutional framework that places limits on state power, ensures governmental 

accountability, contains self-binding procedures, and provides a legal and political 

structure that ensures cooperation among diverse populations.  The laws and constitution 

of a state must enforced by an independent, depoliticized judiciary that will actively seek 

out and punish unconstitutional practices in government during the transition period.  If 

all these conditions are met, then the legal system can greatly increase the likelihood of 

democratic consolidation.    

 

Rule of Law in India and Pakistan 

As the interim governments of India and Pakistan began drafting democratic 

constitutions following independence and partition, the laws and procedures of 

governance outlined in the 1935 Government of India Act were used as the provisional 

constitution for both states.  British rule had left the subcontinent with a functional 

system of courts and a legal system based on a combination of British common law and 

what was believed (largely erroneously) by the colonial government to be native Indian 

law codes (Cohn 1989, 140).  These provided the frameworks from which both nations 

based new laws and legal institutions, attempting to maintain an efficient judiciary while 

eliminating the problems with the Government of India Act and the application of British 
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laws to India.  As the political systems in each state developed along different routes, so 

too did the rule of law.  India’s transition to democracy was greatly accelerated by its 

favorable constitution and laws, while Pakistan’s legal institutions failed to check 

corruption, abuses of power and undemocratic behavior.   

 Muslims in colonial India had more restricted access to government posts and 

education that allowed members of the mainly Hindu middle class to become lawyers and 

judges in the legal system of the Raj.  Following partition, India inherited a vast majority 

of the former colonial legal culture, as well as experienced judges and court systems.  

The committees charged with drafting the constitution made use of these individuals at 

every step of the design process, and the final form of the Indian constitution firmly 

established the rule of law and created institutions to maintain it.  The constitution of 

India includes all the rights and freedoms that democratization theorists claim are 

required of a democratic state.  It also ensures political and legal equality, guaranteeing 

all citizens due process before the law following established procedures and precedents 

(Kothari 1970, 105-06).  The constitution also established considerable hurdles to 

amendment.  Amending the Constitution requires a two-thirds majority vote in 

Parliament, and all proposed constitutional revisions and amendments are required to 

respect the basic structure and principles of the constitution and subjecting amendments 

to a process of judicial review (Corbridge and Harriss 2000, 146-47). The Indian 

constitution also established a hierarchy of courts, with an independent Supreme Court at 

the top.  The Supreme Court as designed in the original constitution consisted of a chief 

justice and seven other judges, appointed by the president following review by the 

legislature.  The constitution also established requirements for appointment to the 
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Supreme Court, including no less than five years of experience on a high court.  The 

Supreme Court of India has jurisdiction over disputes between the government and states, 

dispute between states and cases involving violation of constitutional rights.  Other cases 

are taken up by District Courts and the High Court of each state (Palmer 1960, 137-39).   

 Muslims were underrepresented in the colonial governance structure across the 

subcontinent.  Even in the provinces that became Pakistan, most of the lawyers, judges 

and court functionaries were Hindus or Sikhs who fled to India following partition and 

the onset of communal rioting.  Upon independence, establishing a rule of law and legal 

institutions was left to the few Muslims with experience in the colonial court system.  

Muslims were so underrepresented in this area, that upon independence, less than fifty 

percent of the courts were functional following the departure of the British, Hindus and 

Sikhs (Sayeed 1967, 61-62).  In the rush to fill judicial positions, League politicians 

readily inserted their own loyalists, and the judicial branch quickly became politicized.  

The 1935 Government of India Act that served as Pakistan’s provisional constitution 

contained no protections on rights or freedoms, and what legal code the Act did contain 

was subject to constant revision under the broad executive power given to the Governor-

General (Becker 1995, 203-04).  Representation in the Constituent Assembly was skewed 

so that Sindh, Baluchistan and the North-West Frontier Province were under represented 

in relation to the League’s base of power in the Punjab.  East Pakistan was particularly 

affected by issues of representation, comprising only forty percent of the assembly 

despite making up over half of the population (Jahan 1975, 14-15). 
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Economic Society 

 

 Recent studies of democratization, especially those focusing on former 

communist states, have become increasingly concerned over the role of economic factors 

in democratic transitions.  Many scholars have argued that democratization must go hand 

in hand with economic development, or that democratic regimes require capitalist 

economic systems to become consolidated (Burkhart and Lewis-Beck 1994, 903).  Linz 

and Stepan, however, point out that although democratic regimes cannot emerge from the 

command economies associated with authoritarian governments, no consolidated 

democracy has ever emerged from a pure market economy either (Linz and Stepan 1998, 

11-12).  The authors argue that while development and market diversity are important 

factors in democratic transitions, what is more important for prospects for democratic 

consolidation is the creation of an economic society.  Economic society is defined as the 

“socio-politically crafted and socio-politically agreed upon norms, institutions and 

regulations that mediate between the state and market” (1998, 11).  Because of the impact 

that the economy can have on democratic transitions, the creation and institutionalization 

of an economic society is of utmost importance in the establishment of economic 

conditions that are favorable for democracy.   

 Studies of democracy have long sought to explain the variation of democratic 

performance among transitioning states as a result of differing levels of economic 

development.  It is generally argued that a prosperous economy is required for successful 

democratic consolidation as it maintains public satisfaction with the new regime and 

provides a stable and lucrative tax base from which to fund the creation and expansion of 
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new state institutions (Lipset 1959, 72-73).  A high level of poverty and conflictual class 

relations are often regarded as significant obstacles to democratic consolidation. A 

vibrant and prosperous economy can lessen the divisions and tensions between economic 

classes by shrinking extremes in income and by creating avenues of socio-economic 

advancement (Rueshemeyer and Mahoney 2000, 1587-88).  Capitalist economies are also 

credited with shrinking the size of the highest and lowest classes through the 

development of a large middle class.  Social theorists from Karl Marx to Barrington 

Moore argue that ability of a capitalist middle class to organize itself to oppose traditional 

elites and further its interests has been vital to the formation and maintenance of 

democracies around throughout history (Arat 1988, 22-23).  Capitalism and the plethora 

of corporations, industries, unions and businesses associated with market economies are 

also said to foster the diversity of social interests and associations needed for the 

development of a strong civil society (Lipset 1959, 84).  Economic modernization and a 

high level of urbanization also foster the infrastructure, transportation and 

communication systems needed to build the broad networks of association that 

democratic civil societies require (Rueshemeyer and Mahoney 2000, 1590). 

 Transnational comparative studies and quantitative analysis of democratizing 

states since the 1950s have concluded that there is a high degree of correlation between 

level of economic development and degree of democracy (Burkhart and Lewis-Beck 

1994, 905).  Recent studies, however, have challenged this assumption.  Scholars such as 

Arat and Gonick and Rosh analyzed levels of economic development and measured 

stages of democratization in large number studies across time.  These studies concluded 

that although democracy and economic development appear to be correlated when 
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viewed from a single point in time, changes in economic prosperity over time have little 

influence on the strengthening or weakening of democratic states during the same time 

period, especially in the case of developing nations. Other factors such as effectiveness of 

the government or level of political corruption seem to play a more vital role in 

maintaining or eroding democracy than economic growth  (Arat 1988, Gonick and Rosh 

1988).  Other authors have pointed out that while a more stable economy can help 

maintain a democratic regime by reducing public dissatisfaction and creating incentive to 

support the state, these same conditions can work to maintain authoritarian regimes and 

undercut democratic forces if wealth and resources are sufficiently distributed 

(Przeworski and Limongi 1997, 176-77). 

 These studies and others have shown that economic growth and market 

economies, while generally beneficial to transitioning states, are not in and of themselves 

sufficient to achieve democratic consolidation.  Economic conditions, however, do seem 

to exercise some influence on democratic regimes and transitioning elites must craft 

economic policies and regulatory structures that stimulate favorable conditions while 

limiting negative side effects of economic growth.  The ability of a transitioning state to 

intervene in the market is necessary for several reasons: first, market economies cannot 

arise, especially from the ruins of state-controlled economies of many authoritarian 

regimes, without state direction and support (Linz and Stepan 1998, 12).  Once a more 

open economy has been produced, interventionist policies are still required to maintain 

the market.  The state must regulate business practices, provide a standardization of 

weights and measures, determine trade policies, and execute many other basic functions 

that require a consistent level of state involvement in the market. State regulation can also 
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ensure that market economies do not produce high levels of economic disparity through 

tax policies, labor laws, and some redistribution programs.  Furthermore, while economic 

prosperity does not always entail democratization, most studies have shown that 

transitioning states are especially sensitive to the social and political fall-outs of an 

economic crisis.  State regulations can help insulate the market from severe and sudden 

downturns, maintaining the economic wellbeing of society and its continued stake in 

supporting the democratic regime (Haggard and Webb 1993, 152-53).   

 Although the level of market regulation and the exact design of economic policies 

needed to facilitate democratic consolidation varies from case to case, it is clear that 

transitioning states must establish some degree of market intervention.  Economic 

society, however, must work to define the limits and boundaries of state intervention and 

promote the rights of certain economic sectors.  If state intervention in the market goes 

too far, then the economy will not enjoy the degree of autonomy, diversity of interests 

and resources needed to generate a democratic civil society (Przeworski 1991, 131).  A 

high degree of state ownership of the economy also prevents political society from 

remaining autonomous, thereby severely damaging prospects for democratic 

consolidation (Linz and Stepan 1998, 12).  Elites must craft procedures and norms for 

market intervention even as they enact much needed economic reforms.  A vital 

component of economic society in democratic states is the representation of certain 

economic interests in the decision-making processes of market policies.  Enacting the 

kind of drastic economic reforms and programs that often accompany political 

liberalization is a difficult and painful process that can adversely affect many segments of 

the population.  The economic society of transitioning states must include norms of 
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market regulation that prevent abuses of state power in this arena as well as avenues of 

representation or empowerment for populations affected by certain economic policies.  

These mechanisms of mechanisms of representation and regulation often come in the 

form of civil society organizations, but can also include a limited or controlled role for 

special interests in policy design and effective electoral processes that allow public 

dissatisfaction or approval of economic reforms to be accurately represented (Przeworski 

1991, 162). 

 Although contemporary scholars have shown that economic development and free 

markets are not the most significant force behind successful democratic transitions, 

economic conditions and policy designs are still a crucial aspect in the consolidation of 

democratic regimes.  The interim government must work to stimulate economic growth 

and diversification while also crafting norms, procedures, and institutions to regulate the 

market.  Democratization is highly unlikely without some degree of market intervention, 

but this must be controlled and limited.  An effective economic society will allow the 

state to ease class divisions and inequalities, buffer the economy from crises, and aid in 

the development of crucial economic sectors.  At the same time, the economic society 

must include ways in which labor, businesses, and other economic interests can represent 

themselves and play some part in the design of market reforms and economic policy.  

 

Economic Society in India and Pakistan 

British governance brought modernization, industrialization, and a capitalist 

economy.  These economic transformations led to the development of a substantial 

middle class in Indian society that included merchants, bankers, factory owners and 
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businessmen, lawyers and other professionals.  The middle class that emerged during 

colonial rule consisted primarily of Hindus, and the Muslim population of India remained 

largely impoverished.  This economic disparity was especially pronounced in the 

provinces that would form Pakistan, and would lead to an economic crisis following 

independence and partition.  Both India and Pakistan quickly initiated economic reforms 

and market regulations.  The degree of state intervention in the economy and the ways in 

which such policies were implemented differed greatly in India and Pakistan, and led to 

vastly different outcomes.   

The provinces that became Pakistan were profitable agricultural areas, growing 

staple products as well as cash crops such as jute and cotton.  But the factories and mills 

used to refine these crops were located almost exclusively in India.  The industrial and 

mercantile sectors in pre-partition Pakistan were largely owned and operated by Hindus 

and Sikhs, who fled to India after independence (Corbridge and Harris 2000, 14-15).  The 

outbreak of hostilities between India and Pakistan over the princely state of Jammu-

Kashmir led India to cut trade relations with Pakistan.  In addition, the portion of the 

colonial treasury allotted to Pakistan in the partition agreement was held by India, leaving 

Pakistan with almost no funds (Baxter 1995, 43).  Although the Indian economy was far 

more diverse and enjoyed the benefit of a middle class, there still remained many 

problems with economic life in newly independent India.  The market that developed 

during the colonial era was guided by the British to serve their own economic purposes.  

For most of the colonial period, the Indian economy was guided by laissez-faire policies 

and produced mainly consumer goods (Kapila 1990, 28-29).  Although India enjoyed a 

greater industrial capacity as well as more capital and natural resources compared to 
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Pakistan, both nations were faced with the task of designing policies and programs to 

ensure economic growth.   

Under the leadership of Nehru, the constituent assembly enshrined a commitment 

to socialism in the guiding principles section of the constitution. Nehru and Congress 

leaders saw the necessity of market economies for democratic consolidation, however, 

and socialist economic policies were geared towards eliminating poverty and 

modernizing the economy rather than establishing complete state control.  Nehru and his 

supporters in the INC believed that strong social programs and state intervention in the 

market could ensure economic modernization and ease the economic disparities which he 

believed were the root of communal tensions in India. (Parekh 1991, 37-38).  The 

guidelines for state intervention in the market were outlined in the Industrial Policy 

Resolution Act of 1946, which specified the industries under exclusive state control, the 

market sectors that needed to be developed under state regulations as well as controls and 

regulations on foreign investment (Hardgrave and Kochanek 1993, 356  

 Under the interim government of Pakistan, economic policy was delegated to the 

Planning Commission.  Unlike India, however, there existed no guidelines or principles 

to establish the extent of state interventionist policies.  Planning and implementation of 

these policies did not include representatives from affected economic sectors, and the 

government was unable to invest as high amounts of money in these programs as India 

(Becker 1995, 209).  Furthermore, the corruption and factionalism that plagued the 

League during Pakistan’s formative years made agreement on and implementation of 

economic policies difficult.  
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State Apparatus 

 

It goes without saying that transitions to democracy require a functional state 

apparatus.  Modern democratic regimes must protect rights and freedoms for all citizens 

and are often called upon to provide basic needs and services to the population.  

Furthermore, democratic consolidation is highly unlikely if the state lacks a monopoly on 

the use of force within its own territory.  To accomplish all these tasks, transitioning 

states require large and effective bureaucratic institutions as well as skilled and 

disciplined functionaries to run them (Linz and Stepan 1998, 11).  In many cases, 

however, the regime change associated with transitions to democracy also requires 

extensive state-building programs.  Interim governments of transitioning states often lack 

usable bureaucracies if the previous regime lacked such institutions, or if their design is 

not amenable for democratic systems of governance.  Even if a former regime left intact 

and efficient state institutions in place, democratic elites must choose to either replace the 

experienced bureaucrats with inexperienced democrats or keep bureaucratic roles filled 

by members of the old regime.  In either case, interim governments are often faced with 

the task of redesigning or rebuilding a state apparatus that will allow a consolidated 

democracy to govern efficiently.   

The size, effectiveness and complexity of the bureaucracy designed or 

restructured by the interim government of a transitioning state will have a profound effect 

on that state’s prospects for democratic consolidation.  Transitioning states require more 

than a functional state apparatus, however, and the structure and characteristics of the 

bureaucracy must meet certain qualities in order to prevent the stalling or reversal of the 
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democratization process.  Bureaucratic institutions in a democratic state must impartially 

assign positions and promote individuals on the basis of their skill and experience; the 

operations of these institutions must follow established procedures and guidelines for 

decision-making; and the roles and authority of bureaucratic positions must be clearly 

defined (Back and Hadenius 2008, 2).  Most importantly bureaucratic institutions must be 

highly autonomous from political society, exercising a significant degree of control over 

their own operations and filling positions based on professional merit rather than electoral 

competition.  This quality of bureaucratic institutions, viewed as essential by theorists as 

early as Max Weber, has generated a large body of critique by democracy scholars.  

Although a large independent bureaucracy is vital for the governance of a state, 

the removal of these institutions from an electoral process or significant oversight by 

elected officials is seen as problematic and potentially threatening to democratic regimes 

by many scholars.  The decidedly undemocratic nature of such a powerful component of 

the national government can allow for abuses of power, corruption, and inefficiency due 

to the absence of governmental oversight or public accountability that regulates the 

behavior of elected officials (Etzioni-Halevy 1985, 90-91).  Despite these concerns, most 

scholars agree that a powerful and highly autonomous bureaucracy is necessary for the 

establishment and maintenance of a democratic regime.  The assignment of positions 

within a bureaucracy on the basis of professional merit rather than electoral politics is 

needed to ensure the efficiency of these institutions.  In theory this process allows for the 

objective assignment of posts and ensures that officials will perform their duties 

impartially.  Bureaucratic autonomy is required to ensure that state institutions do not 

become politicized.  The ability of the government to assign roles, terminate officials or 
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define the authority of bureaucratic positions often leads to the creation of patronage 

networks by political parties and rent-seeking behavior that inhibits the impartiality and 

effectiveness of bureaucratic institutions (Back and Hadenius 2008, 4).  The loss of 

bureaucratic independence is highly likely during democratic transitions, as emerging 

political parties, desperate to consolidate power, attempt to ensure the loyalty and support 

of various state organs that the parties are actively designing and constructing (Hyneman 

1950, 77). 

Although the nature of bureaucratic institutions is often fundamentally 

undemocratic, there are ways in which such institutions can be designed that will 

alleviate some of the potential threats to democratic governance.  State institutions, 

whether democratically elected or not, are still governed by a set of norms, values and 

established procedures.  Bureaucratic institutions can be established on values of 

transparency and professionalism that will greatly constrain the actions of state officials 

(Etzioni-Halevy 1985, 85-86).   If the command hierarchy of bureaucratic institutions is 

clearly defined and authority is also horizontally divided and compartmentalized, then the 

chances for abuses of power are lessened through limits checks and balances on 

authority. Although bureaucratic independence must be ensured, the power of these state 

bodies can be defined, and mechanisms of enforcement can be put in the hands of the 

national government (Hyneman 1950, 98).  Bureaucratic agencies can also be subject to a 

degree of public accountability if relevant pubic interests and affected groups are 

involved in the design and implementation of programs initiated by bureaucratic 

institutions. Public involvement in the operations of the state apparatus allows for citizen 

influence and the opportunity for public assessment and review.   
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Bureaucratic institutions are a vital component of modern governance, especially 

in democracies.  The construction or rebuilding of the state apparatus by interim 

governments during democratic transitions is essential to the consolidation of the new 

regime, but this process is fraught with risks.  Bureaucratic institutions must be 

independent and depoliticized to remain impartial and effective.  At the same time, limits 

must be placed on bureaucratic power, and mechanisms of state and public accountability 

must be constructed.  A functional state apparatus with such measures in place and 

guided by institutionalized values of impartiality, professionalism, and transparency will 

go a long way in ensuring that the transition process is completed.      

 

State Apparatus in India and Pakistan 

One of the most prominent features of British rule in India was the Indian Civil 

Service, the bureaucratic and administrative system that served as the “Steel Frame” of 

British colonial rule.  Civil society organizations and political parties within India had 

successfully pushed for political liberalization during the Raj, and by the time of 

independence, most ICS posts were filled by Indians (Palmer 1971, 49-50).  As in other 

areas of the colonial government, most of these civil servants were Hindu, leaving India’s 

bureaucracy with a high degree of capacity while Pakistan was forced to rebuild its civil 

service.  In addition, Pakistan would face a host of crises that would tax the new nation’s 

already weakened state apparatus. 

Of the 1,157 Indian members of the ICS, ninety-five of the 101 Muslim members 

chose to go to Pakistan.  Although these officers were joined by a small cadre of British 

bureaucrats, no member of Pakistan’s initial bureaucracy had served longer than fifteen 
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years, and most had less than ten years of experience (Baxter 1995, 37).  The Pakistani 

bureaucracy was soon faced with a daunting array of challenges, including the economic 

crisis that engulfed the new nation following independence and the war with India, as 

well as a massive refugee crisis.  By the time the communal violence of partition had 

abated, nearly one fifth of the population of West Pakistan were refugees (Sayeed 1967, 

63-64).  To face these challenges, the small state apparatus left to Pakistan by partition 

was rapidly expanded by temporarily lowering the requirements for various positions and 

placing military officers and forces under bureaucratic control to work on crisis relief and 

state-building projects.  After these initial measures took effect, the Civil Service of 

Pakistan quickly returned to the same professionalism and well established procedures 

and levels of authority that characterized the British administration.  The Pakistani 

bureaucracy was also able to maintain a high level of autonomy in relation to political 

elite, remaining outside the control of the League and other parties.  The efficiency and 

popularity of the bureaucracy in independent Pakistan far exceeded that of politicians, 

and, although state institutions remained free of patronage networks and corruption, the 

bureaucracy would become a powerful political force.  Members of the bureaucracy were 

often included in the legislative process, lending their expertise to the design of various 

programs.  Many civil servants also entered the political arena, using their background as 

former bureaucrats to ensure public support (Becker 1995, 201-03).   

The largely intact bureaucratic institutions of independent India were also able to 

maintain their efficiency and professionalism, and were instrumental in implementing the 

INC’s various state-building projects and economic reforms. The ICS became the Indian 

Administrative Services and oversaw the growth and expansion of India’s bureaucracy.  
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The Indian bureaucracy was never a force in policy formation or an avenue to public 

office like its counterpart in Pakistan, however, as the political parties of the Republic 

enjoyed greater public support and were viewed as efficient during the early years of 

independence (Robb 2002, 208-09).  The early Indian bureaucracy also included town 

councils, Panchayats and civil society groups from relevant areas of the population in the 

implementation process of many programs, especially aid and rural development.  The 

Pakistani Civil Service, in contrast, worked with traditional aristocrats and rural 

landowners (Burki 1969, 328-9).  Although the IAS retained clear and standardized 

procedures, assigned or promoted individuals to posts on the basis of skill, and 

maintained political impartiality during the India’s formative years, the autonomy of the 

bureaucracy was not guaranteed.  The federal government and state governments, 

through indirectly elected ministers, had a significant degree of control over transfers and 

appointments in various bureaucratic institutions.  Political interference would lead to 

increasing corruption in decades to come that would greatly undermine the effectiveness 

of the Indian bureaucracy (Hardgrave and Kochanek 1993, 94-95).   
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Conclusions  

 

After applying theories of democratization to empirical evidence from newly 

independent India and Pakistan, it is clear that prospects for democratic consolidation in 

both states were vastly unequal.  India inherited a greater share of the colonial 

bureaucracy, and more experienced civil servants.  The economy of India was far more 

stable and diverse, and early economic policies included representatives from affected 

sectors of the market.  Most Pakistan’s economic elite, as well as most of its 

manufacturing and industrial centers, went to India during partition, and an economic 

crisis quickly developed.  India also inherited a relatively undamaged system of courts 

and a higher number of judges, lawyers and legal functionaries.  Unlike India, the 

judiciary in Pakistan was quickly politicized, and a constitutional framework was not 

respected by political elites.  Indian civil society was stronger and more democratic in 

nature than in Pakistan, and the Indian Constituent Assembly quickly passed laws 

establishing freedoms of assembly, press, and speech.  Civil society in Pakistan lacked 

the breadth of associational networks, and was immediately subjected to repressive laws 

and politicized.  Perhaps most importantly, the Political society of India was experienced, 

disciplined and devoted to democratic principles and procedures.  The political elites of 

Pakistan, in contrast, lacked the same levels of political learning, public support, and faith 

in democratic institutions.  The chart on the following page shows that most of the vital 

political, social, legal and economic characteristics necessary for achieving democratic 

consolidation were present in India but absent in Pakistan. 
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Table 2.1  India and Pakistan at Independence: The Five Arenas 

 

 

DEMOCRATIC 
ARENA 

VITAL 
ATTRIBUTES 

INDIA PAKISTAN 

Autonomous      

Competitive Elections    

Democratic Procedures/Values    

Divisions of Power    

Political Society 

Established and Valued Parties/Elites    

Relatively Autonomous    

Protections Against State Interference    

Broad Associational Networks    

Lack of Vertical Divisions   

Civil Society 

Ability to Influence Public Policy     

Guarantees Rights and Freedoms    

Political Equalities    

Power-Sharing Arrangements    

Independent Judiciary    

Rule of Law 

Legal Hurdles to Amendments/Revision    

Stable Economy   

Established Procedures and Limits on State 
Intervention 

   

Lack of Extreme Economic Disparity   

Representation of Relevant Sectors in Policy 
Formation 

  

 
 
 

Economic Society 
 
 
 

“Safety Nets” Against Economic Downturn    

Useable Bureaucracy    

Autonomous     

Professionalism     
State Apparatus 

Transparency and Public Accountability    
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Although prospects for democratic transition were markedly unequal in India and 

Pakistan upon independence in 1947, these uneven starting points, in and of themselves 

would not ensure democratic consolidation in India or its failure in Pakistan.  Many cases 

of successful transitions took place in times or conditions that greatly challenged the 

efforts to establish a democratic regime.  The ability to successfully democratize often 

lies in the ability of elites to craft effective and stable institutions of governance that 

address social, political and economic problems while fostering the development of 

conditions favorable to democratic consolidation.  From the beginnings discussed in this 

chapter, democratic institutions in India and Pakistan would continue to evolve until the 

present day, adapting to new challenges, responding to public pressures, or at times, 

degrading into authoritarianism.  The differing characteristics of India and Pakistan at 

independence, especially in the arena of political society, would play a key role in the 

next phase of the transition process, and the subsequent developmental trajectory of 

democratic institutions. 
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Chapter 3:  Democratization in India 

 
 

Although the Indian transition process was greatly aided by a range of favorable 

political, social, and economic conditions, considerable obstacles remained on the road to 

democratic consolidation.  In addition to the process of designing democratic institutions 

and procedures that would remain stable and effective, the Constituent Assembly was 

also faced with the task of uniting India’s ethnically, linguistically, and socially 

heterogeneous population under a single national identity.  The institutions designed by 

the founders of the Republic and the evolutionary trajectory these institutions took over 

the proceeding decades would ensure democratic consolidation in India.  This process 

was never smooth or unified, however, and many problems emerged that continue to 

threaten democracy in India until the present day.   

 

Founding the Nation  

 

The Constituent Assembly of India was composed of experienced, disciplined 

elites dedicated to democratic ideals, and the theoretical groundwork for the Indian 

constitution had been laid long ago by the INC.  Furthermore, the structure of the 

Congress party was fundamentally democratic, with elections to leadership positions as 

well as seats in the party’s state and national councils determined through elections.  

Nevertheless, the process of integrating the patchwork of social, political, and economic 

systems that comprised the newly designated territory of India would be a considerable 
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challenge.  Following Mountbatten’s resignation as Governor-General of India, Nehru 

became head of state and a Congress-dominated Constituent Assembly.  With the 

departure of the Muslim League for Pakistan following independence, the INC was left 

with no major political rivals on the national level, and comprised over 80 percent of the 

Constituent Assembly  (Corbridge and Harriss 2000, 23).  The unrivaled electoral 

dominance of the Congress, along with the broad public support enjoyed by the party and 

its leader Nehru, imbued the interim government with a tremendous amount of political 

capital.  These conditions facilitated a quick constitution-drafting period and a relatively 

stable transition process, but would constrain the development of a competitive party 

system in the future.  At the time however, the government’s commitment to democratic 

principles and ability to act quickly greatly aided the process of national integration.  In 

addition to the subcontinent’s ethnic, religious, and linguistic diversity, economic 

systems and social hierarchies differed markedly from one region to the next.  Many 

areas were still dominated by landholding aristocrats or empowered castes, who collected 

revenue for the government.  Village councils controlled land and revenue in other 

regions, and some areas were divided into small plots of land owned by lower caste 

communities (Banerjee and Iyer 2005, 1193-94).  

 The Indian landscape was also dominated by 572 Princely States that had 

remained virtually autonomous throughout British rule.  The States Commission of the 

Constituent Assembly brought most of the princely states into the Republic through 

negotiations and the promise of special rights and positions for these state’s traditional 

rulers.  The new state was forced to resort to on military intervention against the rulers of 

Junagadh and Hyderabad, two large Princely States with Hindu majority populations but 
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Muslim rulers.  Following the capitulation of these states, their populations were allowed 

to vote to join India in a plebiscite and chose overwhelmingly to do so.  The decision of 

the Hindu ruler of the largely Muslim state of Jammu-Kashmir to join India led to yet 

another military intervention, as well as the first Indo-Pakistani war in 1948 (Palmer 

1971, 96-97).  In comparison to the relative ease with which the Princely States were 

integrated into the Republic, managing India’s ethnic, linguistic, and religious diversity 

would prove more daunting.  The first challenge came from Hindu nationalist 

organizations and parties as well as conservative Hindu elements within the Congress 

Party.  These groups demanded retaliation against Muslims following the violence of 

partition and they wanted the new nation of India to be founded on Hindu principles.  

Many politicians, including members of the Constituent Assembly, advocated the 

enshrining of Hinduism as the state religion in the constitution, and creating a 

decentralized government that granted political authority to village and caste councils at 

the local level.  Many leaders also wanted the caste hierarchy to be enforced by the 

constitution and legal system (Adeney and Wyatt 2004, 12-13).  Representatives from 

different regions and ethnicities also demanded a high degree of political and cultural 

autonomy, and members of the Muslim minority feared for their rights and freedoms in 

an environment of tense communalism.   

 

Defining Indian National Identity 

 

Nehru and the core of INC leadership sought to solve these issues through the 

creation of a unique federal system and the implementation of a secular ideology of 
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governance that would also serve as a cornerstone of national identity.  These efforts are 

clearly visible in the Indian Constitution, which was adopted January 26th 1950.  The 

constitution of India defines the Republic as “secular, socialist and democratic” (Ganguli 

2007, 48) and contains no references to religious or cultural symbols in its definition of 

the nation state.  The Indian constitution allows for freedom of religious expression and 

makes no attempt to hinder India’s linguistic diversity through the imposition of a 

national language.  States were granted a high degree of autonomy under the 

Constitution’s federal structure, and the States Commission that integrated the Princely 

States merged or divided these areas into new states based on ethnic populations.  The 

commitment to secularism in the Constitution was designed to allow for the survival and 

protection of India’s various sub-national identities, while uniting them under a broad, 

national identity.  The constitution also attempts to soften the social divisions hardened 

by British rule by providing avenues of upward mobility and social integration for 

minority groups.  The freedom of religious and linguistic expression enshrined in the 

constitution and the avoidance of cultural symbols in the definitions of the republic are all 

aspects of the secular view of Indian nationality. 

 India’s founders, in particular Nehru, provided further articulations of Indian 

nationalism prior to and long after independence had been achieved through their 

writings and speeches.  The secular view of Indian national identity according to these 

sources can be seen as essentially territorially based, with references to the natural beauty 

of the subcontinent abounding within the pages of Nehru’s many works and the speeches 

of INC leaders.  Particular emphasis is placed on geographic features such as the Ganges 

River or Himalayan mountain ranges, features that cut across state boundaries (and 
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therefore localized identities) uniting India’s multiple peoples.  Conspicuously lacking in 

the works of Nehru and his contemporaries is the sacred value ascribed to such 

landscapes by various religious communities (Malik and Vajpeyi 1989, 309-10).  When 

religion is mentioned, attention is paid to each religion equally and emphasis is placed on 

the uniqueness of India’s pluralistic and syncretic society (Varshney 1993, 34).  

Constructions of Indian history were careful to praise the beneficial influences and 

contributions to Indian society of each religion, and acts of religious intolerance are often 

glossed over, such as in Nehru’s favorable descriptions of Mughul rule (Upadhyaya 2008, 

823-24).  A great deal of emphasis is also placed on “Indianization” of foreign cultures, 

people and ideologies throughout history.  Descriptions of the integration of Aryan, Arab, 

Jewish, and Christian immigrants and invaders into the social system of historical India 

are highlighted to demonstrate the ability of various identities to unite and mutually 

prosper (Malik and Vajpeyi 1989, 311).   

The INC’s promotion of a secular national identity was mirrored in the federal 

governance structure, which provides ethnically constructed states with political and 

cultural autonomy, while creating a strong center to manage India’s diverse polity.  

Although the avoidance of religious and cultural meanings in the construction of Indian 

national identity prevented the alienation of minority groups, the government’s policy of 

non-intervention with the nation’s varied social systems meant that a unified political, 

social and economic system was never developed across India.  In many areas, power 

structures and systems of ownership based on caste hierarchies remained in place, 

quickly becoming incorporated into the developing networks of state patronage without 

changing their basic configuration (Hardgrave and Kochanek 1993, 148-49).  Although 
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state autonomy would lead to the perpetuation of traditional power structures and notions 

of social difference, the constitution and governance structure of India was devised to 

ameliorate some of the more damaging effects of these systems by empowering all 

citizens with the right to vote and guarantees of basic equalities. The electoral system and 

configuration of the state and central governments were also designed to provide all 

groups the means of achieving regional and national representation.   

 

The Indian Constitution and Governance Structure 

 

Many of the basic tenets of the Indian Constitution and the governance structure it 

created have been discussed in chapter two.  The Constitution called for broad adult 

suffrage regardless of caste, class or religion and established the basic civil rights and 

liberties necessary for a functional democracy. The central government of India’s federal 

system is composed of a weak executive branch, a dual-chambered Parliament based on 

Britain’s Westminster model and the judicial branch.  The government of newly 

independent India also rested on the bureaucratic apparatus of the former ICS, which 

became the Indian Administrative Service upon independence.  Despite what appears to 

be a Western basis for the design of the constitution and governance structure, Indian 

democratic institutions are distinctive in many significant ways.  Although the 

constitution provides for separate branches of government to create checks and balances 

of power, there existed a high degree of interdependence between the executive and 

legislative branch.  Article 53 of the Indian constitution states that the “Executive power 

of the Union shall be vested in the President and shall be exercised by him either directly 
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or through officers subordinate to him in accordance with this constitution” (Palmer 

1971, 119).  The President of India serves for five-year terms and is elected through an 

Electoral College system that consists of both houses of parliament and all the state 

legislative assemblies. The President of India’s authority and position vis-à-vis the 

Parliament is left vague in the constitution.  The dependence on the legislature for 

election to the presidency and the high amount of power granted to Parliament in the 

constitution indicates a position of subordination to the Council of Ministers (Corbridge 

and Harriss 2000, 187-88).  The executive branch, however, is granted wide ranging 

emergency powers in Articles 352-360 of the Indian Constitution.  These emergency 

powers include the ability to suspend national or state elections for a period of six 

months, and declare martial law nationally or in a particular state.  Presendent’s rule can 

be enacted in an instance of foreign or internal aggression, financial instability or a 

breakdown of constitutional function in a state or territory (Palmer 1971, 122).  Although 

the President’s subordinate position to Parliament should prevent the wanton abuse of 

these powers by a despotic president, the ability of Parliament to control the executive 

branch would lead to controversial and problematic uses of these Emergency powers in 

the decades that followed independence.   

Despite the ambiguity surrounding the Executive branch’s authority and its 

extreme emergency powers, the central authority of the Indian national government is 

unquestionably the Parliament.  The two chambers of Indian Parliament are similar in 

composition to the Westminster model, but differ in terms of powers and authorities for 

each House.  Seats in the People’s Council (Lok Sabha) are assigned by single-member 

district system in each state (Gowda and Sridharan 2007, 4-5). The Council of States 
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(Rajya Sabha) is the upper house of Parliament, and members are elected by the state 

legislatures.  The Parliamentary system established by the Indian constitution grants the 

Lok Sabha a substantial degree of power, while limiting the role of the Rajya Sabha in 

the legislative process.  The Prime Minister and Council of Ministers who serve as the de 

facto executives of the Indian government are chosen from among the ruling party or 

coalition in the Lok Sabha, and the lower house has the ability to call a no confidence 

vote and dissolve the government.  The authority to write legislation in most areas is 

granted to the Lok Sabha and precedence is given to the lower house in case of a 

disagreement between the two chambers.  The Rajya Sabha, as it was designed in the 

constitution is intended to serve as a chamber for revision and critique, granting state 

representatives a say in the legislative process and curtailing populist excesses on the part 

of the lower house (Hardgrave and Kochanek 1993, 63-64).   

The state legislative assemblies in India are essentially replications in miniature of 

the central government, with some variation among states in terms of size and structure.  

Some state assemblies consist of an upper and lower house, while others possess a single 

chamber.  The ruling party elects a chief minister who in turn appoints a council of 

ministers who serve as the executive administration of the state.  Each state also has a 

governor, who like the Indian president, possesses weak executive powers and a 

subordinate position to the legislature.  The governors are appointed by the Indian 

President, and are usually not native to the states they are appointed to in an effort to limit 

their involvement in local affairs (Hardgrave and Kochanek 1993, 105-06).  Like 

elections to the central government, seats in the state assemblies are assigned through 

competitive elections and a single-member district system (Ganguly 2007, 31).   
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The Evolution of Indian Democracy 

 

Within the basic institutional framework provided by the Indian Constitution, 

democracy continued to spread and deepen across the diverse populace of the 

subcontinent.  Democratic norms and procedures continually evolved and adjusted to the 

unique structures, conditions, and values of India as well as changing social systems and 

notions of identity.  Changes in the nature of Indian political society, economic systems 

and popular sentiment have led to shifts in institutional equilibrium that altered the 

developmental trajectory of Indian democracy.   

 

1952-1967 A Congress-Controlled Consolidation 

 

Following the adoption of the Indian constitution in January of 1950, the date for 

the new Republic’s first general elections was set for April 17th 1952.  Most sources 

reported an approximately 45% turn out rate, and electoral procedures appear to have 

been fairly and freely conducted.  Unsurprisingly, the INC swept the elections, with little 

in the way of opposition from the largely new and unknown parties formed after 

independence (Kochanek 1968, 11).  The Congress Party won 364 of the Lok Sabha’s 

489 seats, forming a single party government and naming Jawaharlal Nehru as Prime 

Minister.  The INC also won an electoral majority in every state assembly, and therefore 

easily established a majority in the Rajya Sabha as well (Palmer 1970, 227).  The 

development of Indian democracy for the next two decades would be directed by Nehru 
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and a political system dominated by a single party.  Nehru would remain Prime Minister 

until his death in 1964, the influence of his personal philosophies indelibly shaping the 

next phase of the Indian transition process.  Nehru’s individual influence on the evolution 

of Indian democracy was greatly enhanced by the INC’s monopoly on power, which 

allowed the government to almost unilaterally implement national policies and state-

building projects.  Congress would maintain its electoral advantage in the 1957 and 1962 

elections, defeating rival parties by wide margins.  In the period between 1952 and 1967, 

the INC retained between 73% and 80% of seats in Parliament while the next largest 

share of seats held by a single party was 5%.  In the same period the INC formed the 

government in almost every Indian state either by majority or through a coalition, losing 

only one state legislative assembly election in all fifteen years (Election Commission of 

India, 1951, 1957, 1962).  Despite Congress dominance of the political system, elections 

were competitive by all standards, electoral procedures were conducted fairly and voter 

turn out was higher than in contemporaneous young democracies.  While a score of 

opposition parties emerged during these decades they remained divided and failed to 

develop the kind of organizational capacity and public support needed to present a 

serious challenge to the Congress Party.      

During the first two decades of India’s existence, Nehru and the INC guided the 

evolution of the Indian political system within the parameters of the founder’s socialist, 

secular, and democratic ideology.  Nehru was also one of three principle founders of the 

Non-Aligned Movement.  Nehru’s commitment to Cold War neutrality and maintaining 

India’s sovereignty would greatly influence the Republic’s foreign relations, trade and 

economic policies (Kochanek 1968, 55-56).  With little in the way of opposition, the 
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INC-led Parliament quickly enacted economic policies designed to increase 

governmental control of the market by establishing state monopolies in certain sectors 

and increasing regulations. The guidelines for state intervention in the market were 

outlined in the Industrial Policy Resolution Act of 1948, which gave the state exclusive 

control over armaments, atomic energy, as well as some transportation, communication 

and refining industries.  The Industrial Policy Resolution of 1956 greatly expanded state 

control of the market to include more industrial sectors and services such as insurance 

and banking. These resolutions limited the private sector mainly to the production of 

consumer goods, and established many controls and regulations on foreign trade and 

investment  (Rogers 1996).  Economic policies were implemented in Five-Year Plans 

designed by the National Planning Committee.  Economists, politicians and 

representative organizations from relevant sectors of the economy all took part in the 

design of the Five-Year Plans.  Although development and employment began to 

increase, its pace was slow, and poverty as well as caste and class discrimination 

remained widespread (Hardgrave and Kochanek 1993, 559). 

The growth of state intervention in the economy during the Nehru years greatly 

affected the development of India’s bureaucracy.  As the government expanded into the 

market and began initiating a range of social programs, the size and complexity of the 

Indian Administrative Services increased exponentially.  The rapid rate at which the need 

for new and larger bureaucratic organs grew led to lower standards for appointment, a 

breakdown of professionalism, and decreased bureaucratic independence.  Ministers 

directing new social programs began exercising increased control of appointments and 

transfers as standardized procedures disappeared in the face of new challenges and 
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functions (Hardgrave and Kochanek 1993 97-98).  The Indian bureaucracy, which had 

been founded on the remains of the prestigious I.C.S, began a slow slide into corruption 

and inefficiency that would stall the implementation of many state programs.   

Despite these setbacks, there is ample evidence of Indian democracy becoming 

consolidated during the Nehru years.  Voter turn-out rates increased steadily, rising from 

44.87% in 1952 to 55.42% by 1961 (Election Commission of India 1952, 1961).  Civil 

society in India also grew during this period, becoming stronger, more diverse and more 

democratic in character.  The rapid increase in state investment in the industrial sector led 

to the formation of many worker’s organizations and labor unions during the late 1950s.  

Lower castes and tribal groups formed powerful organizations and movements to protect 

their rights and freedoms granted by the Indian Constitution, and volunteer organizations 

and aid groups grew in size and numbers.  The bargaining power of these organizations 

and the nature of state-civil society interactions was reflected in the ability of various 

associations to influence government policy.  Organizations representing ethnic and tribal 

populations were repeatedly successful in pressuring the Indian government for 

statehood, and five new states were created along ethnic and linguistic boundaries 

between 1956 and 1963.  Many Indian aid and volunteer organizations were also utilized 

in the implementation of government anti-poverty and development programs, gaining 

widespread approval and support from India’s disaffected classes (Jayal 2007, 150).   

The first two decades of Indian independence saw an institutionalization of 

democratic norms and procedures among the population, expanded networks of 

association that raised the bargaining power of many groups throughout Indian society, 

and a sustained commitment by the state and society to the basic tenets of the Indian 
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Constitution.  There were, nonetheless, some potentially dangerous developments such as 

the continued electoral dominance of a single party, a decline of bureaucratic efficiency, 

and slow economic development.  The evolutionary trajectory of Indian democracy was 

far from fixed, however, and a series of events in the 1960s would alter the political 

equilibrium creating opportunities and threats to Indian democracy.  Costly wars with 

China in 1962 and Pakistan in 1965 created a severe economic crisis in India.  This crisis 

was compounded by droughts and famines in much of the subcontinent that overwhelmed 

the capacity of the bureaucracy to distribute goods and services to the impoverished.  

Nehru’s death in May of 1964 deprived the INC of its most experienced and publicly 

recognized figure.  Nehru’s successor Lal Bahadur Shastri was also a very skilled 

politician and shared many of his predecessor’s ideologies.  Shastri began a series of 

agrarian policies in response to the famines that would eventually culminate in the Green 

Revolution in India and the establishment of sustainable food surpluses (Echeverri-Gent 

1996).  Shastri’s death under mysterious circumstances in 1966 delayed further reforms 

and ushered Indira Gandhi into power, an event that would have substantial consequences 

for the INC and Indian democracy.     

 

1967-1982:  Democratic Openings and Authoritarian Interludes  
During the Decline of Congress 

 

Indira Gandhi had served in the Lok Sabha since independence and held a 

position in the Council of Ministers under Shastri.  She was also Nehru’s daughter and 

Congress leadership believed her appointment as Prime Minister would win public 

support in the next year’s elections.  Instead, the 1967 elections dealt the INC its first 
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major electoral defeat.  The party lost 78 seats in the Lok Sabha and lost control of the 

legislative assemblies in six states.  Although INC losses were critical, the opposition 

gains in Parliament were mainly divided between two right-wing parties, allowing 

Congress to form the government and retain Indira Gandhi as Prime Minister.  The 

Congress losses were due more to popular dissatisfaction with the INC than to a change 

of tactics or capacity by opposition parties.  Yet the 1967 elections gave the diverse array 

of Indian political parties an opportunity to prove themselves to the electorate, especially 

at the state level.  Taking advantage of the INC’s diminished power, the normally 

fractious and divided opposition parties joined together to form ruling coalitions in the 

state legislative assemblies.  These diverse coalitions of national and regional parties 

ignored all ideological differences, and were often composed of extreme right wing and 

left wing parties. Calling their coalition the United Front, the unlikely allies formed 

governments in Kerala, Orissa, Bihar, Punjab, and West Bengal, and later managed to 

topple Congress-led coalitions in Uttar Pradesh, Haryana, and Madhya Pradesh (Kashyap 

1970, 196-97).  Although many of these coalitions fell apart due to infighting and 

strategic defections from smaller parties, participation in the United Front gave many 

regional parties a cadre of experienced politicians and increased public recognition that 

would aid in their subsequent development. 

 Although Congress remained in control of the central government, the fault lines 

of the diverse party that Nehru managed to hold together began to emerge.  The internal 

leadership of the INC and many ministers blamed Gandhi for the electoral defeats and 

sought to limit her influence while directing the party toward a more centrist ideology.  

When Indira Gandhi supported former labor leader Varahagiri Venkata Giri's bid for the 
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presidency over the INC leadership’s more conservative nominee, the party expelled her 

for indiscipline.  This action split the INC into two parties; the old INC structure became 

Congress (O) for organization while Gandhi and a majority of ministers formed Congress 

(R) for requisition.  Despite the split Gandhi managed to remain Prime Minister with the 

support of the Communist Party and the Akali Dal (Echeverri-Gent 1996).  In the 1971 

election, Congress (O) maintained the support of the Hindu middle class and urban elite 

while Gandhi’s populist campaign bypassed INC networks of party patronage and 

appealed directly to lower classes and castes.  Gandhi’s populist message, combined with 

her separation from what was perceived to be the problematic elements of Congress and 

voter dissatisfaction with the unstable United Front governments, earned her party a 

decisive victory in 1971.  Congress (R) won 352 seats in the Lok Sabha while Congress 

(O) won only 16, earning fewer votes than the Communist Party and the Hindu 

nationalist Jana Sangh (Election Commission of India 1971).  

 The INC now belonged to Indira Gandhi, but the new Congress bore little 

resemblance to the party of the 1950s and 1960s.  The democratic election of party 

functionaries, leadership committees, and wide grassroots networks were replaced by 

clientalistic system that gave Indira ultimate authority over the party.  Gandhi assigned 

leadership positions and ministry posts to loyalists, and dismissed or demoted party 

functionaries who questioned or opposed her policies.  Indira Gandhi’s autocratic 

leadership style and her party’s massive majority in Parliament allowed her to enact 

policies with little resistance or critique.  Gandhi maintained high public support 

following India’s victory over Pakistan in 1971 that led to the secession of East Pakistan 

and the creation of Bangladesh.  The immense cost of the war, however, led to another 



 97 

economic downturn, and public pressure began to mount against Indira Ganhi’s 

Congress.  The explosive growth of protest movements around the nation and their 

support for opposition coalitions, a vote of no confidence in Parliament, and, finally, a 

High Court ruling that charged Indira with fraud in the 1971 election were clear 

indicators of a looming Congress defeat in the next years elections.  In response, Gandhi 

instructed the President to declare a state of national emergency, suspending elections 

and civil liberties and censoring the media.  Despite the already unconstitutional nature of 

Indira Gandhi’s state of emergency, the six-month time limit on emergency rule was 

ignored by Gandhi’s regime, and extended two years.  During this time, leaders from all 

opposition parties were jailed without trial, along with members of the INC who spoke 

out against the Prime Minister.  Gandhi also passed legislation exonerating her and her 

party from any charges of fraud or unconstitutional behavior, and pushed several 

constitutional amendments through parliament that increased the Prime Minister’s power 

(Gowda and Sridharan 2007, 25-26).   

 Indira Gandhi’s “Reign of Terror” could have easily ended democracy in India.  

Instead, it was only a set back as the state of emergency was unexpectedly revoked by 

Gandhi in January of 1977, and elections were scheduled March.  Gandhi likely believed 

that a Congress victory was inevitable due to the fractured nature of the opposition and 

the short time frame in which to organize.  A Congress victory would also legitimize her 

actions during the emergency to the people of India and other nations of the world.  

Indira did not anticipate the anger of the Indian electorate over her disruption of 

democratic rule, or the union of other political parties in their opposition to her.  The 

Congress (O), Socialist, and two Hindu nationalist parties joined together to form the 
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Janata Party, easily defeating Congress in the 1977 elections (Hardgrave and Kochanek 

1993, 251-52).  For the first time, a non-Congress government was formed in Parliament, 

vowing to undo the damage of the Emergency and restore Indian democracy.  Morarji 

Desae became Prime Minister and his administration quickly repealed the amendments 

made to the constitution during the Emergency.  The Janata Party also amended the 

constitution to limit the President’s emergency powers, but the fractious coalition was 

ineffective and weak, leading to its collapse in 1979.  Elections were scheduled for 1980 

and the former unity of the opposition parties gave way to factionalism and competition.  

With no viable alternatives and a desire for governmental stability, voters returned Indira 

Gandhi and the INC to power by wide margins (Kaviraj 1986, 1702-03).  

Indira Gandhi’s victory was soon overshadowed by the rise of the armed 

Khalistan Movement in the Punjab.  Sikh nationalists, demanding the right to secession 

and the creation of an independent Sikh nation called Khalistan, had begun forming 

armed militias, and several of the movement’s leaders sought recognition of Sikh 

independence from foreign governments and the U.N.  The military response by the 

Indian government, Operation Bluestar, resulted in the deaths of hundreds of civilians 

and was widely condemned by the Indian media.  Two months later, Indira Gandhi was 

assassinated by her Sikh bodyguards, and the Republic erupted in violent anti-Sikh riots.  

The death of Indira Gandhi left the autocratic Congress command structure without a 

clear leader.  Indira Gandhi had managed to maintain her party’s electoral success 

through ruthless ambition and complete disregard of democratic procedures and values.  

However, no one can claim that she was not a brilliant politician, and her ability to sway 

voter sentiment successfully overthrew the old INC establishment and returned her to 
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power three years after she was removed as Prime Minister.  Without her domineering 

tactics and political know how, the Congress would decay even further, leading to 

changes in the Indian party system that would shape Indian democracy until the present 

day. 

1982-The Present: The Stabilization of the Party System, Economic 
Liberalization and the Rise of Identity Politics  

  

Following Indira Gandhi’s death, her son Rajiv was appointed Prime Minister by 

INC leadership.  Rajiv had little political experience and even less desire to lead the 

government.  During the campaign for the 1984 general elections, the INC under Rajiv’s 

leadership drew upon anti-Sikh sentiment and utilized Hindu symbols and rhetoric to 

consolidate the party’s eroding public support.  The strategy was a success, and the INC 

won an astonishing 404 seats in the Lok Sabha (Ganguly 2007, 36).  Following his 

electoral victory, Rajiv Gandhi set an ambitious agenda of governmental and economic 

reform.  His first act was the Anti-Defection Bill that would become the fifty-second 

amendment to the Indian Constitution.  The bill prohibited the use of bribes or ministerial 

appointments to induce the defections of parties or individuals from a coalition.  The bill 

also set regulations for splitting or merging parties and required ministers to resign their 

seats before switching parties (Hardgrave and Kochanek 1993, 262-63).  The act was 

meant to limit the factionalism, infighting and frequent floor-crossing that had led to the 

collapse of so many coalition governments.  What is most striking about this act is that 

Congress had overwhelmingly benefited from defections in the past, and Rajiv Gandhi 

had just provided a legal framework that would strengthen non-Congress coalition 

governments.  Despite his inflammatory rhetoric in the campaign, Rajiv set about 
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negotiating with Sikh leaders, and granted the Punjab many concessions.  Gandhi also 

initiated a scale back of state control over the market, as well as easing trade restrictions 

and regulations on foreign investment.  The young Prime Minister also attempted to 

reform the command structure of Indira’s Congress, but was met with stiff opposition 

from old guard party leadership. 

  Despite Gandhi’s reforms, a series of high profile corruption scandals involving 

INC ministers and functionaries emerged prior to the 1989 elections.  The scandals, 

coupled with a more united opposition led to a Congress loss of 207 Lok Sabha seats.  

The stunning turn around ousted Rajiv Gandhi, but resulted in a hung Parliament, as no 

party or coalition gained a plurality of votes.  The INC’s seat share was reduced to 197, 

while the Janata Dal, the leading opposition party, earned 143.  Most notably, a young 

Bharatiya Janata Party had unexpectedly increased its Lok Sabha seats from 2 to 85.  The 

BJP and Janata Dal formed a ruling coalition with support from the Communist Party, 

installing V.P Singh as Prime Minister.  Singh enacted a series of laws that reserved 

positions in various public service jobs to lower castes and classes.  He also attempted to 

combat the rise of communal tensions and identity politics through a series of diplomatic 

gestures towards India’s Sikhs and Muslims.  Singh visited the Golden Temple 

apologizing to the Sikh nationalist organizations for Operation Bluestar.  Singh also sent 

troops to protect the Babri Masjid Mosque from radical Hindu organizations (Echeverri-

Gent 1996).  Unfortunately, these actions disaffected the Hindu nationalist BJP, which 

withdrew its support for the coalition in 1990, leading to the short-lived administration of 

Chandra Shekhar before a Congress-led no confidence vote dissolved the government 

and scheduled new elections (Adeney and Saez 2005, 7-8).      



 101 

The campaign leading up to the 1991 elections seemed to be heading towards a 

slim Congress victory.  While campaigning in Tamil Nadu shortly before the elections, 

however, Rajiv Gandhi was assassinated by a suicide bomber from the Liberation Tigers 

of Tamil Elam, due to his decision to send Indian peacekeeping forces to Sri Lanka in 

1987.  Riding a wave of voter sympathy, the INC won 232 seats in the Lok Sabha and 

named Narisimha Rao as Prime Minister.  The BJP won a total of 120 seats, becoming 

India’s main national opposition party (Hardgrave and Kochenek 1993, 260).  The rise of 

the radically Hindu nationalist BJP would alter the dynamics of the party system, and 

shape the nature of Indian electoral competition for the next decade.  The BJP developed 

out of the remains of the Bharatiya Jana Sangh, the former political wing of a massive 

association of Hindu nationalist clubs, services, and organizations known as the 

Rashrtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS).  The BJS had been too liberal in its economic 

policies throughout its history, and earned little support from its parent organization.  

Following the collapse of the Janata Sangh coalition in 1977, many former BJS leaders 

including Altal Bihari Vajpayee and Lal Krishna Advani formed the BJP in an attempt to 

create a more centrist Hindu nationalist party.  The founder’s centrist ideologies failed to 

earn much electoral support, winning only two Lok Sabha seats in the 1984 elections 

(Adeny and Saez 2005, 4). 

Viewing Rajiv Gandhi’s inflammatory rhetoric and use of religion to mobilize 

support as the cause of the INC’s victory, the BJP began to capitalize on the divisive 

issues of the day, such as anger over the special status of Kashmir and Punjab, and the 

reservation of legislative seats and government posts for non-Hindus.  The BJP’s 

manipulation of ethnic tensions and use of Hindu religious themes in campaign speeches 
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and slogans consolidated a wide base of support for the party, and earned the loyalty of 

the RSS.  The RSS was able to provide the young BJP with the organizational capacity, 

communications networks, and armies of grassroots volunteers needed to form a national 

political party.  The colonization of the RSS command structure and network of 

organizations by the BJP created the most powerful opposition party in the history of 

independent India.  This alliance, however, severely limited the range of policies 

available to BJP politicians, who found their party married to the conservative and ethno-

centric ideologies of the RSS (Wilkinsin 2007, 26).  During the Rao administration, the 

BJP supported many of the Prime Minister’s policies, most notably his economic 

liberalization initiatives that scaled back the Indian bureaucracy considerably. The BJP, 

however, continued to make use of communal tensions to build a base of support.  BJP 

president L.K Advani continued to mobilize popular sentiment against the Babri Masjid 

Mosque, which many Hindus believed was built over the birthplace of the god Ram. On 

December 2, 1992, members of the Vishwa Hindu Parishad, with the support of R.S.S 

and BJP leadership, demolished the Mosque, inciting a wave of communal violence 

across the nation.  Despite the government’s best efforts to diffuse the tension, thousands 

of Hindus and Muslims were killed in the worst rioting since Partition (Rogers 1996).    

The BJP’s Hindu nationalist rhetoric and use of ethnic conflicts to gain support 

enabled the new party to win 161 Lok Sabha seats in the 1996 elections, while the INC’s 

share was reduced to 140.  A.B Vajpayee of the BJP was invited to form the government, 

but was unable to secure support from the left as well as several key parties representing 

Sikhs and Muslims.  Vajpayee was forced to resign, and an unstable Janata coalition 

ruled for two years before collapsing in 1998 (McMillan 2005, 18).  The BJP gained a 
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further 21 seats in the 1998 elections, installing Vajpayee as Prime Minister and forming 

a stable coalition government.  Although the government would lose a no confidence vote 

a year later (by a single vote), the 1999 elections would return the BJP to power with 270 

seats, and the resulting government would last for a full five-year term, the first non-

Congress party to do so.  The BJP under Vajpayee’s leadership shifted away from its 

ethnocentric rhetoric and policies in favor of bread and butter economic policies.  The 

trade liberalization initiated by Gandhi and Rao was continued and many economic 

sectors were privatized.  The 2004 elections brought the INC back to power by a slim 

margin, 145 seats to the BJP’s 138.  The coalition built by Congress was stable, however, 

and Manmohan Singh, the former finance minister who had designed many of the 

economic policies of the past two governments, was elected Prime Minister (Wilkinson 

2007, 25-26).  Since 2004, Indian politics has coalesced around two fairly stable 

coalitions.  A host of center-left national and regional parties have joined the United 

Progressive Alliance led by Congress, while the BJP has built a coalition of center-right 

national parties and regional allies.  Although the INC retained control of the national 

government in the 2009 general elections, popular support for the BJP has increased as 

the party softens its Hindu nationalist message.  The INC-led government of the past ten 

years has been forced to work with a powerful and relatively united opposition, and has 

initiated many social welfare policies in conjunction with market deregulations 

(Oldunberg 2010, 184).   
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Analysis:  Successes and Failures of Indian Democracy 

 

The evolution of Indian democracy was shaped by a variety of factors.  

Institutional constraints limited the range of policies and decisions open to ruling elites 

while extra-systemic conditions and events provided opportunities for political and social 

change.  Human agency also played a significant role in the transition process, as the 

ideologies, abilities, and personalities of certain individuals proved to be defining 

variables at various points of time.  The development of India’s democratic regime seems 

to defy many of the fundamental assumptions of democratization theory.  A diverse, 

fractious party system emerged despite the presence of single-member districts.  A 

democratic government was formed and subsequently sustained itself despite an 

extremely heterogeneous population and limited economic growth.  A lively and 

powerful civil society developed despite the presence of deeply entrenched forms of 

traditional identity and ridgid social hierarchies.  Even in light of the successes of Indian 

democracy, however, the many problems and shortcomings of the Indian state throughout 

its post-colonial history preclude an easy classification of the Republic as a consolidated 

democracy.  India has struggled with a range of religious, ethnic, and caste conflicts that 

have never been fully resolved.  The recurrence of ethnic nationalist secession 

movements undermines the legitimacy of the state and constructions of national identity.  

India’s inability to address poverty and a range of human rights issues calls the efficiency 

of the government into question.  Finally, the dominance of a single party through out the 

past six decades and notable instances of undemocratic behavior by members of the party 

raises concerns over how democratic India actually is.   
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Despite these problems, India fits the procedural definition of a consolidated 

democracy.  The Indian Constitution established universal adult suffrage, even at a time 

when many transitioning democracies were concerned with limiting the franchise and 

cementing the position of elites in power (Ganguly 2007, 31).  Although decades of 

single-party dominance have been problematic for Indian democracy, Indian elections are 

widely considered free and fair, and positions of formal power are achieved through 

competitive elections (Gowda and Sridharan 2007, 4-5).  The Constitution of India also 

established basic civil rights and liberties, as well as protections and affirmative action 

programs for traditionally disenfranchised groups.  Although there have been periods of 

state abuse or disregard of civil rights, most notably during the 1975-1977 Emergency, 

they have remained mostly intact for the past six decades, and minority rights and 

autonomy have actually increased (Alam 2009, 9-10).  Despite numerous challenges to its 

territorial sovereignty by sub-national actors, India has maintained the ability to exercise 

legitimate power within its boundaries, disabling secessionist movements through 

granting diplomatic concessions or the use of force.  In addition to possessing all the 

defining characteristics of a democratic state, there is clear indication that democratic 

norms and procedures have become institutionalized among the population and political 

elites. With the exception of the 1975-1977 Emergency, the basic constitutional structure 

and legal framework that govern political decision making procedures have remained 

intact, and have become the accepted norm among political society in India.  Democratic 

values, acceptance of electoral competition as the basis for achieving formal power and a 

perceived stake in maintaining the democratic status quo have all become firmly 

embedded within all sectors of the Indian electorate (Heller 2000, 491-92). 
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In short, the basic characteristics of democracy have become firmly 

institutionalized in India.  The stability and resilience of these foundational requirements 

coupled with near universal acceptance and support of democratic norms has combined to 

make democracy in India “The only game in town.”  Despite its many problems and 

fluctuating levels of governmental efficiency, India is considered by many scholars to be 

one of the most successful cases of democratic consolidation in the developing world 

(Lijphart 1996, 258).  Many theories have been put forward attempting to explain Indian 

democracy’s unexpected success.  Some scholars argue that Indian democracy became 

consolidated due to favorable legacies of British colonialism, which left the subcontinent 

with viable democratic governance structures, and social and economic conditions that 

were amenable to consolidation.  Despite the influence of western political philosophy on 

many of India’s founders, however, the historical determinist argument has little 

credence.  Demands for political liberalization on the part of a democratically organized 

and oriented nationalist movement were bitterly opposed by the British up until the last 

years of the Raj.  Indian elites succeeded in appropriating democratic ideologies and 

systems of government and transplanting them into the unique social systems of India.  

Although historical forces have undoubtedly shaped the evolution of Indian democracy, 

they are not found in the legacies of British rule but the democratic character of the 

nationalist movement, which ensured the establishment of a uniquely Indian democratic 

political society (Ganguly 2007, 30-31).   

Other scholars have argued that Indian’s federal structure is responsible for the 

survival of its democracy.  Many theorists contend that the high degree of political 

autonomy granted to states constituted along ethnic and linguistic boundaries has 
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provided a safety valve for communal tensions and ethnic nationalism.  Indian federalism 

greatly aided in democratic transition and consolidation.  The system in and of itself, 

however, cannot explain the sustenance of Indian democracy when many other examples 

of ethno-federalism have failed (Mitra 2007, 90).  Some scholars believe that cultural 

factors allowed democracy to become embedded in Indian society, citing the tolerant and 

inclusive nature of Hinduism or the stability of the religiously ordained social system as 

favorable grounds for democratic systems.  Again, although cultural forces and social 

systems have influenced Indian democracy, this explanation falls woefully short, 

especially considering the decidedly intolerant nature of the young BJP and other 

religious parties (Adeny and Wyatt 2004, 4).  Finally, a number of theorists offer an elite-

centric approach to analysis of democracy in India, claiming that the political parties, the 

party system, and individual politicians dedicated to democratic principles have 

completely controlled the development of Indian democracy.  While the influence of 

political society on the course of India’s transition and consolidation are unarguable, the 

individuals, parties, and the party system itself was shaped and constrained by a variety 

of structures and forces (Mohanty 2004, 108). 

Ultimately, however, the consolidation and maintenance of Indian democracy is 

the product of institutions and a range of internal and external forces that shaped their 

development.  The roots of Indian democracy lie in the nationalist movement of the 

colonial era and more specifically, the INC.  The commitment to democracy and a unified 

sovereign India guided the development of the INC throughout the struggle for 

independence.  The structure and procedures of the INC were based on democratic 

principles, with all positions being assigned through elections among Congress members 
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and day-to-day decision-making processes following parliamentary procedures (Vora and 

Palshikar 2004, 16).  The entrenchment of democratic norms and procedures among the 

INC members coupled with a history of electoral success in the colonial legislatures, 

provided the party with experienced leaders and complete faith in democratic systems of 

governance.  Congress dominance of both the Constituent Assembly and post-1950 

elections was both problematic and beneficial to the development of Indian democracy.  

The success of the INC was due to its unrivaled organizational capacity, public support, 

and recognition, as well as the single-member district system of assigning Lok Sabha 

seats.  The INC’s unique position at the achievement of independence and the design of 

the electoral system severely constrained the development of a party system that was 

already fractious due to India’s ethnic, social and economic diversity (Hargrave and 

Kochanek 1993, 226-27).   

The early electoral dominance of the INC also meant that power was held by 

India’s most experienced and capable leaders at the time, providing stability to the 

transition process.  Congress control over the Constituent Assembly and national 

government meant that the organization most committed to democracy oversaw the 

process of consolidation. If the INC had shared power with any of the plethora of parties 

that opposed democracy or advocated a religious state, the Indian Constitution and 

governance structure would have looked very different (Ganguly 2007, 36).  The INC’s 

long period of unchallenged rule could have had deleterious effects on Indian democracy 

had the internal structure of the party been different.  The early electoral dominance of a 

single party is a common phenomenon in transitioning democracies due to the unity and 

cohesion of parties opposed to colonial or authoritarian rule.  In many cases, however, 
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parties initially elected democratically will engage in a variety of undemocratic behaviors 

to maintain control of the government.  In such cases, the institutionalization of 

democratic norms and procedures are severely delayed.  The Congress Party of 1950-

1971 maintained a democratic structure that constrained the behavior of its members, 

precluding any significant breaks from commitments to democratic principles.  The party 

also actively encouraged ideological differences and factionalism, guaranteeing an 

internal democratic process within the government despite its dominance by a single 

party (Gowda and Sridharan 2007, 8-9).  

The beginning of the end of Congress dominance can be traced to the party’s first 

electoral defeats in 1967.  This election began a slow process of opening the party system 

that eventually led to the more or less bi-polar coalitional alignment of today.  This 

change was facilitated by several factors.  First, the practice of granting statehood to 

ethnically distinct areas beginning in 1956 and continuing through 2000 created fertile 

ground for the development of regional political parties (Palmer 1971, 233-34).  The 

separation of ethnic populations into distinct federal subunits allowed for smaller parties 

devoted to achieving a higher degree of autonomy, special governmental concessions or 

even secession to emerge.  The creation of ethnic majority states eliminated the need for 

regional parties to develop a broad, inclusive message to appeal to various groups.  

Instead, these parties made use of specific cultural symbols and appeals to ethnic identity 

to secure votes for the state and national governments (Telford 1997, 970-71).  The 

emergence of these groups, most notably in the states of Punjab and Tamil Nadu, were 

instrumental in eroding India’s one-party dominant system.  This development also made 

ethnic identity politically salient, challenging the secular definition of Indian nationality 
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and hardening inter and intra ethnic relations and power structures (Adeney and Wyatt 

2004, 10).  The civil rights and liberties guaranteed in the Indian Constitution as well as 

its protection for minorities led to the growth of civil society in India.  This development 

would limit the Congress monopoly on government power by eroding the party’s base of 

support among the rural poor.  The INC of 1950-1967 maintained power through an 

electoral alliance of Hindu urban elite, the growing middle class, Muslims, and lower 

class and caste populations in the countryside.  The low classes and untouchables were 

mobilized during the nationalist movement and post-colonial elections through an 

elaborate system of Congress party bosses within the caste hierarchy of villages and 

towns.  The lower castes and classes were mobilized politically, but not on their own 

terms, instead serving as vote banks for the INC (Heller 2000, 504). The growth of civil 

society led to the creation of caste and class organizations, and the emergence of these 

populations as self-organizing social and political forces (Jayal 2007, 150-51). 

Indira Gandhi would remove any further constraints on the development of a truly 

multi-party system with her wholesale dismantling of the INC power structure and 

India’s brief authoritarian episode.  Congress never again regained the same level of 

organizational capacity, and the governmental reforms initiated in reaction to the 

Emergency placed greater constraints on the ability to use Presidential Rule, and 

established greater division between government branches (Hardgrave and Kochanek 

1993, 249-50).  The Emergency also reinvigorated the judicial system, which has since 

grown increasingly bold and effective in upholding the constitution and regulating 

unconstitutional behavior among elected officials (Mehta 2007, 117-18).  Rather than 

derail or destroy democracy, Gandhi’s emergency rule produced a renewed commitment 
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to the preservation of democracy by India’s population and political society.  The loss of 

the Congress party machinery, and later its autocratic leader Indira, forced the party to 

resort to religious rhetoric and identity politics to maintain public support.  A host of 

growing political parties followed suit, most notably the BJP, which established a 

national base of support by colonizing the organizational networks of the RSS and other 

Hindu nationalist associations.  This alliance brought the BJP rapid electoral success, but 

confined the policy options of the party to the political and social right (McMillan 2005, 

18).   

The nature of the party system and political competition changed dramatically 

during the 1990s as identity politics and communalist appeals by parties replaced 

grassroots networks and systems of party patronage as the basis for mobilizing mass 

support (Heller 2000, 493-94).  At the state and national level, religious, ethnic, and caste 

identities became more rigid, and parties began to organize along lines of social and 

cultural cleavages.  The limits of such strategies quickly became apparent, however, as 

the 1996 BJP government was unable to secure Parliamentary support from parties 

representing or including religious minorities and lower caste groups.  The last decade 

has demonstrated a process of political learning in both the INC and BJP.  The INC has 

reinstated the internal democratic procedures and structure destroyed by Indira Gandhi, 

and the BJP has begun a process of moderating its ideology and appealing to Muslims 

and Sikhs (Wilkinson 2007, 30-32).  The profusion of ethnic, religious or caste based 

parties at the state and national level has coincided with the bi-polarization of the Indian 

party system into two relatively stable coalitions.  Rather than enflame more communal 

tensions and conflicts, ethnic parties have been successfully co-opted by the opposing 
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coalitions, and have served as representatives of their respective communities within the 

coalitions.  In this manner, an informal system of power sharing, in which minority 

parties are actively courted and granted positions within a coalition, has developed in 

India (Adeney and Wyatt 2004, 9). 

Indian democracy has developed within an institutional framework constructed 

and initially maintained by a democratically organized and disciplined political party.  

The growth of civil society has eroded the boundaries of social categories by providing 

avenues for upward mobility and political power to disadvantaged classes while at the 

same time reinforcing long established ethnic, religious, and caste identities.  The erosion 

of the secular vision of Indian national identity that accompanied the decline of the INC 

led to the assertion of sub-national identities as ethnic groupings became units of political 

jurisdiction within the federal structure of the Republic.  Lacking organizational capacity, 

the INC, BJP, and other parties relied on building and mobilizing support through the 

manipulation of cultural symbols and appeals to religious and ethnic identity.  Although 

these practices and processes have spawned innumerous instances of communal violence, 

the stabilization of the Indian party system in to two coalitions along a left-right axis has 

allowed the dangerous potential of ethnic-based parties to be undercut and absorbed into 

a power-sharing system within each coalition.  In this form, identity-based parties 

become vehicles for the representation of India’s diverse social categories.  Minority 

groups and Dalits are now actively courted by India’s dominant political parties, ensuring 

disenfranchised groups more power and influence than they ever had before.  Despite 

many threats and problem areas, Indian democracy has shown a remarkable resilience 

over the past sixty years, and now it shows signs of becoming more stable and 
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representative.  Although the case of India cannot be easily fit into many models of 

democratic transition the institutionalization of democratic norms, procedures and 

structures in the face of numerous challenges demonstrates the continued strength of the 

Republic’s consolidated democracy.   
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Chapter 4:  Democratization in Pakistan 
 
 
 

 
In addition to the host of political, economic and social conditions that presented 

immediate hurdles to democratization in Pakistan, issues of national integration, identity, 

and the viability of the recently defined state quickly emerged.  The territorial division of 

Pakistan into two wings separated by over 1,600 kilometers of Indian territory, as well as 

the unequal population distributions across the two wings, posed a unique challenge to 

the framers of the Pakistani Constitution.  Islam had served as the basis of the League’s 

demand for partition, and upon independence the Constituent Assembly faced the task of 

defining the role of religion in the state.  Finally, ethnic divisions in Pakistan were 

stronger than the common religious identity mobilized by the League, creating a host of 

conflictual center-periphery relations.  The chaotic nature of Pakistan’s early political 

development prevented the institutionalization of democratic principles and procedures, 

providing openings to formal power for unelected individuals and non-democratic 

institutions.   

 

The Founding of the Nation 

 

The Government of India Act of 1935 served as the provisional constitution for 

Pakistan, but a few modifications were quickly added.  The position of Prime Minister 

was created and filled by Jinnah’s right hand man Liaquat Ali Khan. The Prime Minister, 

elected by the Constituent Assembly, was intended to replace the overly powerful 
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position of Governor General in the 1935 constitution, which was largely reduced to a 

ceremonial function (Haqanni 2006, 220).  The powers and relation between the Prime 

Minister and Governor General were poorly defined, however, and with the wildly 

popular Jinnah occupying the position, the office of Governor General assumed central 

importance in the new government (Baxter 1995, 63-64).  With his roles as Governor 

General, President of the Muslim League, and head of the Constituent Assembly, 

Muhammad Ali Jinnah enjoyed unrivaled power and influence over the direction of the 

Pakistani transition process.  Under Jinnah’s guidance, the Constituent Assembly began 

drafting a democratic constitution, although disagreement over the role of Islam and 

whether Pakistan should be a presidential or parliamentary system stalled progress.  The 

Princely States within Pakistan’s borders were peacefully absorbed with guarantees of 

special privileges granted to the former rulers (Khalid 1967, 133).  Conflict erupted over 

the Princely State of Jammu-Kashmir, however, which led to the first Indian Pakistani 

War in October of 1947.  The end of the war in a stalemate and U.N enforced ceasefire 

made the military a source of national pride in Pakistan but also inspired fears of being 

reabsorbed by a larger, more powerful India (Callard 1956, 13). 

 Under the Indian Independence Act of 1947, Pakistan inherited only 30% of the 

British Indian army, 20% of its air force, and 40% of its navy (Haqqani 2005, 26).  Most 

of the higher-ranking officers of the colonial army had been British, Hindu or Sikh, and 

the majority of the Pakistani officer corps were of middle or lower rank.  Most of the 

weapons and munitions factories that supplied the colonial army also went to India 

(Cohen et al 1992, 301).  The weak and disorganized state of the Pakistani military 

following independence and the First Indo-Pakistani war prompted the Constituent 
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Assembly to initiate a massive military buildup, diverting valuable funding and attention 

from Pakistan’s already floundering economy (Shah 2002, 68).  The professionalism, 

efficiency, and popularity of the military were also seen as a means of establishing 

control and stability over the state.  Eleven Muslim military officers were transferred into 

key positions in the growing Civil Services of Pakistan, and the military was also utilized 

in the implementation of a variety of early relief programs and state-building projects 

(Baxter 1995, 37).  The Muslim League also formed alliances with the landed aristocracy 

in Punjab and Bengal to ensure state control at the local level and a base of support for 

the party (Kukrej 2003, 7-8).  The rapid build up of the military and bureaucracy, as well 

as the formation of patronage networks among traditional rural elites, allowed the state of 

Pakistan to survive the violence and chaos of the first years of independence.  Despite 

achieving some degree of stability, the Constituent Assembly was still unable to reach a 

consensus on the role of religion in the state or a construction of Pakistan that would 

unite the nation’s diverse population.   

 

Defining Pakistani National Identity 

 

 One of the central questions faced by the Pakistani constitution framers was the 

extent of Islamic influence on the new government.  Appeals to a common religious 

identity and fears of domination by a non-Muslim majority had defined the Muslim 

League and the movement for a separate state.  Islamic philosophies and practices 

differed wildly among the diverse cultures that comprised Pakistan, however, 

complicating the construction of a unifying state religion.  A plethora of heterodox 



 117 

Islamic sects, as well as remaining Hindus, Sikhs, and Christians also presented 

difficulties to establishing Pakistan as an Islamic state (Verkaaik 2004, 23-24).  Many of 

the League’s top leaders, themselves influenced by western notions of a secular nation-

state, wanted a very limited role for Islam in the government.  Jinnah himself declared in 

a speech three days prior to independence that the state would have no part of religious 

life in Pakistan, and that religious minorities would be free to practice their faiths (Becker 

1995, 200-01).  The demand for a religious state was very popular among Muslims who 

had supported the League, especially the massive refugee population that had migrated 

from Muslim minority areas in India.  In addition to this pressure, Muslim religious 

leaders, the Ulama, or class of Muslim legal scholars, and a host of Islamic organizations 

also demanded the inclusion of Islamic principles in the constitution, as well as basing 

the Pakistani legal system on Shari’a Law (Islam 1981, 58).  These religious orders and 

organizations had been instrumental in mobilizing public support for the Muslim League 

during the struggle for independence, and alienating them by ignoring Islam in the 

constitution would threaten the League’s hold on power (Sayeed 1967, 162-163).   

 The death of Mohammad Ali Jinnah in September of 1948 deprived the Muslim 

League of their most experienced and charismatic leader.  Jinnah’s death also left 

Pakistan without a clear sense of direction and meant the loss the Constituent Assembly’s 

strongest supporter of a secular government.  Proponents of Islamic guidance for the 

Pakistani government cited the establishment of a government in Medina by the Prophet 

Muhammad as well as the Muslim-dominated political system of the Mughal Empire as 

precedents of an Islamic state.  Advocates of a secular state argued that the government 

of Pakistan had to be based upon a federal democratic system that would uphold 
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individual rights and allow for cultural autonomy.  They argued that such a state would 

create an environment where Islam could thrive without threatening minorities and 

alienating foreign powers (Weiss 1995, 128-29).  To placate both factions, and provide 

some guidance to the deadlocked Constituent Assembly, Prime Minister Liaquat Ali 

Khan pushed the Objectives Resolution through the Assembly in 1949.  The Objectives 

Resolution was an attempt to establish a basic definition of the Pakistani government and 

provide a guideline for the formation of the constitution.  The resolution combines 

Islamic principles with western political philosophies, establishing that “the principles of 

democracy, freedom, equality, tolerance, and social justice, as enunciated by Islam, shall 

be fully observed.”  The Resolution also stated that the sovereignty of Pakistan is derived 

from Allah and Islam and that the government has authority to rule on these foundations.  

The document also declares that Pakistan would be a federation, and established basic 

civil rights and protections for religious minorities (Mahmood 2000, 36).  The resolution 

provides the basis for including Islamic influences in the government of Pakistan, but still 

the exact role remained unclear.  The tension between Islamic and secular definitions of 

national identity would reemerge time and time again throughout Pakistan’s history, 

although the Objectives Resolution would firmly establish the right of Islam as a political 

force in some capacity.   

 Despite the adoption of Islamic influence in the Objectives Resolution, the need 

for establishing some ideological and material basis for Pakistani national identity 

quickly became apparent as the fragile unity of the independence movement began to 

fracture.  Many of the provinces and peoples that now composed Pakistan had only 

recently begun to support the Muslim League and the idea of a separate Muslim state.  



 119 

Sindhis, Baluchs, and Pakhtuns of the North-West Frontier Province suddenly found 

themselves ethnic minorities on the periphery of a Punjabi-dominated political center.  

Ethnic Bengalis, who now formed the east wing of the Pakistani state, soon found their 

representatives in the Constituent Assembly to be inadequate for their large population, 

and began to worry about further political isolation (Jahan 1972, 29-30).  Many called for 

high provincial autonomy and power-sharing arrangements between the two wings.  Most 

of the League leadership during Pakistan’s formative years, however, favored a more 

centralized governance structure and the promotion of a national cultural identity. Many 

members of the Constituent Assembly advocated the adoption of Urdu as the official 

language of the state and even set up schools for teaching the language in non-Urdu 

speaking areas (Kukreja 2003, 112-13).  In designing the governance structure of 

Pakistan, attempts were made to divide tribal populations into different districts, as well 

as supplant the political authority of tribal leaders with councils and administrators 

appointed from the center.  These attempts at building a unified cultural identity for 

Pakistan were fiercely contested by ethnic minority populations, and only served to 

strengthen sub-national forms of identity and feelings of animosity towards a political 

system dominated by Punjabis and Muhajirs (Muslims who had emigrated from India) 

(Hussain 1976, 921-22). 

 

The Pakistani Constitution and Governance Structure  

 

 The process of drafting a democratic constitution in Pakistan was extremely 

protracted, as inexperienced and undisciplined elites squabbled over the basic character 
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of the new state and became pre-occupied with maintaining power (Ahmad 1970, 164-

65).  For the first nine years of independence, the political society and governance 

structure of Pakistan were based upon the Government of India Act of 1935.  The 

provisional nature of the constitution during Pakistan’s early years left the document 

open to revision by the Constituent Assembly, who modified the Act as they saw fit until 

the adoption of the first Pakistani Constitution in 1956.  Under the modified Government 

of India Act, the central government was composed of a uni-cameral legislature in which 

seats were assigned by the Provincial Councils from each state.  Each state was in theory 

granted a seat share in proportion to the size of its population, although in practice a 

greater share was granted to the Punjab at the expense of the other states.  Although East 

Pakistan’s population was over twice as large as that of the west wing, the region 

received only thirty-three seats in the Assembly, with twenty two for the Punjab, and less 

than five for each other western state (Mahmood 2000, 43-44).  The Provincial Councils 

that formed the central institutions of the state governments were directly elected on the 

basis of limited suffrage and membership to these councils was dominated by local 

aristocracy and landlords for most of Pakistan’s formative years (Becker 1995, 208).   

 Constant amendments and changes made to the provisional constitution meant 

that basic procedures of governance fluctuated constantly.  The division of power 

between the national and provincial governments, which had already been heavily 

skewed towards the center under the Government of India Act, was changed several 

times to increase the domain of the Constituent Assembly.  These increased powers, 

however, were not applied equally, and the Provincial Councils in the Punjab and North 

West Frontier Province retained substantial autonomy (Haqanni 2005, 54-55).  The 
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power and privileges of the executive branch also changed drastically during the first 

decade of Pakistan’s independence, vacillating between despotism and complete 

acquiescence to the Assembly according to the personal ambition of each Governor 

General.  Elections to the Provincial Councils were held infrequently, and non-

consecutively, preventing the formation of a national opposition party and allowing the 

League to weather small periodic losses (Ahmad 1970, 19-20). 

 The Constitution of Pakistan adopted in 1956 attempted to create a standardized 

procedure of governance that eliminated many of the recurring problems and points of 

disagreement that had kept the Constituent Assembly in deadlock.  The Constitution 

created a federal structure with a high degree of provincial autonomy.  The national and 

state governments would be based on a parliamentary system, in which a Prime Minister 

was elected by the legislature and would serve as the de facto executive.  The position of 

governor general was replaced by the President of Pakistan, who was appointed by an 

electoral college consisting of all members of the Provisional Councils.  Under the 1956 

constitution, the powers of the executive branch were substantially reduced.  The 

President was to serve mainly as a ceremonial head of state, but the office still retained 

some degree of control over the legislature.  Article 37 of the Pakistani Constitution 

allows the President discretionary power in appointing a Prime Minister in the absence of 

a clear parliamentary majority by one party (Sayeed 1967, 81-82).  Under the electoral 

system established by the constitution, the Provincial Councils were directly elected on 

the basis of universal adult suffrage.  Seats in the national legislature were then assigned 

by the Provincial Councils, maintaining the system of indirect elections established by 

the Government of India Act.  The Constituent Assembly became the National Assembly, 
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retaining its single chamber, but reapportioning the seats allotted to each state.  East 

Pakistan’s seat share was raised to forty-four, making it equal to the combined seats of all 

states in the western wing (Choudhury 1956, 245-46).  In the federal structure established 

by the constitution, the borders of pre-partition states remained, and each state was 

granted autonomy over certain economic sectors as well as revenue laws.  East Pakistan 

was accorded special status, with a higher degree of autonomy as well as provisions 

reserving civil service positions for Bengalis.  Both Urdu and Bengali were named as the 

national languages of Pakistan, although the constitution recognized no other regional 

language (Kukreja 2003, 14-15).  The constitution of 1956 also established many basic 

civil rights and liberties and clarified protections for religious minorities from the 

Objectives Resolution.   

 The 1956 constitution enshrined Islam as the state religion and provided the basis 

for a model of national identity rooted in a commitment to religion.  The constitution 

describes Pakistan as an Islamic Republic, and declares that “no law shall be enacted 

which is repugnant to the injunctions of Islam as laid down in the Qur'an and Sunnah” 

(Constitution of Pakistan 1956).  Other religious provisions included bans on the 

production and consumption of alcohol, making the study of the Qur’an mandatory for all 

Muslims and barring non-Muslims from top elected positions (Baxter 1974, 1077).  

Although the Pakistani Constitution of 1956 addressed many of the problems that had 

plagued early Pakistani politics, its short lifespan illustrates the fact that undemocratic 

behavior had already become institutionalized.  However, the framework and guiding 

ideology of Pakistan’s first democratic constitution would serve as an influence 
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throughout the nation’s history, as subsequent democratic regimes attempted to create 

more stable and efficient systems of governance.   

 

The Evolution of Pakistani Democracy 

 

The chaos, confusion, and lack of democratic principles and procedures during 

the formative years of Pakistan provided a rocky ground for democracy to take root.  As 

the political system and governance structure continued to evolve, Pakistani democracy 

would be repeatedly stalled or suppressed by a variety of political and social forces.  

Chief among these threats has been the powerful, popular, and politicized Pakistani 

military, which has supplanted democratic politics with authoritarian regimes three times 

in the last six decades.  Commitments to democracy in Pakistan have remained, however, 

and political and social pressures have resulted in the dissolution of Pakistan’s military 

dictatorships and the formation of new civilian governments.  The repeated cycles of 

military intervention in public life, the failure to resolve issues of sub-national identity 

and the consistent inefficiency of democratic governments has prevented the 

consolidation of democracy in Pakistan.  Tracing the evolution of the Pakistani political 

system as well as various organs of the state over the years will shed light on the origins 

of Pakistani democracy’s weak points and authoritarian tendencies, as well as the 

processes by which these conditions have continued to reassert themselves. 
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1947-1958:  Conflict, Corruption and Chaos in the First Democratic Era 

 

 Many of the general characteristics of Pakistan’s first democratic regime have 

been enumerated in the preceding sections.  The Pakistani political system during this 

period was plagued by ethnic and ideological factionalism, a lack of institutionalized 

procedures, and specified authority that allowed for undemocratic elite behavior.  While 

these chaotic parameters precluded the establishment of institutional barriers to limit 

authoritarian practices, many decisions, policies, and individual elites during this period 

would have a dramatic impact on the direction of the Pakistani transition process.  The 

death of Muhammad Ali Jinnah in 1948 deprived the interim government of its most 

powerful politician and most influential figure.  Without his guidance and domination of 

the political process, the fault lines within the League quickly emerged, and subsequent 

leaders lacked Jinnah’s ability to mediate between groups and interests.  Following 

Jinnah’s death, Liaquat Ali Khan, in his role as Prime Minister, took over as the head of 

state.  Khan appointed Khawaja Nazimuddin as Governor-General. 

  Under Khan’s leadership, the military and bureaucracy were quickly 

expanded and put to work healing the wounds of partition and building the new state of 

Pakistan.  Although defense spending during Khan’s administration was exceedingly 

high, reaching 70% of the budget in some years, the Prime Minister quickly recognized 

the need for external support for the Pakistani military.  Khan established diplomatic ties 

with the United States, joining a series of defense pacts against the Soviet Union in 

exchange for funds and technology to bolster Pakistan’s military (Shah 2002, 68).  

Although Khan was able to establish some degree of consensus and stability for the 
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political system, many of his policies alienated ethnic minorities, creating or 

strengthening a variety of ethnic nationalist movements.  Khan initiated a policy of 

settling refugees from India in farmland abandoned by Sikhs and Hindus during partition.  

In some cases, Muhajirs were made landlords in areas such as Sindh and Baluchistan, 

angering the local populations.  Recruitment for the CSP was also heavily skewed 

towards Muhajirs and Punjabis, and the Pakistani military was recruited almost 

exclusively from the Punjab and the Pashtun tribes of the North-West Frontier Province 

following the “martial races” policy of the British (Daechsel 1997, 145). 

 Secessionist movements emerged in many parts of Pakistan during this period, 

most notably along the Pakistan-Afghanistan border.  Many tribal groups demanded the 

right to secede from Pakistan or join Afghanistan.  These agitations were brutally put 

down by the Pakistani military, and in 1951, Liaquat Ali Khan was assassinated by a 

radical Afghani national.  Khan’s death meant the loss of another powerful and influential 

leader, and the divisions within the Constituent Assembly grew wider without Khan’s 

diplomatic skills (Mahmood 2000, 34).  Nazimuddin, was elected as the next Prime 

Minister by the Constituent Assembly, and was replaced as Governor-General by Ghulam 

Mohammad.  The election of Nazimuddin, a Bengali, and Mohammad, a Punjabi to the 

top positions in the Pakistani government was meant as a compromise to ease the 

increasingly conflictual relationship between East and West Pakistan.  Instead, the lack of 

established procedures and ill-defined roles for various positions allowed for the regional 

power struggle to manifest itself in conflicts between the executive and legislative 

branches.  As the Constituent Assembly became more deadlocked over the design of the 

constitution, public pressure began to mount against the interim government.  The 
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Pakistani population, angered by the inefficiency of the state and concerns over ethnic 

autonomy, erupted into protests and riots (Baxter 1995, 67-68). The League-dominated 

Assembly, lacking the leadership that brought the party to power, increasingly turned to 

the military and bureaucracy for both the design and implementation of various policies.  

The increasingly political role played by the civil service allowed Governor-General 

Mohammad, the former head of the CSP, to increase his power over the legislative 

process.  In 1953 Prime Minister Nazimuddin attempted to pass a resolution limiting the 

powers of the Governor General and establishing the Assembly as the central power of 

the Pakistani State.  Using the powers and privileges granted to the Governor-General by 

the 1935 constitution, Mohammad dismissed Nazimuddin.  Mohammad then appointed 

Mohammad Ali Bogra, a minor party functionary from East Pakistan to the Prime 

Ministership, in order to placate the Bengalis enraged over the dismissal of Nazimuddin 

(Kukreja 2003, 46). 

 Bogra proved himself to be a remarkably skillful politician, quickly 

formulating a plan for the governance structure that involved a federal system and power-

sharing provisions that achieved widespread support in the Assembly.  Bogra’s plan was 

never to come to fruition, as it went against Ghulam Mohammad’s desire for a unitary 

government (Ahmad 1970, 163-64).  Following the 1954 provincial elections in East 

Pakistan, when the Awami League crushed the Muslim League on a platform of ensuring 

greater autonomy, Mohammad declared governor’s rule and, with the support of the 

bureaucracy and military, dissolved the Constituent Assembly.  The assembly was 

replaced by a Cabinet of Talents appointed by the Governor-General that included 

politicians, bureaucrats, and military officers.  Bogra and several other members of the 
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former Constituent Assembly joined the Cabinet, as well as Major General Iskander 

Mirza, and Commander in Chief of the Army Ayub Khan (Mahmood 2000, 45-46).  The 

Cabinet of Talents was to form a powerful and independent executive branch that would 

guide the constitution-drafting process when the second Constituent Assembly was 

convened in 1955.  The new Constituent Assembly consisted of members that had been 

elected during the 1954 elections in the Punjab and East Pakistan, while representatives 

from Baluchistan, the frontier states, and tribal areas were appointed by the Governor 

General (Sayeed 1967, 38-39). 

  The combination of a dominating executive branch, a more unified Muslim 

League ,and the presence of the Awami League politicians elected from East Pakistan led 

to the quick adoption of the federal structure, parliamentary system, and protection of 

rights and freedoms enumerated in the 1956 constitution (Choudhury 1956, 246).  The 

constitution was to have a short lifespan due to the continuation of undemocratic 

behavior, especially on the part of the President of Pakistan.  Ghulam Mohammad 

resigned following the adoption of the constitution, and was replaced by the politically 

ambitious General Iskander Mirza.  Mirza continued to exercise a high degree of control 

over the legislative process, despite the limited role provided for the executive branch in 

the 1956 constitution.  The military’s role in civilian politics that had been growing since 

1951 provided Mirza with a number of allies within the Assembly who supported his 

abuses of power.  Mirza, and the military in general, were also strongly supported by the 

bureaucracy, and civilian politicians often needed the support of the CSP to pass bills and 

institute new policies (Diamond 2000, 93). The period between 1956-1958 saw the 

emergence of several political parties and an erosion of public support for the Muslim 
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League.  The Awami League became the dominant party in East Pakistan, while The 

Republican Party, the left-wing National Awami Party, and several religious parties such 

as the Jammat Al Islami divided the seats in the west (Becker 1995, 209).  Although the 

rise of a competitive party system represented a great stride forward in the Pakistani 

transition process, the absence of discipline among elites, as well as regional and ethnic 

divides, created an extremely fractious, ineffective and unpopular political society.  In 

two years, the National Assembly elected and brought down the governments of four 

Prime Ministers, from three different political parties (Schuler 1966, 47-48).  Citing the 

corruption and instability of Pakistan’s democratic government, President Iskander Mirza 

dissolved the National Assembly and declared martial law in October of 1958 with the 

unanimous support of the military and bureaucracy.  Mirza’s dictatorship was quickly 

supplanted, however, when Ayub Khan, the Commander in Chief of the Pakistani Armed 

Forces, pressured him to resign, beginning Pakistan’s first period of military rule (Wright 

1966, 586).   

 

1958-1969:  Limited Democracy and Military Rule 

 

  With the imposition of martial law, the military government began to crack 

down on opposition groups in the country.  Civil servants and elements of the military 

opposed to Khan’s regime were purged, and a series of ordinances were issued that 

provided the President with broad powers to shut down press outlets and civil society 

organizations (Ziring 1971, 26).  Most importantly, the Elective Bodies Disqualification 

Order (EBODO) set up military tribunals to try the politicians who served in the national 
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and provincial assemblies.  The tribunals were given wide-ranging authority to convict 

politicians of various poorly defined crimes.  Under EBODO, politicians facing charges 

could avoid prosecution by agreeing not to run for public office for a period of seven 

years.  Approximately 7,000 former politicians, including the former Prime Minister, 

were tried by the EBODO tribunals (Baxter 1995, 44-45).   

 Khan quickly instituted a highly centralized government that left most of the 

administration of Pakistan in the hands of his allies in the bureaucracy while he wielded 

extensive powers as President.  Khan had seized power by claiming to oppose Mirza and 

promising a quick return to a constitutional system.  When these promises were not met, 

public discontent began to grow.  Fearing revolts, Khan announced plans for drafting a 

new constitution in 1960 (Becker 1995, 219).  Between 1960 and 1962, an eleven-

member commission appointed by the President attempted to draft a constitution that 

would resolve the instability and inefficiency that had led to the collapse of Pakistan’s 

first democracy by limiting democratic institutions and retaining military rule.  Khan had 

ultimate authority over the constitution’s final form and many provisions establishing 

limits to Presidential power and a strong legislature were vetoed (Ziring 1971, 38-39).  

Under the 1962 constitution, Pakistan was divided into administrative units called Unions 

each containing a population of 10,000.  Each Union was overseen by Union Councils 

consisting of ten directly elected officials and five officials appointed by the central 

government (Baxter 1995, 49-50).  

  Members of the Union Councils appointed officials to positions in the 

district, provincial and national assemblies.  The 1962 constitution created a presidential 

system that consisted of a 156-member National Assembly and special powers for the 
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President that included protection from impeachment, control over various aspects of the 

legislative process, and the ability to issue ordinances and declare martial law without the 

consent of the assembly (Mahmood 2000, 72).  The President was elected by an 80,000 

member Electoral College consisting of all elected and appointed officials from all levels 

of government.  Under the new constitution the President and National Assembly would 

be assisted by the Advisory Council of Islamic Ideology and the Islamic Research 

Institute, to ensure that laws and policies remained in keeping with religious doctrine 

(Ahmad 1970, 190-91).  New elections were held after the adoption of the 1962 

constitution.  Political parties were outlawed by the military regime and Khan’s 

supporters and allies easily dominated the elections.  Restrictions on forming political 

parties were removed following the 1962 elections and a competitive, if restricted, party 

system began to reemerge between 1962 and the Presidential election of 1965.  Khan 

formed the Pakistan Muslim League out of elements of the old Muslim League, former 

civil servants, and a new generation of emerging politicians. Due to EBODO, most of the 

politicians from Pakistan’s first democratic era were disqualified from office, and the 

opposition parties were formed and run largely by younger lawyers and professionals 

with little experience with democratic procedures of governance (Ziring 1971, 67-69).   

 In the 1965 elections, the main opposition parties joined together, uniting 

behind presidential candidate Fatima Jinnah and running on a platform of limiting Khan’s 

power and returning to a parliamentary system.  The united opposition coalition lost to 

Khan, but secured nearly 40% of the vote, demonstrating a clear erosion of Khan’s 

support (Kukrej 2003, 98).  Khan’s decline in support was greatly exacerbated by 

Pakistan’s loss in the 1965 war with India, which shattered public faith in the government 
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and created hostility to Khan within the military.  Widespread protests and riots erupted 

across the nation following the signing of the peace treaty in Tashkent.  Military 

suppression of these movements further alienated the public as well as many prominent 

members of Khan’s administration.  In February 1966, former Minister of Foreign Affairs 

Zulfiqar Bhutto and Awami League president Sheikh Mujibur Rahman convened a 

conference for all Pakistan’s opposition parties to create a unified message.  Capitalizing 

on public discontent, especially among the poor and ethnic minorities, the united 

opposition demanded the establishment of universal adult franchise, regional autonomy, 

and the return of a parliamentary system (Ziring 1971, 73).  As anti-government riots and 

military repression continued, Khan stepped down from office following pressure from 

the opposition as well as his own generals.  In March of 1969, martial law was declared 

as General Yahya Khan assumed the presidency.  Yahya Khan dissolved the 1962 

constitution and promised that elections based on universal suffrage for a new constituent 

assembly would be held no later than October 1970 (Baxter 1995, 54-55).  

 

1969-1977:  National Crises and Authoritarian Behavior in a Democratic System 

 

 The elections to the Constituent Assembly were delayed until December 

following a devastating cyclone that ravaged East Pakistan.  An electoral commission 

appointed by the President that included members of the opposition redesigned the 

Pakistani electoral system, establishing nearly universal adult suffrage and assigning 

seats for each province based on its proportion of the population.  In the new system, the 

four provinces of West Pakistan received a total of 138 seats in the National Assembly.  
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East Pakistan was granted 162 seats, and six seats in each wing were reserved for women 

(Baxter 1995, 83).  During the 1970 general election campaign, the Awami League 

capitalized on East Pakistan’s anger over the slow aid response following the devastating 

cyclone, and vowed to secure higher political, economic, and cultural autonomy.  In the 

West, Bhutto formed the leftist Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) and rallied the support of 

rural peasants and urban poor by promising socialist economic policies and social 

programs (Burki 1980, 23-24).  In the East, the Awami League dominated the elections, 

winning 160 of the province’s 162 seats and securing a majority in the 312-member 

Constituent Assembly.  Bhutto’s PPP won 81 seats, most of them in Punjab and Sindh 

(Mahmood 2000, 109-10).  

 The Pakistani general election of 1970 was the first nationwide election 

conducted on the basis of universal franchise and “one person one vote” principles.  

Unfortunately, the same lack of political experience and faith in democratic procedures 

that doomed Pakistan’s first democratic government reemerged in the new political 

leadership.  Having won a majority of seats, the Awami League was invited by President 

Khan to form the government.  This decision was fiercely resisted by Bhutto, who 

claimed that the PPP’s success in the west meant that there were two majorities, and that 

the government had to be formed from both parties (Burki 1980, 37-38).  Bhutto 

threatened that his party would not attend the Constituent Assembly unless his demands 

for a power-sharing agreement were met, making the drafting of a new constitution 

impossible.  Pressure from President Khan to reach an agreement and months of 

negotiations failed to achieve any results, and the President dissolved the National 

Assembly and postponed further elections indefinitely.  The public backlash in East 
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Pakistan was immediate and severe.  Spurred on by the Awami League, a widespread 

revolt erupted across the east wing (Wilkinson 2000, 208-09).  On March 25, a brutal 

military crackdown was initiated in East Pakistan, while press censorship was reinstated 

in the west to cover up the crisis.  The situation in East Pakistan soon devolved into a 

full-blown civil war, and military and paramilitary units from the east joined the Awami 

League in opposing the crackdown.  Over the following nine months, the Indian army 

supplied and trained the East Pakistani rebels, and finally invaded the east on December 

3rd, ending the war and creating the new nation of Bangladesh (Baxter 1995, 88-89).  

When the Pakistani populace, which had been kept largely in the dark about the civil war, 

reacted violently against the disgraced military following the announcement of the loss.  

Khan and the military stepped down, and Bhutto was appointed president of the severely 

reduced Constituent Assembly (Haqqani 2006, 221-22). 

 Between 1971 and 1973 the Constituent Assembly, originally elected in 1970, 

worked to create Pakistan’s third native constitutional system.  The 1973 constitution 

returned Pakistan to a parliamentary system, establishing a bi-cameral legislature that was 

composed of a 200-member lower house and a 66-member upper house.  The National 

Assembly (lower house) was directly elected by voters in each province, while the Senate 

consisted of 14 members from each province who were appointed by the Provincial 

Assemblies (Mahmood 2000, 69-70).  The constitution also created a federal governance 

structure that granted each of Pakistan’s four provinces a high degree of political 

autonomy, as well as freedom over cultural education and laws.  Under Bhutto’s 

guidance, however, the 1973 constitution provided extreme powers to the Prime Minister 

and established various barriers to removing the Prime Minister from office.  The 
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constitution also granted the central government broad emergency powers, with poorly 

defined parameters for enacting them (Burki 1980, 11314).   

 Despite the adoption of the 1973 constitution, the ruling PPP government 

under Prime Minister Bhutto delayed elections until 1977.  Bhutto set about purging the 

military and bureaucracy of former loyalists to the military regime, but often replaced 

them with underqualified individuals who supported the PPP.  Bhutto’s political 

appointment of officers and civil servants caused both organizations to feel threatened, 

undermining the PPP’s support by the state apparatus (Becker 1995, 217-18).  Abuses of 

the central government’s emergency powers occurred frequently during Bhutto’s 

administration, most prominently in the declaration of emergency rule in Baluchistan and 

the North-West Frontier Province in 1973 that dissolved democratically elected 

opposition governments (Baxter 1995, 60).  Political opposition was often dealt with 

violently by militias loyal to the PPP and Bhutto frequently dismissed members of 

Parliament on false charges of corruption.  A popular separatist movement emerged 

during this period in Baluchistan following a land reform policy that granted land in the 

province to Punjabi settlers and the 1973 declaration of emergency rule.  Bhutto 

authorized the military to intervene in Baluchistan, and a violent war erupted between the 

Pakistani military and Baluch guerillas (Burki 1980, 137-38).  Bhutto attempted to limit 

potential backlash from the conflict by casting the Baluch as vicious barbarians and 

playing up fears of territorial disintegration still fresh on the minds of the Pakistani 

public.  Due to Bhutto’s framing of the conflict, the military reestablished its public 

support, once again became a source of national pride to the populace of Pakistan, and 

the political importance of the armed forces increased (Verkaaik 2004, 89).   
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 In January of 1977, Bhutto finally scheduled elections for the following 

March.  Every major opposition party united to form the Pakistan National Alliance 

(PNA) and contested nearly every national and provincial assembly seat across Pakistan.  

High support among the electorate for the PNA quickly became apparent, and, as Bhutto 

campaigned furiously, preparations were made to alter the results by the PPP-controlled 

electoral commission (Becker 1995, 224).  The election results were heavily skewed 

towards the PPP, with the party winning 155 National Assembly seats compared to only 

36 for the PNA.  Amid widespread public protests, the PNA accused the PPP of vote 

rigging and demanded new elections.  Bhutto refused and forestalled the seating of 

Parliament through the emergency powers granted to the Prime Minister in the 

constitution.  Protests turned to riots following this decision and months of fruitless 

negotiations between the PPP and PNA prolonged Pakistan’s state of upheaval.  On July 

5th 1977, Commander and Chief of the Armed Forces General Zia al Haq ordered the 

military to take all political leaders into custody and assume control of the government 

(Mahmood 2000, 166). 

 

1977-1988:  The Second Martial Law Regime and Its Democratic Opponents 

 

 Following the arrest of the Pakistani political leadership, Zia declared martial 

law, promising to restore order and hold new elections in 90 days.  These promises were 

not to be fulfilled, and Zia continued to push back the date for elections citing the need to 

maintain stability.  Following the end of President Fazal Elahi Chaudury’s term in 1978, 

Zia became the President of Pakistan and began an extensive overhaul of the laws and 
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governance structure established by the 1973 constitution.  Zia was quick to adorn his 

administration with the trappings of a democratic process, establishing a 300-member 

Council of Advisors consisting of representatives from religious orders, ethnic groups 

and economic sectors.  The Council was appointed by the President and wielded no 

power of legislation, serving instead to limit demands for elections (Haqqani 2006, 206-

07).  During the state of martial law that lasted from 1977 to 1985, Zia suppressed 

political activity of any kind and instituted complete media censorship.  Journalists, and 

protestors, as well as members of various civic organizations, were arrested throughout 

Pakistan, and many members of the PPP, including Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto were convicted of 

acts of political violence and executed (Burki et al 1991, 54-55).   

 Zia, a conservative Muslim, made the Islamization of the Pakistani state a 

high priority for his regime.  Zia created separate courts based on Shari’a law, and 

protected the rulings of these courts from review by Pakistan’s secular courts (Verkaaik 

2004, 86-87).  President Zia also passed laws prohibiting activities deemed repugnant to 

orthodox Islam such as the consumption of alcohol, fornication, adultery, and bearing 

false witness, while creating a penal code for these crimes based on Islamic theories of 

punishment.  The Zia administration also attempted to limit the powers of constitutional 

review held by the secular judiciary.  In the Provisional Constitutional Order of 1980, Zia 

declared that all actions undertaken by the military and government during martial law 

could not be tried in the courts.  Several High Courts ruled the order unconstitutional, 

prompting Zia to declare the judiciary as subservient to the executive and requiring all 

judges to sign oaths declaring their obedience to the President in the Provisional 
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Constitutional Order of 1981.  Many of Pakistan’s most experienced judges resigned over 

the Order (Becker 1995, 228-29). 

 Despite the Zia al Haq regime’s suppression of political activity, free speech, 

and the media, opposition to the military government continued.  Labor unions, student 

associations, and women’s organizations held intermittent protests in Pakistan’s major 

urban areas.  Although political parties were outlawed by Zia, members of the former 

PNA formed the Movement to Restore Democracy which served as a frequent source of 

protest and critique throughout the martial law period.  Although Zia dealt with these 

movements largely through military repression and jailing opposition leaders, mounting 

pressure did achieve gradual political liberalization, beginning with the reinstituting of 

elections for local governments and culminating in the scheduling of national elections in 

1985 (Burki 1991, 106-107).  Political parties were still outlawed during the election, 

severely limiting the capacity of opposition candidates to contest Provincial and National 

Assembly seats.  The Parliament that reconvened in 1985 quickly passed the Restoration 

of the 1973 Constitution Act, although the amendments placed on the constitution by Zia 

had substantially altered the document.  Under the revised constitution, the President was 

the dominant force in the national government, wielding substantial power over the 

legislative process and possessing the ability to dismiss the Prime Minister and 

Parliament at will (Baxter 1995, 76-77).   

 With the adoption of the amended 1973 constituent, Zia ended martial law and 

allowed the formation of political parties.  Parliament under Prime Minister Mohammad 

Khan Junejo attempted to reform the constitution and political system created by Zia by 

proposing limits on presidential powers and reversing some of the Islamization programs.  
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The President responded by abruptly dissolving Parliament in May of 1988.  Amid 

pressures from a unified opposition as well as almost universal public condemnation of 

the decision, Zia relented and scheduled new elections for November.  He promised to 

respect the electoral system developed in the 1973 Constitution, but reinstated the ban on 

political parties (Mahmood 2000, 112-13).  The death of President Zia al Haq in August 

of 1988 in an unexplained plane crash ended Pakistan’s second martial law regime.  

Following the crash, the Pakistani Supreme Court rescinded the ban on political parties, 

and following a competitive and fair election in November, the PPP under the leadership 

of Bhutto’s daughter Benazir established a plurality in the National Assembly.   

 

1988-1999:  Authoritarian Legacies and Unstable Democracy 

 

 Benazir Bhutto became the first woman Prime Minister elected in a Muslim 

nation.  Under her leadership the PPP had won 92 seats in the National Assembly, more 

than any other party.  The Islami Jahoori Ittehad (IJI), a coalition formed out of the 

Pakistani Muslim League (PML), elements of the former regime, and religious parties, 

became the main opposition party, winning 56 seats in the National Assembly.  The IJI 

won a majority of seats in the Punjabi Provincial Council, however, and was able to 

secure a majority in the Senate (Elections Commission of Pakistan 1988).  The next 

decade of Pakistani politics would be characterized by conflict between these two parties.  

Rather than creating another constituent assembly, Pakistan’s third democratic regime 

retained the document and attempted to reform the constitution through a series of 

amendments (Becker 1995, 246).  Bhutto’s administration returned the Prime Minister to 
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supremacy in the central government, although Ghulam Ishaq Khan, the President 

appointed during the Zia regime, was able to retain substantial reserve powers with 

support from the IJI (Haqqani 2006, 211-12).  Bhutto also attempted to reestablish 

civilian control of the military by repealing the 8th Amendment which had removed all 

government control and oversight over the decisions and internal procedures of the armed 

forces (Kukrej 2004, 187-88).  In 1990, President Khan charged Bhutto with corruption, 

allowing him to dissolve the ruling government under the Presidential powers established 

by Zia’s amendments (Diamond 2000, 103-04).  

  New elections were held in October, resulting in a landslide IJI victory.  The 

PML -ed coalition increased its seat share by 50, while the PPP was reduced to 44 seats 

(Electoral Commission of Pakistan 1990).  The IJI victory gave the coalition control of 

the National Assembly and Senate, which quickly elected Nawaz Sharif of the PML as 

Prime Minister.  Sharif, a wealthy businessman from Punjab, had been one of Zia al 

Haq’s most loyal supporters, serving as Finance Minister and Chief Minister of Punjab 

during the military regime. (Chaudhry et al 2009, 348).  Sharif rapidly instituted policies 

aimed at liberalizing the Pakistani economy, selling public industries, and relaxing 

restrictions on foreign investment.  Like Bhutto, Sharif also attempted to amend the 

constitution to strengthen the position of Prime Minister and limit presidential power.  

The IJI coalition in Parliament began to strain as conservative religious parties 

disapproved of the perceived westernization that accompanied Sharif’s economic 

development policies, while members of the Zia regime favored a strong Presidential 

system.  Sharif’s attempts to reform the constitution and repeal Zia’s amendments 

required the support of Bhutto and the PPP to reach a two-thirds majority.  Bhutto, 
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however refused to cooperate, and instead attempted to capitalize on the divide between 

Sharif and the President (Mahmood 2000, 219-20).  Following Sharif’s attempt to 

reinstate governmental control of the military, President Khan charged the Prime Minister 

with corruption and dissolved the government in 1993.  Khan’s act was immediately 

overturned in a landmark decision by the Supreme Court that demonstrated the growing 

independence of the judiciary.  Despite the ruling, Khan and Sharif agreed to jointly step 

down from their offices and hold new elections in October (Baxter 1995, 93-95). 

 The conflict between Sharif and the military establishment caused the IJI to 

disintegrate, and a PPP-led coalition was able to capture 121 National Assembly seats 

compared with 73 for the PML (Kukreja 2003, 244-45).  The PPP candidate for President 

was also elected, and during her second term Bhutto made no attempts to challenge the 

power of the executive, believing herself to be effectively in control of the government.  

Bhutto also made no attempts to alter the role of the military in Pakistan’s political 

process. Instead she attempted to secure the support of the military through increases in 

defense spending and supporting administrative independence for the armed forces 

(Ganguly 2000, 137). The PML and various organizations supported by the party 

organized and carried out anti-Bhutto protests and riots in the Punjab and Sindh 

following a severe economic downturn in 1995 (Haqqani 2006, 228).  Emergency 

economic programs designed by the PPP to address the financial crisis were repeatedly 

obstructed by the bureaucracy, military, and landed elites, who attempted to distance 

themselves from Bhutto by refusing to support or implement her policies (Kukreja 2003, 

250-51).  In November of 1996, the President dismissed Bhutto and dissolved the 

government. 
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 Elections in February of 1997 returned the PML and Nawaz Sharif to power 

with 137 Assembly seats.  The PPP saw their share reduced to 18, preventing the party 

from influencing the legislative process to any meaningful degree (Chaudhry et al 2009).  

Making use of his party’s two-thirds majority, Sharif moved quickly to repeal the 8th 

amendment.  He then attempted the pass the 13th Amendment, which establishes 

legislative independence from the executive branch as well as the supremacy of the Prime 

Minister to the President (Ahmed and Stephan 2010, 493-94).  The Amendment also 

grants the Prime Minister a high degree of control over the legislative process, 

protections from impeachment, and emergency powers similar to those formerly held by 

the President of Pakistan.  The amendment was ruled unconstitutional by the Supreme 

Court, beginning a month-long legal deadlock between the Judiciary and Parliament.  The 

government shutdown was finally ended when PML loyalists stormed the Supreme Court 

and removed the Chief Justice from office (Mahmood 2000, 187-88).  With the removal 

of the judiciary and acquiescence of the President, Sharif exercised almost unrivaled 

control of the government. The PML’s dominance in Parliament also provided limited 

venue for opposition by other parties, although the PPP did initiate intermittent protests.  

Sharif’s democratic dictatorship was put to an end in 1999, when he attempted to 

reestablish control of the military by removing its Commander-in-Chief and replacing 

him with a low ranking PML loyalist.  The Commander-in-Chief, General Pervez 

Musharraf, and his senior Generals dissolved the government and arrested Sharif 

following the Prime Minister’s attempted exile of Musharraf in October of 1999 

(Ganguly 2000, 3-4). 
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1999-2008: A Military Controlled Democratic System 

 

 After assuming power, Musharraf suspended the constitution and declared 

emergency rule, carefully avoiding the term martial law.  A series of suits were filed 

against the military by the PML and other political parties charging Musharraf with 

violation of the Constitution of Pakistan.  Musharraf’s Oath of Judges Order in January 

2000 required all judges to sign a new oath of loyalty to the military regime and agree to 

uphold its decisions.  Despite the resignation of many judges, the order established 

Musharraf’s control of the Pakistani legal system (Ahmed and Stephan 2010, 498-99).  

Musharraf continued the system of rule established by Khan and Zia, personally 

controlling the direction of the government while relying on the civil service to 

administer the nation.  The major political parties again began to form unified protest 

movements, with Bhutto and Sharif joining to establish the Movement to Restore 

Democracy in September of 2000.  In response, Musharraf exiled the top leadership of 

the PPP and PML, hoping that the resulting disarray within the parties would allow him 

time to consolidate his rule.  Public and international pressure continued to mount, 

however, and in 2001 Musharraf implemented the Legal Framework Order, which 

scheduled general elections for 2002 and reinstated the 1973 constitution (Haqqani 2006, 

223-4).  

  The 2002 elections were contested by all the major opposition parties, but the 

removal of their leadership weakened them, and the pro-Musharraf PML (Q) won a 

plurality of the vote, gaining 126 seats compared to 81 for their nearest rival, the PPP 

(Election Commission of Pakistan 2002).  After forming a coalition with several regional 
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parties, Musharraf’s supporters in the legislature successfully passed the 17th amendment 

to the Pakistani Constitution, which retroactively legitimized Musharraf’s coup while 

granting the President the ability to dissolve the ruling government in Parliament and 

emergency powers in the event of social instability or a constitutional crisis (Behuria 

2009, 12-13).  Between 2002 and 2007, the democratic procedures of governance 

established by the constitution were basically respected by all parties and groups, 

although President Musharraf’s influence on the legislature was clear.  Civil rights and 

liberties were returned and media restrictions were relaxed.  Musharaff also increased the 

seats reserved for minority groups and women in the Provincial Assemblies and 

Parliament, tripling the seats reserved for women in the National Assembly from 20 to 60 

in 2004 (Chaudhry et al 2009, 342-43).   

 Despite the relative political stability and level of democratic process, public 

disapproval of President Musharraf grew slowly following incidents of overstepping 

Presidential authority in the legislative process and Musharraf’s refusal to relinquish his 

dual role as President and Commander-in-Chief of the military.  Musharraf’s public 

support was completely undermined by the President’s removal of the Chief Justice of 

the Supreme Court in March of 2007.  The Chief Justice, who had repeatedly blocked 

Musharraf supported legislation, was replaced by a low-level judge loyal to the PML (Q).  

The move inspired a massive series of protests and riots by Pakistani lawyers, who 

organized to boycott court procedures across the nation.  The massive demonstrations by 

the lawyer’s movement and various legal associations shut down the judicial process in 

Pakistan.  The public anger over Musharraf’s tampering with the judicial system 

emboldened the courts to rule against the President, charging him with corruption, 
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contempt of court, and unconstitutional behavior (Ahmed and Stephan 2010, 505-06). 

Amid public protests and a rejuvenated opposition following the return of Bhutto and 

Sharif from exile, Musharraf dissolved Parliament and declared emergency rule in 

September 2007.  Despite the suspension of civil rights and freedoms of association and 

speech, as well as the suppression of independent media outlets, the anti-Musharraf 

movement continued to gain momentum.  Musharraf finally relented to the opposition’s 

calls for elections in November 2007, and emergency rule was ended leading up to the 

general elections in January (Buhuria et al 2009, 342-43).   

 

2008- The Present:  Promising Outlooks and Lingering Threats 

 

 The campaign for the 2008 elections was marred by the assassination of 

Benazir Bhutto by a suicide bomber in December.  Following riots and threats of a 

boycott by the PPP, the elections were postponed until September.  In a remarkable and 

unlikely display of solidarity, Nawaz Sharif and the PML (N) vowed to boycott the 

elections if the PPP did the same, preventing the party from capitalizing on the disarray 

of their main rival (Fair 2010, 109-10).  The PPP, now under the chairmanship of 

Bhutto’s widower Asif Ali Zardari, decided not to boycott the elections, and general 

elections to Parliament were held in February 2008.  The PPP won a plurality of 97 seats, 

with the PML (N) winning 71 and the Musharraf-supported PML (Q) retaining only 42 

(Elections Commission of Pakistan 2008).  The President acknowledged the results as 

fair, and a coalition government was formed between the PPP and PML (N).  Yousaf 

Raza Gillani of the PPP was elected Prime Minister, and the coalition government 
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quickly began repealing Musharraf’s constitutional amendments.  Musharraf stepped 

down as President in August of 2008 when the Parliament began impeachment hearings, 

leading to the election of Asif Ali Zardari as President in September.  Zardari 

systematically ceded Presidential powers to the Prime Minister, and he has worked with 

Gillani to restore the power and independence of the judiciary. Despite some 

disagreements and the defections of smaller parties, the ruling coalition has remained 

stable over the last three years, and has demonstrated a commitment to working within 

the procedural parameters defined by the constitution (Mushtaq et al 2011, 16-17).     

 

Analysis:  The Failures of Pakistani Democracy 

 

 Despite promising developments and high hopes for Pakistan’s fourth 

democratic era, a glimpse of the political history of the state reveals the fragility of the 

new regime.  The strong commitment to establishing a parliamentary democracy 

following independence and consistent demands by the Pakistani populace for 

representative institutions of governance did not prevent the Pakistani transition process 

from being marred by failings of democratic elites and repeatedly stalled by the 

imposition of military rule.  The roots of Pakistan’s problematic democratic development 

lie in the nature of early Pakistani political society, and the inexperience and 

shortsightedness of the elites within Pakistan’s young democratic institutions.  The 

formative years of independent Pakistan firmly established a position of political 

authority for the military that has allowed the armed forces to remove three civilian 

governments.  Repeated military intervention in the political process has also prevented 
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the development of a stable party system as well as processes of political learning that 

would produce disciplined elites.  It should not be overlooked, however, that Pakistan 

seems to have undergone a slow process of democratic deepening over the course of its 

frequent regime changes. 

 The Muslim League had little experience with democratic systems of 

governance due to the party’s repeatedly low electoral performance in the provincial 

elections of the colonial era.  Furthermore, the internal structure of the League was 

completely non-democratic, with all major decisions and appointments being made by the 

Muslim League President (Haqqani 2006, 218).  Added to these handicaps was the 

League’s tenuous hold on power following independence.  The League’s traditional base 

of support during the colonial era was in Muslim minority areas, all of which were ceded 

to India following Partition.  The Muslim League had only recently begun to achieve an 

electoral majority in the five provinces that became Pakistan, and this was due mainly to 

the weakened capacity of the INC following the ban on the party during World War II 

(Wright 1966, 581-82).  The League had few networks of support and little 

organizational capacity in the newly constituted state of Pakistan.  The inexperienced and 

undisciplined politicians, working within the undemocratic command structure of the 

League-dominated Constituent Assembly, engaged in a variety of undemocratic strategies 

to build a base of power.  These strategies included the formation of patronage networks 

among the rural landlords and aristocracy, the maintenance of a unitary form of 

government despite regional demands for autonomy, the preferential treatment of 

Muhajirs in appointments to government and civil service posts, infrequent and indirect 
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elections, and the arbitrary dismissal of opposition parties in East Pakistan and the North-

West Frontier Province (Jahan 1972, 76-77). 

 The corruption and lack of commitment to democratic norms that 

characterized the early political system of Pakistan was made possible due to the lack of 

an established constitution that would have provided institutional constraints on elite 

behavior.  The protracted constitution-drafting process was due largely to the lack of 

planning by the League in the run-up to independence.  The League had preoccupied 

itself with the demand for an independent state during the colonial era, but had never 

made plans for what the governance structure, economic system, or national ideology of 

the proposed state would be.  Most of the League’s leadership, including Muhammad Ali 

Jinnah, had actually believed that achieving an independent Muslim state was not 

possible, and the demand for Pakistan had originally served as a threat to give the League 

more bargaining power against the INC.  Once independence had been achieved, the 

League was forced to address these issues, but the political and ethnic factionalism, as 

well as the divide between advocates of a secular and religious state, caused the drafting 

of a constitution to drag on for nine years (Verkaaik 2004, 26).  Recent literature on the 

nature of constitution-drafting processes on democratic transitions reveals that the 

character and duration of the drafting process in Pakistan severely damaged prospects for 

democratic consolidation.  The lack of transparency and public accountability due to the 

indirect and limited elections removed any external pressure to conform to established 

democratic norms (Ginsberg et al 2009, 221-22).  The protracted nature of the 

constitution-making process in Pakistan provided nearly a decade for undemocratic 

behaviors and conflict between state organs to become institutionalized.  By the time a 
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constitution was adopted in 1956, anti-democratic interests had already accumulated 

within the military and bureaucracy.  The conflictual relationship between branches of 

the civilian government became routinized due to the entrenched interests of both 

institutions (Elster 1995, 381-83).  

 Attempts to form a national identity in Pakistan have also undermined the 

transition process.  Commitments to Islam and Islamic principles of law and statecraft in 

the establishment of the constitution coupled with nebulous and changing protections for 

religious minorities has justified the discrimination and use of force against minority 

groups by the national and state governments in Pakistan.   Attempts to construct a 

unified language and culture for the diverse ethnicities of Pakistan also contributed to the 

state’s already strained center-periphery relations.  Concerns over cultural survival and 

political isolation motivated violent secession movements or anti-government riots in 

Baluchistan, Sindh, the North-West Frontier Province, and East Pakistan (Haqqani 2006. 

227-28).  Rather than aid in the consolidation and integration of the new state, attempts to 

impose a unified identity from the top down strengthened sub-national identities and 

created a dynamic of opposition between the Punjab and the rest of the provinces.  In 

addition to a unified language and interpretation of Islam, the armed forces have also 

consistently served as a pillar of Pakistani national identity.  

  The military in Pakistan became a symbolic and physical force in the 

maintenance of national identity due to the construction of Pakistani nationalism through 

opposition and fear of India.  Democratic politicians as well as military dictators in 

Pakistan have attempted to unite the provinces and mobilize support by manipulating fear 

of Indian aggression and anger over Kashmir (Rivizi 1986, 1072-73).  Although this 
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tactic largely failed in maintaining the national integrity of Pakistan, the military did 

become a point of national pride for many Pakistanis.  Public support for the military was 

greatly increased during the first democratic era due to the use of the armed forces in 

implementing state-building projects and relief programs.  The professionalism of the 

military and its role in popular policies granted the institution widespread support, which 

was quickly capitalized on by a political society desperate to consolidate their hold on 

power.  The appointment of military officers to political positions, most notably in 

Ghulam Mohammad’s Cabinet, opened the door for a political role for the Pakistani 

armed forces.   

 The military’s high public approval, perceived stability, and prestige, as well 

as the politicization of the armed forces by Muslim League politicians, allowed the 

military to depose the democratic government and impose a martial law regime in 1958.  

From the beginning of the initial military regime of Ayub Khan, the armed forces became 

and have remained the greatest threat to Pakistani democracy.  Despite the return to 

democratic systems of governance in 1971, 1988, and 2008, the military has reasserted its 

control of the political process, and continues to menace the Pakistani transition process.  

The military has been able to reestablish its political power and maintain its position 

through a variety of strategies. One of the most crucial factors in the ability of the 

Pakistani military to reassert its political authority is the alliance between the armed 

forces and the bureaucracy that developed during the initial democratic era.  The 

appointment of military officers to civil service posts and the concurrent development of 

both institutions created a nexus between the command structures of the military and 

CSP.  During each military regime, the bureaucracy remained intact and retained control 
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of the administration of the state while receiving direction from military leadership 

(Diamond 2000, 104).  The ability of the military to assume formal power without 

changing its internal structure to accommodate state institutions has allowed the armed 

forces to establish and maintain military rule.  In other examples of military regimes, the 

changes in command structure, systems of promotion, and internal discipline that occur 

when the armed forces co-opt civilian power structures threatens the military as an 

institution, and often facilitates a retreat back to the barracks (Stepan 1988, 122-23). 

 The almost exclusive recruitment of military personnel and civil servants from 

the Punjab also insulated both institutions from the regional factionalism that plagued the 

civilian government. This practice allowed the military to establish patronage networks 

among Punjabi elites.  The ethnic composition of the armed forces also allowed for 

violent suppression of secessionist movements due to the lack of representation of ethnic 

minorities within the military.  Another crucial factor in the military’s ability to maintain 

its position of political power is the external support and funding received by the United 

States and other western powers.  The strategic importance of Pakistan during the Cold 

War and the alliance made by Pakistani leaders with the U.S prevented the development 

of international pressure for Pakistan’s military regimes to step down.  When the Cold 

War ended, this trend was briefly reversed, and Musharraf’s regime was initially 

pressured by the U.S and U.K to democratize.  This pressure was quickly removed 

following the September 11th terrorist attacks and the beginning of the war on terror 

(Shah 2002, 70-72).  

 Although the imposition of military rule created significant hurdles to 

democratization in Pakistan, the military would never have overstepped its boundaries 
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had it not been for the repeated failures of Pakistani political society.  The period of 

military rule began due to the corruption and inefficiency of the democratic government.  

The regimes of Zia Al Huq and Musharraf were initiated in response to perceived threats 

to the military by Parliament, but they were successful due to the low public approval of 

the democratic governments (Chaudhry et al 2009, 347).  Political society in Pakistan has 

failed to develop a democratic character due to the deeply entrenched ethnic interests and 

suppression of political parties during military rule.  Although the Pakistani founders 

were inherently undemocratic in their behavior and beliefs, the mainantance of favorable 

governance structures could have, over time, facilitated the development of a stable party 

system, disciplined elites, and mechanisms of public oversight.  Instead, Pakistan’s 

periods of authoritarian rule effectively reset democratic political society, eliminating the 

opportunity for political learning, pact-making, and the routinization of democratic 

procedures within the government (Mushtaq et al 2011, 49). 

 The enactment of EBODO during the Khan regime and the ban on political 

parties during Zia al Huq’s rule meant that later democratic governments would have 

few, if any experienced politicians and that political parties would have to be rebuilt.  

Due to these conditions, political parties in Pakistan have never evolved the organization, 

capacity or internal democratic structure that characterizes the party system of 

consolidated democracies.  Instead, political parties that developed (or reemerged) as 

mass protest movements against a martial law regime have maintained the structure of a 

civil movement.  Without the ability to develop lasting networks of support and 

organizational capacity due to authoritarian backslides, Pakistani political parties have 

relied on establishing patronage networks among religious groups, landlords, and 
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business classes.  In addition to damaging the development of a democratic political 

society, long periods of martial law have also constrained the growth of civil society in 

Pakistan.  Although public protests and riots have been instrumental in the removal of 

each military regime in Pakistan, the frequent and often violent suppression of 

associational life has prevented the development of a lively, democratic, and powerful 

civil society capable of maintaining democratic institutions (Ahmed and Stephan 2010, 

506 ).  Finally, The military dominance of the Pakistani political process has had severe 

consequences on the country’s economic development.  Military governments routinely 

allocated immense portions of the national budget to the armed forces, at the expense of 

the high population of impoverished Pakistanis.  Even during democratic regimes, 

civilian politicians often devoted a majority of the budget to the military, in attempts to 

ensure the loyalty of the armed forces (Behuria 2009, 16-17).    

 Despite the many problems and repeated failures of the Pakistani transition 

process, improvement between democratic regimes is clearly evident.  Ethnic 

factionalism, abuses of power, and unconstitutional tactics have declined among 

democratic political society.  Democratic elites have also demonstrated a higher degree of 

discipline and respect for established norms and procedures of governance.  Furthermore, 

the judiciary that had once accepted and supported military rule, has grown increasingly 

independent and assertive in its role as constitutional arbiter.  It is still too early to judge 

the young democratic regime initiated in 2008.  Although greater elite discipline and 

judicial independence have undoubtedly increased Pakistan’s prospects for democratic 

consolidation, history has shown that an assertive military, lack of national unity, and 

conflict between governmental institutions can easily reverse these democratic gains. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

 

The divergent processes and outcomes of democratic transitions in India and 

Pakistan provide a unique case for comparative studies on regime change, nation-building 

and institutional development. Despite the concurrent time frame for each nation’s 

transition process, as well as the apparent similarity of historical, political, and social 

conditions, India became a consolidated democracy, while the Pakistani transition 

process was repeatedly stalled and reversed.  The success of democracy in India and its 

failure to fully take root in Pakistan have many important implications for theories of 

democratic transition and consolidation.  The ability of democratic institutions to become 

firmly established in a large, multi-ethnic state such as India and the sustenance of Indian 

democracy despite slow economic development, decades of single-party rule, and the 

persistence of ethnic political parties challenge many of the dominant assumptions of 

democratization theory.  Pakistan’s repeated cycle of military rule and democratic 

transition can also yield new insight into processes of military intervention in civilian 

politics and methods of maintaining military rule.  Understanding the forces and 

conditions that led to democratic consolidation in India and authoritarianism in Pakistan 

has required a comprehensive institutionalist approach with a focus on historical 

processes.  

In tracing the evolution of democratic institutions in India and Pakistan from the 

colonial era to the present day, this study reveals the impact of historical legacies and 

social systems on processes of democratic transition.  Some methods for analyzing 

history and culture in broadly comparative research in political science utilize narrow 
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time frames and shallow characterizations of social systems outside of the governance 

structures being observed.  Such an approach, when applied to the two case studies of 

India and Pakistan would fail to reveal the critical differences in identity, social structure, 

and uneven historical development between Indian and Pakistani elites that led to 

divergent transition processes.  A detailed examination of pre-colonial identities and 

social systems in South Asia and the processes by which the British authorities altered 

and hardened social divisions revealed vast inequalities between Indian Muslims and 

Hindus.  Despite a surface similarity in historical, social, and political conditions upon 

independence, a historical institutionalist approach exposed significant disparities 

between India and Pakistan in 1947.  The experienced and democratic political society, 

lively civil society, efficient state apparatus, diverse economy, and commitment to the 

rule of law present in India and lacking in Pakistan were primarily contingent upon a host 

of historical inequalities of experience and conditions between Muslims and Hindus 

under colonial administration. 

Locating the evolutionary trajectory of democratic institutions in India and 

Pakistan within unfolding historical processes and analyzing conditions at independence 

through various theories on democratization illustrated India’s higher prospects for 

achieving democratic consolidation. Linz and Stepan’s “five arenas” served as a useful 

organizational schema for evaluating prospects for democratic consolidation in both 

states.  Each arena corresponded to a set of institutions, conditions, and processes that 

affected the evolutionary trajectory of the Indian and Pakistani political systems.   Linz 

and Stepan’s “five arenas” are particularly effective analytical lenses, in that each arena is 

not treated as a discrete entity.  Instead, the authors stress the interconnections and 
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developmental processes of each arena as vital components in achieving democratic 

consolidation.  Using process-tracing methods to detail the development of democratic 

institutions in India and Pakistan, however, showed that some “arenas” of 

democratization were more instrumental in the transition process than others.  India’s 

economy upon independence was stronger and more diverse than Pakistan’s, and the state 

enacted socialist programs aimed at creating a modern economy and well regulated 

market.  However these initiatives failed to address India’s rampant poverty, and neither 

nation achieved the kind of economic growth or stability traditionally credited by 

political scientists with spurring democratic consolidation.  

 The greater share of the ICS inherited by India and the weak and disorganized 

state of the Pakistani bureaucracy would seem to signal the development of a stable and 

efficient state apparatus in India and its failure to emerge in Pakistan.  Instead, the 

bureaucracy in India grew too quickly and became rapidly overburdened as the scope of 

early economic programs increased.  Although still able to serve their basic functions, 

many state organs in India became corrupt and inefficient.  In contrast, the bureaucracy in 

Pakistan became highly efficient and stable, but rather than serving as a bulwark against 

authoritarianism as Linz and Stepan suggested, the CSP became a powerful ally of the 

military, enabling the armed forces to maintain lengthy periods of rule.  India also 

inherited a greater proportion of the judges, lawyers, and court functionaries from the 

colonial legal system, and the founding elites of India evinced a greater dedication to 

establishing a rule of law than did the Muslim League government of Pakistan.  The 

failure to establish a democratic constitution during the first decade of independence 

greatly contributed to the stalled transition process in Pakistan.  Despite its unpromising 
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start, however, the judiciary of Pakistan has shown increased independence and 

commitment to maintaining a democratic rule of law, frequently serving as a source of 

criticism and protest against military regimes and abuses of power by elected officials.   

Civil society would play a prominent role in the Indian and Pakistani transition 

processes.  Civic associations were instrumental in maintaining the democratic 

institutions in India and in achieving political liberalization in Pakistan during periods of 

martial rule.  In India, civil society has shown a remarkable ability to influence policies 

and ensure governmental accountability.  Furthermore, a variety of lower caste and class 

groups as well as traditionally disenfranchised minority populations have been able to 

protect their rights and increase their share of power in the government through the 

creation of advocacy groups and protest movements in Indian civil society.  The strength 

of India’s civil society can be attributed to a variety of factors.  Although many 

organizations traditionally associated with civil society, such as unions, women’s 

movements, lawyers’ groups and volunteer organizations, have materialized in India, the 

internal organization of India’s native social divisions have also contributed immensely 

to the creation of a democratic civil society.  The multitude of organizations based on 

caste, village or ethnicity have developed (or maintained) a democratic character and 

respect for established procedures of dispute settlement and contesting power.  Although 

these organizations lack the voluntary basis of membership that defines most 

classifications of civil society, their structure, nature, and purpose are otherwise 

completely identical to civil society in other democracies.   

Civil society was less developed in newly independent Pakistan, and few vehicles 

for protest or critique existed against the government or landed aristocracy formerly 
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supported by the British.  Intermittent periods of military rule and martial law severely 

restricted the development of civil society in Pakistan by limiting freedoms of speech and 

assembly and censoring the media.  Nevertheless, civil associations have been able to 

pressure military regimes to democratize through protests, boycotts, civil disobedience 

campaigns, and riots.  The ability of civil associations in Pakistan to organize resistance 

to undemocratic elite behavior despite decades of repression and the maintenance of 

social and economic inequalities is due in large part to the role of religion in the Pakistani 

state.  The definition of Pakistan as an Islamic Republic and the use of religion to 

maintain national cohesion by Pakistani politicians has increased the power of religious 

organizations and the clergy.  Although such groups have at times supported martial law 

regimes, most notably under General Zia al Huq, these organizations have also mobilized 

protests and applied public pressure to such regimes.  The importance of Islam in 

definitions of Pakistan nationality grants religiously based organizations a high degree of 

freedom and independence from the government even in times of martial law.  This 

situation has allowed mosques, religious groups and divisions of the clergy to remain 

effective critics and enemies of military regimes throughout Pakistan’s history.  Despite 

the power of religious groups in Pakistan, the frequent periods of authoritarian 

intervention in Pakistani civil society have limited the ability of civil society to monitor 

and enforce elite compliance with a democratic rule of law.  These conditions have also 

prevented the development of wide networks of association, leaving civil organizations in 

Pakistan divided and isolated.   

Accepting the influence of civil society on the development of Indian and 

Pakistani democracy, the nature of political society in both states, as well as the decisions 
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and philosophies of individual political elites from independence to the present, have 

exercised the greatest influence on processes of democratic transition.  The success of the 

INC in the provincial elections under colonial rule granted the founders of India a large 

number of elites who were experienced with and dedicated to democratic systems of 

governance.  The Muslim League failed to win a majority of Muslim seats until late in 

the colonial era, and had few members with any meaningful experience.  The League’s 

commitments to democracy were also somewhat questionable given the party’s fear of 

dwarfed representation in a Hindu majority democratic system.  Upon independence, the 

internal character of both parties became important factors in the vital formative years of 

India and Pakistan.  The democratic procedures for appointments and decision-making in 

the INC, as well as the party’s structure of national and state assemblies, led to the 

adoption of a federal governance structure and aided in the institutionalization of 

democratic norms despite years of one-party rule.  

 The undemocratic command structure of the League and the domination of the 

party by Muhajirs led to issues of representation and shortsighted tactics aimed at 

maintaining power at the expense of democratic procedures.  The democratic character of 

early Indian political society allowed the Constituent Assembly to craft a stable and 

representative governance structure, as well as a rule of law that protected individual 

rights and freedoms.  The undisciplined and corrupt officials that made up the Pakistani 

interim government caused the constitution-drafting process to drag on for nine years, 

preventing the institutionalization of democratic behavior, procedures, and norms.  By the 

time a constitution was finally adopted, undemocratic behavior and interests had already 

become deeply entrenched, and the document was all but ignored.  The efficient, 
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professional, and democratic nature of India’s founding elite and the chaotic and 

conflictual process of state building in early Pakistan formed the basic conditions and 

forces that guided each state’s subsequent institutional evolution.  The differences in 

political society upon independence sent India along the path of democratic 

consolidation, while Pakistan drifted disastrously towards authoritarianism from the very 

beginning.   

As the institutions of governance developed along divergent paths in India and 

Pakistan, the structures, procedures, and norms created to manage ethnic pluralism 

became crucial factors in the process of democratic transition or authoritarian 

backsliding.  The Indian Constitution established a secular state and protections from 

state interference for the diverse religions and cultures of the Republic.  The reservation 

of seats in Parliament for ethnic minorities and the federal structure of the government, 

which granted autonomy to ethnically configured states, created a power-sharing system 

that successfully mediated among India’s diverse populations.  Although violent conflicts 

among ethnic nationalist movements and the government have occurred, most notably in 

the Punjab during the 1980s, most sub-national identities have been successfully 

absorbed into the structure of the Republic through the creation of ethnic states or 

provisions such as greater autonomy or governmental privileges.  The emergence and 

persistence of political parties that cut across state boundaries and social cleavages also 

undercut ethnic divisions while institutionalizing processes of group cooperation within 

representative party structures.  Although ethnic, religious, and caste parties have 

persisted in India, the success of national parties has prevented such organizations from 

increasing inter-group hostilities or representing narrow interests at the expense of 
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national policies.  Instead, the bi-polar party system that has emerged between the INC 

and BJP has allowed parties representing minority populations to increase their power 

through representation in broad coalitions.  The reliance of both main parties on 

maintaining coalitions to form the government has established informal power-sharing 

arrangements, enabling minority parties to increase their influence in the state-level and 

national governments. 

The construction of Indian national identity by Nehru and his contemporaries also 

contributed to the cohesion of the state.  The avoidance of particular religious or cultural 

symbols in the constitution and definitions of India allowed for a territorially based and 

inclusive nationality that incorporated rather than suppressed ethnic, religious, caste or 

regional identities.  Although the secular definition of Indian nationality has grown 

weaker with the rise of the BJP and the growth of Hindu nationalism, Nehru’s 

construction of national identity maintained the territorial and ideological unity of India 

for decades.  Even as the ethnic chauvinist BJP consolidates its position in India’s newly 

stabilized bi-polar party system, the party has shown signs of returning to a more secular 

ideology of governance.  The need to incorporate political parties representing lower 

castes or religious minorities into governing coalitions has forced the BJP to temper its 

message and policies.  In recent years the BJP has abandoned its militantly anti-Muslim 

message and reliance on religious appeals to mobilize support in favor of a general 

argument for religious values in public policies and state institutions.  The BJP has also 

adopted a more inclusive definition of Hinduism and Indian society, claiming that 

Muslims and Sikhs can be considered Hindu due to their position within a social system 

based on Hinduism.  The reduction of religiously charged rhetoric and policies by the 
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BJP and the inclusion of Muslims, Christians, and Sikhs in the party and the coalition it 

leads demonstrate the continued influence of the secular definition of Indian nationality, 

as well as the ability of the secular national identity to limit ethnic conflict.   

In contrast to the success of power-sharing arrangements in India, the government 

of Pakistan has repeatedly failed to manage ethnic factionalism and effectively mediate 

disagreements among the state’s diverse populations.  The domination of the Constituent 

Assembly and Muslim League command structure by Muhajirs and the party’s reluctance 

to weaken its position by engaging in electoral competition prevented the representation 

and empowerment of other ethnicities during the early transition period.  Attempts to 

maintain the political unity of Pakistan through the creation of a unitary government 

alienated ethnic minorities as well as the majority population of Bengalis in East 

Pakistan.  Subsequent constitutions and governmental reforms aimed at establishing a 

federal system also failed to unify Pakistan and mediate group conflicts.  Ethnic 

minorities remained underrepresented in the central government, economic investment 

and allocation of resources remained unequal, and the central government retained 

oppressive emergency powers that undermined any degree of state autonomy.  Even 

when potentially viable power-sharing arrangements were possible, the ethnic 

factionalism that characterized Pakistan politics prevented their success.  The primacy of 

ethnic identity over national identity in Pakistan constrained the development of political 

parties along ethnic boundaries.  Truly national parties that transcended regional and 

ethnic divisions did not emerge in Pakistan until the 1980s, and the profusion of 

ethnically based political parties prior to this time increased group conflicts within the 

government due to the lack of elite discipline and procedures of dispute settlement. 
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The emergence of secessionist movements in every Pakistani state besides Punjab 

and the territorial disintegration of Pakistan in 1971 illustrate the lack of effective 

representative institutions and power-sharing arrangements in the country.  With the 

secession of East Pakistan, the altered ethnic composition of Pakistan exacerbated ethnic 

factionalism.  Without the numerically superior but politically isolated Bengalis as a 

counterweight, Punjab became the dominant region of Pakistan.  Unlike India, which has 

no majority ethnicity, the high population of Punjabis in relation to other ethnicities 

created a politically dominant group and an ethnically based center-periphery system.  

The persistence of ethnic nationalism in Pakistan also represents the failure to construct a 

viable national identity.  Politicians throughout Pakistan’s history have relied on appeals 

to a common religion and opposition to India to unite the diverse populations of the state. 

Differing interpretations of Islam and resistance to the language, laws, and economic 

system imposed from the center have undermined attempts to construct a unifying 

national identity and have hardened ethnic and regional identities in Pakistan.  The 

territorial cohesion of Pakistan has been maintained instead by the military, which has 

brutally suppressed any secessionist movement that has emerged.  The ethnic 

composition of the Pakistani military has also contributed to the conflictual group 

relations in the state.  Following the British philosophy of recruiting from “martial races”, 

the military in Pakistan is composed almost exclusively of Punjabis.  The ethno-centric 

basis for military recruitment has insulated the military from the ethnic factionalism that 

has weakened other governance institutions in Pakistan, and allowed the armed forces to 

violently crush ethnic nationalist movements without threatening the solidarity of the 

military organization.   
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A focus on historical processes and the incorporation of social systems, identity, 

and culture into the institutional analysis of democratic systems in South Asia has 

demonstrated the importance of colonial legacies, political society, and culture in 

processes of democratic transition.  Despite all odds and contrary to many scholarly 

assumptions about democratization, India was able to design and maintain a democratic 

governance structure that united diverse and disparate populations and social divisions.  

The survival of Indian democracy is due in large part to the combination of stable 

national structures and state autonomy.  This system has allowed for the survival of sub-

national identities while simultaneously creating incentives for participation in the 

national political process and avenues of representation in the central government.  

Democratic institutions in Pakistan were unable to resolve political tensions and ethnic 

conflicts among the state’s populations.  The ethnic factionalism and lack of 

institutionalized methods of dispute settlement have made democratic institutions in 

Pakistan weak, unstable, and inefficient, opening the door to episodes of military 

intervention.  The favorable design of the Indian governance structure and the 

undemocratic nature of the Pakistani political system are the result of differing 

experiences and ideologies of Indian Hindus and Muslims under colonial rule.  The 

institutional constraints established by the early transition processes in both states, in 

turn, have guided the evolution of democracy in India and Pakistan to the present day.   
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