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Abstract 
This issue brief assesses the enduring political influence of the military in Pakistan. 
It delves into the historical, social, and geopolitical factors that have propelled the 
military’s rise in the nation’s governance structure. The brief also examines the military-
bureaucratic nexus and its role in perpetuating military dominance, and the implications 
of a weak civil society and its constrained ability to counterbalance military power.

Sania Muneer and Saroj Aryal

01

Attribution: Sania Muneer and Saroj Aryal, “Cause and Effect: The Factors that Make Pakistan’s Military a Political 
Force,” ORF Issue Brief No. 694, February 2024, Observer Research Foundation.



3

In recent years, Pakistan’s fragile democracy has grappled with an 
overbearing military, strained regional relationships, and repercussions 
from the growing rivalry between the US and China.1 Amid domestic 
political turbulence and a deteriorating economy, the civilian 
government increasingly relied on a power-hungry military for stability 

and support.2 Indeed, the domestic political rollercoaster underway since 2022 
showcases the impact of the military’s involvement in the country’s politics, with 
then-Prime Minister Imran Khan’s worsening relationship with the military 
eventually leading to his ouster and imprisonment.3 Khan’s public clashes with 
the military chief regarding top military appointments and policy decisions 
and his poor political and economic management are said to have led to him 
losing the military’s backing, which the opposition said had helped bring him to 
power in the 2018 general election.4 

The February 2024 election further showcases the Pakistan military’s 
involvement in the domestic political process. The confusion and disorganisation 
with which the results were announced have fueled widespread claims of vote 
rigging.5 The outcome of the polls indicates a sophisticated electioneering, and 
that the military likely shaped the elections.6 Despite the apparent dominance 
of Khan’s political party, Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI), the military’s strategic 
orchestration prevented them from securing a two-thirds majority. Notably, 
the sidelining of former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif in favour of his brother 
Shahbaz Sharif, also a former prime minister and the leader of the Pakistan 
Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N), strategically aligns with the military’s 
interests, given the PML-N’s history of challenging military authority, even 
more than Khan. By tactically undermining Nawaz’s key allies and distributing 
provincial governments among seemingly favourable parties, the military will 
effectively maintain a grip on the political narrative while preserving the facade 
of democratic representation. This nuanced manipulation underscores the 
military’s adeptness in navigating the complexities of Pakistani politics, ensuring 
its continued influence within the democratic framework.

Pakistan is deemed ‘authoritarian’ due to the pervasive influence of and 
interventions by its powerful military, which shapes and often controls the 
nation’s political dynamics.7 Certain theories, such as modernisationa,8 and 
dependency theories,b,9 help explain the lack of socioeconomic development 
and the rise of authoritarianism in countries worldwide. Modernisation theory 
suggests that Pakistan’s struggle with development is linked to entrenched 

a	 Modernisation	 theory	 refers	 to	 a	 body	 of	work	 that	 emerged	 in	 the	 1950s	 and	 1960s	 as	 a	means	
of	 understanding	 economic	 and	 social	 development	 issues	 and	 developing	 policies	 to	 help	 poorer	
countries	with	their	transitions.

b	 Dependency	theory	is	a	school	of	thought	in	contemporary	social	science	that	seeks	to	contribute	to	a	
better	understanding	of	underdevelopment,	an	analysis	of	its	causes,	and,	to	a	lesser	extent,	solutions	
to	it.

In
tr

od
u
ct

io
n

In
tr

od
u
ct

io
n



4

traditional values, resistance to change, and inadequate educational progress. 
While the theory anticipates a transition towards democracy as a society 
modernises, Pakistan has experienced military rule, indicating deviations from 
the expected democratic trajectory. On the other hand, dependency theory 
suggests Pakistan’s underdevelopment is attributable to its reliance on more 
economically powerful nations. The country has frequently sought foreign aid, 
particularly in times of economic distress, resulting in a dependency on external 
actors. This external dependency has created imbalances in power relations, 
limiting Pakistan’s autonomy in shaping independent economic policies. In 
response to external pressures, especially economic challenges exacerbated by 
dependency, Pakistan has witnessed military interventions, justified as measures 
to maintain control and stability. The interplay between external reliance and 
authoritarian governance highlights a pattern where the need for stability in the 
face of economic challenges has, at times, led to the assertion of authoritarian 
control in Pakistan. Thus, through textbooks, popular Urdu media and the 
news media, military generals are often portrayed as epitomes of bravery and 
true representatives of Islam.10 

The intertwining of military narratives (or that of security forces, such as 
Iran’s morality police) and Islamic values is a distinct aspect of political and 
social discourse, reflecting the historical, cultural, and geopolitical influences 
that shape the perception of military leadership within an Islamic framework.c, 
Such narratives and portrayals have enabled military coups and given the 
armed forces the confidence to remove civilian governments when needed to 
fulfil their personal and institutional interests, with limited resistance from the 
masses in Islamic countries.11 In Pakistan, the use of state-sponsored propaganda 
legitimises military coups and presents the armed forces as the sole defenders 
of the country, its ideology, and its people.12 Pakistan, much like several other 
postcolonial countries, has an underdeveloped society and overdeveloped 
state.d,13 Consequently, this hampers the effectiveness of democratic processes, 
including political parties, elections, and constitution-making. However, the 
structural conditions alone, such as bureaucratic strength and centralised 
power, are not the sole drivers of sustained military involvement. The armed 
forces’ popular legitimacy is significantly shaped by their portrayal as saviours 
and guardians of Islam, through a narrative that grants them public support 
and confidence to assert political dominance. 

c	 Donald	 Eugene	 Smith	 has	 examined	 the	 connection	 between	 Sharia	 and	 authoritarianism,	 arguing	
that	Sharia	has	tended	to	motivate	people	to	forgo	their	critical	thinking	and	right	to	rebel	and	teaches	
them	 to	 embrace	 obeying	 the	 ruler(s)	 and	 to	 accept	 authoritarianism.	 See:	 Donald	 Eugene	 Smith,	
Religion and Political Development: An Analytical Study	(New	York:	Little	Brown,	1970).

d	 A	disproportionately	powerful	and	centralised	government,	often	influenced	by	military	interventions,	
coexists	with	society	facing	challenges	such	as	poverty,	inadequate	access	to	basic	services,	and	limited	
economic	opportunities.
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This issue brief investigates the enduring and significant political influence 
of the military in Pakistan by assessing the historical, social, and geopolitical 
factors that have contributed to the armed forces’ oversized role in the nation’s 
governance structure. 

The interplay between external 
reliance and authoritarian governance 
highlights a pattern where the need 

for stability amid economic challenges 
has, at times, led to the assertion of 
authoritarian control in Pakistan. 
Thus, through textbooks, popular 
Urdu media and the news media, 

military generals are often portrayed 
as epitomes of bravery and true 

representatives of Islam. 
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Strategic culture is the collective set of beliefs, norms, values, and 
historical experiences of a ruling elite within a political entity, shaping 
their interpretation of security issues and guiding policy responses 
by providing a perceptual framework through which policymakers 
observe and decide on external security dynamics.14 Strategic 

culture establishes “pervasive and long-lasting strategic preferences for states 
by formulating concepts of the role and efficacy of military force in interstate 
political affairs, and by clothing these conceptions with such an aura of actuality 
that the strategic preferences seem uniquely realistic and efficacious.”15 In the 
postcolonial era, the intricate relationship between military institutions and 
political governance played a pivotal role in shaping the trajectories of newly 
independent nations.16 Pakistan is a case in point. This enduring issue—of the 
military wielding significant influence within the political sphere—reflects not 
only a historical legacy inherited from the colonial era but also encapsulates 
the evolving challenges and aspirations of an independent nation striving to 
establish its identity and stability.17

This colonial legacy is a prominent feature of Pakistan’s ‘strategic culture’ 
and sheds light on the profile and behaviour of its security policymakers. The 
disposition of Pakistan’s security leaders is moulded by factors such as historical 
experiences during the early years of independence, their assessment of the 
regional security environment, and their threat perceptions. This shapes 
their worldview, their interpretation of political and military developments, 
their perception of adversaries, and their policy options.18 As such, Pakistan’s 
strategic culture can be summarised as: “(a) An acute insecurity developed 
in the early years of independence due to troubled relations with India and 
problems with Afghanistan. (b) A strong distrust of India and a history of 
acrimonious Indo-Pakistani relations reinforced by the historical narratives 
of the pre-independence period and the troubled bilateral interaction in the 
post-independence period. (c) Aversion to an India-dominated regional power 
arrangement for South Asia. (d) An active search for security to maintain its 
independence in deciding about foreign policy options and domestic policies.19 
(e) A close nexus between Islam and strategic thinking, leading to connections 
between Islamic militancy and foreign policy.”20 

The Pakistan military emphasises integrating Islamic principles with 
professionalism, hierarchy, discipline, and a sense of service pride as the 
fundamental tenets of its organisational structure. Military education and 
training programmes incorporate Islamic teachings, history (particularly A
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significant Islamic battles), and notable Muslim commanders. Key Islamic 
concepts such as shaheed (martyr), ghazi (victorious), and Jihad-e-fi-sibilallah (holy 
war in the name of God) are underscored as major sources of inspiration for the 
Pakistan military in both peacetime and wartime.21 Given the close association of 
Islam with the establishment of Pakistan, its defence, particularly in relation to 
India, is portrayed by civilian and military leaders as the safeguarding of Islam 
itself. These notions and Islamic symbols were frequently invoked during the 
war of 1965 and 1971 to rally military personnel and garner popular support 
for war efforts.22

Islamic conservatism within the military has surged since the 1970s, coinciding 
with a rise in the representation of officers hailing from middle- and lower-
middle-class backgrounds, many of whom have strong conservative religious 
affiliations. Islamic conservatism gained further momentum in the 1980s due to 
several factors. During General Zia-ul-Haq’s rule (1977 to 1988) as president, 
there was a notable increase in the emphasis on Islam within the military. Facing 
a crisis of legitimacy, Zia’s military regime invoked orthodox Islamic injunctions 
and mobilised orthodox Islamic groups to build support for his rule. This fits 
well with the changes in the orientation of the officers recruited in the 1970s 
and 1980s. The Zia regime endorsed and encouraged the public expression of 
religious convictions within the army and allowed certain orthodox religious 
groups to establish a presence within the military.23 

Additionally, the Afghan conflict (1979-1989) played a pivotal role in 
furthering Islamic conservatism among Pakistan Army personnel.24 Many of 
them actively collaborated with Islamic parties and Afghan resistance factions 
engaged in combat against Soviet forces in Afghanistan. A significant number 
of Pakistan Army personnel, particularly those affiliated with the Inter-Services 
Intelligence (ISI), believed that the lessons drawn from the Afghan experience 
could be applied in other contexts, and saw it as a potential means to counteract 
non-Muslim dominance over Muslim populations.25

Pakistan’s strategic culture has significantly influenced its security and foreign 
policy choices.26 Key aspects of this strategic culture include advocating for 
a pluralistic power structure in South Asia, emphasising external security 
concerns, developing military capabilities to deter potential adversaries, 
allocating a significant portion of resources to defence, procuring weaponry 
from foreign sources, and employing diplomacy and alliance-building, 
especially with the US, to enhance its regional position. Additionally, Pakistan A
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has pursued strategies such as openly declaring its nuclear status in response 
to India’s nuclear tests and utilising Islamic militant groups to advance its 
foreign policy objectives. However, Pakistan’s strategic decisions are not 
driven by its strategic culture alone, with factors like realism, professionalism, 
and organisational imperatives also playing a role; indeed, realism and 
organisational imperatives have influenced the Pakistani military’s perspectives 
and decisions on numerous occasions.e At times, one factor may conflict with 
the other, leading policymakers to make difficult choices, as was seen in the way 
Pakistan dealt with militant Islamic groups after the September 2001 US terror 
attacks. Although Pakistan had historically used such groups for its strategic 
goals, global pressure, especially regarding counterterrorism efforts, forced it 
to make difficult choices. For instance, the US’s re-engagement after the 2001 
attacks aligned, in a way, with the country’s evolving strategic relationship with 
South Asia and the issue of democracy in the Muslim world. However, it collided 
with Pakistan’s interest in favouring some terrorist groups with close ties to 
its military.27 This highlights the struggle between its own established ways of 
handling security matters and the need to align with international expectations 
in the changing post-2001 landscape.28

In the post-Zia period, from the late 1980s onwards, the character of military 
governance in Pakistan underwent a notable transformation, with the military 
transitioning towards a more indirect exercise of political influence, rather 
than direct involvement.29 Indeed, Pakistan’s political landscape has long been 
characterised by the military’s prominent role, with civilian politicians vying for 
support while simultaneously critiquing or discreetly seeking assistance from 
the influential security establishment. Although some politicians have entered 
agreements with the army to safeguard their personal interests, the general 
populace in Pakistan has not been forgiving. Widespread dissatisfaction persists 
regarding the military’s involvement in political affairs, posing a notable 
challenge within the context of Pakistan’s political system.30 

Pakistan has a hybrid political culture. The military has played a prominent 
role in shaping political developments, sometimes directly taking control of the 
government and at other times exerting influence behind the scenes.31 This 
hybridity is evident in the institutionalisation of military influence through the 
National Security Council, where both civilian and military leaders contribute to 

e	 The	 reference	 to	 'realism’	 suggests	 that	 the	Pakistani	military,	 being	 a	 professional	 and	disciplined	
institution,	considers	practical	realities	and	challenges	in	its	decision-making	process.	This	could	involve	
considering	 factors	such	as	 the	current	geopolitical	 situation,	 the	actual	capabilities	and	 limitations	
of	 the	military,	 and	 the	 immediate	 security	 concerns	 facing	 the	nation.	 Pakistan’s	 decision	 to	 seek	
US	military	assistance	in	the	mid-1950s	and	the	early	1980s	can	be	explained	with	reference	to	the	
country’s	strategic	culture	as	well	as	realism.	
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decision-making on crucial national security policies. Additionally, intelligence 
agencies, most notably the ISI, have played a substantial role in domestic 
politics, blurring the lines between civilian and military domains. For instance, 
the military was said to have manipulated the 2018 general elections, with 
the military rulers justifying their interventions due to issues such as political 
instability, corruption, and mismanagement by civilian governments.32 

The military’s influence extends across state and semi-governmental 
institutions, as well as the private sector, industry, agriculture, education, 
transportation, and communication spheres. Rather than taking direct control, 
the military’s primary objective now appears to be safeguarding and enhancing 
its corporate interests to benefit economically by expanding its footprint across 
Pakistan’s cities by increasing the number of defence housing societies.f,33 
Notably, the Pakistan army owns 12 percent of the country’s land, two-thirds of 
which is owned by senior military officers.34

Despite having failed to annex Kashmir twice (in 1947 and 1965) and losing 
the erstwhile East Pakistan in 1971, the Pakistan military has reaped many perks 
and privileges by projecting itself as the country’s sole defender and genuine 
patriot. However, in recent years, Pakistani citizens have begun to question—
and even resent—the extra-constitutional powers, perks, and privileges enjoyed 
by the armed forces. 35

f	 Such	 areas	 are	 sought	 after	 by	 civilians	 due	 to	 their	 reputation	 for	 quality	 development,	 security,	
and	modern	amenities.	While	the	primary	purpose	remains	to	cater	to	the	housing	needs	of	military	
personnel,	the	inclusion	of	civilians	has	widened	the	demographic	served	by	these	housing	societies.
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political sphere reflects a historical 
colonial legacy and encapsulates the 
evolving challenges and aspirations 
of an independent nation striving to 
establish an identity and stability.
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During the partition of British India and the creation of Pakistan, 
the military was tasked with the responsibility of safeguarding the 
nascent nation and ensuring internal security.36 Consequently, 
Pakistan assumed the character of a ‘security state’ rather 
than a ‘development state’, meaning the nation’s primary 

focus and resource allocation were disproportionately directed towards 
preserving national security and addressing security-related challenges, often 
at the expense of other facets of national development. Indeed, Pakistan has 
consistently allocated a significant portion of its resources to the military, 
surpassing allocations to sectors such as the economy, education, healthcare, 
and welfare.37

In the immediate aftermath of independence, Pakistan’s founder, Muhammad 
Ali Jinnah, sought US$2 billion in military and financial aid from the US, with 
US$170 million earmarked for the army, US$75 million for the air force, US$60 
million for the navy, and US$700 million each for industrial and agricultural 
development. In 1950, Pakistan’s first prime minister, Liaquat Ali Khan, met US 
President Harry Truman to emphasise Islamabad’s “geopolitical significance” 
to Washington. Pakistan’s pursuit of US assistance, driven by concerns over 
perceived Soviet ambitions in the Arabian Sea region, was undeniably a strategic 
move.38

The military’s involvement in Pakistan’s political landscape has manifested in 
various forms, including orchestrating coups, toppling civilian governments, 
and exercising indirect control over feeble administrations.39 These 
interventions often transpired through collaboration with other influential 
actors, including the judiciary, civil bureaucracy, allied politicians, religious 
leaders, and elements within the corporate sector, collectively known as “the 
establishment”40 in Pakistan. Concurrently, politicians readily ceded ground to 
the military due to their own limitations, resulting in the erosion of institutional 
boundaries.

A few political parties—such as the Pakistan People’s Party (PPP), the PML-N, 
and the PTI—dominate the domestic political landscape, allowing for greater 
manipulation by the military leadership to exert influence over the political 
system. The military has historically patronised certain political leaders to 
serve its interests and maintain control over decision-making processes. This 
manipulation not only affects the electoral landscape but also contributes to 
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the broader narrative of the military’s political strength in Pakistan. Therefore, 
understanding the interplay between the military and political parties, especially 
in terms of patronage and election dynamics, is crucial to comprehending the 
unique political system in the country.

The armed forces’ credibility and efficient professionalism have been 
demonstrated through successful counterterrorism operations, such as 
Operation Zarb-e-Azb, fostering public trust and thereby enhancing their 
political influence.g The military’s economic interests are reflected in its 
ownership of businesses and participation in infrastructure projects, like 
the Defense Housing Authority and the Frontier Works Organization.41 On 
the other hand, dubious interactions with the judiciary have impacted the 
perceived independence of the judiciary. “For most of Pakistan’s eight-decade 
history, its courts were largely aligned with the country’s powerful military. 
They gave three coups a legal stamp of approval, disqualified dozens of 
politicians who had fallen out of favor with the generals, and turned a blind 
eye to the disappearances of political dissidents.”42 Lastly, the military’s strategic 
positioning as a preferred partner for foreign powers is evident in alliances 
like those with the US, showcasing how international support contributes to its 
political standing. 

Geopolitical considerations emphasise the significant role of the military in 
Pakistan’s political landscape. In a region marked by enduring rivalries and 
persistent security challenges, Pakistan grapples with a complex array of 
threats and strategic imperatives. The military’s role as the guardian of national 
security is consistently reinforced by these geopolitical realities, providing 
a rationale for its deep involvement in shaping foreign policy decisions and 
devising security strategies. Both civilian authorities and military officials 
assert that Pakistan has continuously experienced a state of emergency since its 
inception. They cite Indian animosity regarding the disputed Kashmir43 region 
and Afghan irredentism as significant threats to Pakistan’s territorial integrity. 

The Pakistan military’s control over the political system can be understood 
through six broad causes:

g	 “Inter-Services	 Public	 Relations	 (ISPR)	 Press	 Release	 ater	 the	 Corps	 Commanders	 Meeting	 in	
Rawalpindi.”	A	few	days	ater	the	press	release,	the	chief	justice	of	the	Supreme	Court,	in	a	speech	in	
Hyderabad,	also	chastised	the	government	for	“bad	governance.”	Dawn,	November	14,	2015.	See	also	
Ahmad	at	al.
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• Weakness of Civilian Institutions

Pakistan has experienced a recurring pattern of military intervention in its 
political landscape, often attributed to the perceived weakness of civilian 
institutions.44 This phenomenon45 can be understood through the prisms 
of ‘designed militarism’ (the positive and premeditated intent to intervene 
in domestic politics and to follow expansionist foreign policies) or ‘reactive 
militarism’ (the expansion of military power that results from the weakness of 
civilian institutions and the pressures of civilians to expand the military role). 
The intervention by General Mohammad Ayub Khan was designed militarism, 
that by Zia was reactive,46 while the Musharraf regime was considered as 
premediated.h 

The military’s robust role is rooted in two legacies from its early years. First, 
there is a prevalent military perception that civilians lack the ability to establish 
a sustainable, functional government or manage state affairs effectively. This 
perception led to a self-identity within the military as the sole saviour of the 
nation, justifying a ‘doctrine of necessity’ for political intervention, especially 
in matters of leadership selection and internal or external security issues. 
The military, adopting a ‘self-help’ attitude, carved out reserved domains in 
public policies, such as engaging in its own business activities (what one scholar 
refers to as “milbus,” essentially “military capital that is used for the personal 
benefit of the military fraternity”47), and pursuing a foreign policy independent 
from civilians, fostering direct ties with the US. This inadvertently granted 
the military autonomy over its organisational affairs. Second, recognising the 
impracticality of ruling the country indefinitely, the military aims to maintain 
influence in the decision-making process. The choice of non-elected civilian 
leadership to continue the colonial diarchic governmental system, comprising 
bureaucracy and the military as central pillars, has not only drawn the military 
into politics but has also laid the groundwork for the ‘Troika-system’.i,48 This 
power-sharing arrangement between soldiers and civilians became entrenched 
in Pakistani politics after 1972. The cumulative impact of these legacies 

h	 The	authors’	personal	communications	with	civil	and	military	bureaucrats	reveal	it	to	be	one	
of	designed	militarism.	

i	 Illustrates	the	power-sharing	system	between	civilians	and	the	military,	embodied	through	the	three	
most	significant	agents	in	the	political	system	of	Pakistan—the	chief	of	army	staff,	the	president,	and	
the	prime	minister.D
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underscores the military’s continuous involvement in politics, shaped by its 
perception of civilian institutional weakness.49

Pakistan’s electoral regime has been significantly impacted by a lack of civilian 
control, particularly evident before the 2008 elections. With the assistance of 
intelligence services, elections were heavily manipulated to secure outcomes 
that would guarantee the continued political involvement of the armed forces. 
To sway the polls, political parties faced substantial hindrances, including 
the manipulation of internal divisions, creation of new parties, pressure on 
individual candidates to withdraw, imposition of restrictions on electoral 
campaigning, and bias towards specific political parties.50 Elected governments 
also experienced undermining through various means, such as facilitating 
votes of confidence via vote buying (horse-trading), leading to their ousting 
from power. Consequently, the development of a functional party system was 
impeded. The strategy of creating tension through ‘divide and rule’ among 
different political leaders and their parties not only resulted in ‘increased 
factionalism’ paralysing the parliamentary process, but also hindered the 
evolution of a constructive relationship between the opposition and the 
government. However, a positive shift occurred with the armed forces adopting 
a (self-imposed) neutral stance in the 2008 elections. This not only fostered a 
sense of civilian control over leadership selections but also facilitated free and 
fair elections, culminating in Pakistan’s first grand coalition, including the two 
main civilian rivals, the PPP and PML-N. This shift contributed to institutional 
effectiveness in the legislative branch, exemplified by major political outcomes 
such as the Eighteenth Amendment of the Constitution.j Another noteworthy 
step towards civilian oversight was the initiation of the first debate on the 
defence budget. 51

j	 The	 Eighteenth	 Amendment,	 enacted	 in	 April	 2010,	 reinstated	 the	 parliamentary	 nature	 of	 the	
Constitution,	 redefined	 the	 relationship	 between	 parliament	 and	 the	 judiciary	 by	 suggesting	
parliamentary	 involvement	 in	high	 judicial	appointments,	and	decentralised	significant	 functions	 to	
the	provincial	 governments.	 This	 shift	 in	 responsibility	 and	authority	 set	 the	 stage	 for	 reevaluating	
roles	among	institutional	actors	in	a	contested	space	in	the	following	years.	For	more,	see.	Muhammad	
Ahsan	 Rana,	 “Decentralization	 Experience	 in	 Pakistan:	 The	 18th	 Constitutional	 Amendment,”	
Asian Journal of Management Cases,	 17(1)	 61–84,	 2020,	 https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/
pdf/10.1177/0972820119892720;	 National	 Assembly	 of	 Pakistan,	 https://na.gov.pk/uploads/
documents/1302138356_934.pdf
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• Fragile Civil-Military Relationship

Fragility in civil-military relations persists due to the non-linear nature of the 
democratisation process in the country.52 There is no clear demarcation in 
the transition from a definite end of an authoritarian era to the beginning 
of an uninterrupted stabalisation and consolidation of democracy. Instead, 
political development is characterised by a sequence of transitions between 
democratic and military or semi-military regimes. Following an initial phase 
of bureaucracy-military domination (1947-1972), the country experienced 
three attempts at democratisation. However, each of these democratisation 
phases can be interpreted as a response to military rule, giving rise not only 
to nationally elected leaders (such as Z.A. Bhutto) but also political parties 
(such as the PPP or religious political parties).53 Notably, while the democratic 
transitions were initiated and facilitated by military interventions, these phases 
were also concurrently shaped and limited by military influence. A crucial factor 
contributing to this paradox is the inability of civilians (non-elected individuals 
during the initial years and later elected officials) to institutionalise civilian 
control over the armed forces. This reality hampers the quality of democracy 
during its various phases, impacting multiple dimensions of democratic 
governance. The military has, by and large, not provided a “long term nation 
building strategy to forge the country as a cohesive and stable whole”54 

• Credibility and Efficient Professionalism of Armed Forces

Pakistan’s military has consistently maintained a professional and disciplined 
profile since the country’s inception. Over time, as its powers strengthened, the 
military developed an aversion to interference through civilian rulers in the 
day-to-day affairs and administration of the government.55 Notably, many army 
chiefs, including Ayub and Zia, served extended terms, and their imposition 
of martial law faced limited opposition from civilian rulers. At the same time, 
civilian leaders also could not establish any robust democratic structures, 
allowing the military’s influence to persist.

Ayub and Zia, in particular, played pivotal roles in shaping the military’s 
relationship with political governance. Their prolonged tenures and martial 
law impositions went largely unquestioned by civilian authorities, contributing 
to a pattern of military interference in political affairs. The military, seeking 
to consolidate power, manipulated political forces through executive orders 
and decrees, favouring civilian leaders who aligned with their interests. This D
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relationship benefited both sides, but the military’s hold over political power 
has come in the way of the proper decentralisation of authority.56

In the post-Zia era, starting from the late 1980s, a shift occurred in the nature 
of military rule in the country. The military began exercising political influence 
more indirectly, adopting a strategy of ‘soft intervention’ alongside members 
of the ISI. This approach marked a distinct form of hybrid governance, where 
military generals engaged in bargaining with civilian leaders on policy issues 
rather than initiating direct interventions.57 However, the strained nature of this 
interaction and its long-term durability remained questionable, characterising 
the evolving dynamics between the military and civilian leaders as a form of 
‘hybrid government’.

• Military’s Economic Interests

Pakistan’s early economic growth could be attributed to the fact that “the 
Pakistani military government has shown a great deal of initiative in economic 
management, and the central ministries are run by civilian experts and 
professionals who have been given considerable autonomy.”58 Indeed, the 
military’s “omnipresence” in the public and private sectors “ensures an 
important role for the military in the state and society even if the generals do 
not directly control the levers of power”.59

The nexus between a weak economy and the increased likelihood of a 
coup d’état is underscored by the argument that military officers—through 
education, training, and exposure to new ideas—tend to be more progressive 
than other societal segments.60 This progressive outlook often prompts the 
military to seek to modernise the state’s social and economic fabric when faced 
with an inefficient or corrupt ruling elite.61

In Pakistan, the military has effectively utilised its influence over the state to 
augment its economic power.62 Its involvement in “industry, commerce, and 
business,” enabled the military to develop a “stake in government policies 
and industrial and commercial strategies”.63 This involvement, coupled with 
the establishing of the army’s welfare and charity system,64 not only secures 
a significant stake for the Pakistani military in the economy but also grants 
it a degree of financial independence from the government, particularly 
concerning welfare, pensions, and trusts. These external revenue sources 
are what comprise “milbus”.65 This substantial economic power positions the 
military as a dominant player in both the private and public sectors.66D
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The pursuit of economic autonomy has further exacerbated the civil-military 
imbalance, with the military initiating industrial and housing projects in the 
1950s and 1960s for personal gain and profitmaking (leading to the emergence 
of ‘milbus’ that bolstered its political influence).67 Recognising and addressing 
the military’s involvement in corporate projects is crucial to curb its political 
interference.68 

• Judiciary’s Dubious Role

The military has often sought the judiciary’s endorsement to legitimise its 
actions, leveraging the unity within the broader ‘establishment’ during times of 
crisis. However, the current landscape signals a departure from this established 
pattern, as superior courts increasingly adopt an independent stance. The 
once-reliable support from the judiciary can no longer be taken for granted 
by the military. Concurrently, the military has initiated efforts to undermine 
the court and its rulings, spotlighting the dysfunctional relations among senior 
judges.69

The political scenario involving the PTI and Khan reflects the conflict within 
the establishment itself. This dynamic has revealed a redefined role of the 
judiciary, influencing how the military engages in politics in Pakistan and 
challenging previous assumptions about the judiciary’s predictable alignment 
with military interests. The shifting nature of alliances within key institutions 
indicates the complex interplay shaping the trajectory of military involvement 
in the country’s political landscape.70

Indeed, a series of events in 2023 that empowered military courts for civil 
prosecution have crippled the judiciary system in Pakistan. Khan has been 
serving a prison sentence for corruption, and authorities have cracked down 
on the PTI and its supporters, sending many to military courts for trial.71 The 
Pakistan Army (Amendment) Bill 2023 grants full legal status to the military’s 
vast business empire, criminalises criticism of the armed forces, and authorises 
them to “carry out activities related to national development and advancement 
of national or strategic interests”. The Official Secrets (Amendment) Bill 2023 
gives security agencies unlimited discretion to arrest anyone they believe poses 
a threat. “Approaches” to military installations and offices, including intrusions 
and attacks, are prohibited, and suspects can face trial in military courts.72 
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• Military a Preferred Partner for Foreign Powers

A common feature emphasised by all military regimes in Pakistan was extremely 
good relations with the US. This is perhaps because military takeovers in 
Pakistan accompanied a resurgence in the country’s geopolitical significance 
in world politics, making Pakistan a ‘frontline’ state.k This explains the 
convergence of its interests and security policies vis- à-vis the US.73

Pakistan’s elected leaders want to encourage positive, multifaceted engagement 
with regional countries and major global powers, particularly through trade and 
economic cooperation. However, they have little influence over the formation of 
foreign policy because of the military’s powerful nature.74 As a result, whenever 
a diplomatic challenge arises, the civilian apparatus typically takes a hands-off 
approach. At the same time, the military refuses to budge from its hardened 
external security approach, preferring to build relations solely on security 
concerns, ignoring economic and political issues. Consequently, foreign powers 
who have a security interest in the region end up having a robust relationship 
with the military rather than with the civilian government. 

k	 Pakistan	has	often	been	referred	to	as	a	"frontline	state"	due	to	its	strategic	geographical	location	and	
its	involvement	in	critical	regional	and	global	affairs.	Situated	at	the	crossroads	of	South	Asia,	Central	
Asia,	and	West	Asia,	Pakistan's	proximity	to	conflict	zones	has	made	it	a	key	player	in	addressing	regional	
security	challenges.	During	the	Cold	War,	Pakistan	earned	the	designation	as	a	frontline	state	in	the	
context	of	 the	US-Soviet	 rivalry,	particularly	 for	 its	pivotal	 role	 in	 supporting	 the	Afghan	 resistance	
against	Soviet	forces.	In	the	post-September	2001	era,	Pakistan	has	maintained	its	frontline	status	in	
the	global	war	on	terror,	collaborating	closely	with	the	US	and	 its	allies	 in	counterterrorism	efforts.	
Additionally,	concerns	about	nuclear	proliferation,	ongoing	regional	conflicts	such	as	the	India-Pakistan	
rivalry	and	the	situation	in	Afghanistan,	as	well	as	its	economic	and	trade	significance,	contribute	to	
Pakistan's	multifaceted	strategic	importance	in	international	and	regional	geopolitics.
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Since independence, Pakistan has 
assumed the character of a ‘security 

state’ rather than a ‘development 
state’,  meaning the nation’s primary 
focus and resource allocation were 
disproportionately directed towards 
preserving national security and 

addressing security-related challenges. 
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T he weakness of political institutions and leadership in Pakistan 
has spurred a reliance on military solutions for political 
disputes. The persistent interference by the military in civilian 
governance has hindered the nation’s ability to establish stable 
democratic practices. Since the country’s inception, the military 

has consistently sought pliable civilian leaders who could win elections and 
execute its preferred domestic and foreign policies while remaining subservient 
to their influence. 

Although the military has historically maintained cohesion and prevented 
the complete collapse of the state during previous crises, reported emerging 
differences within its ranks could now undermine its capacity to stabilise crisis 
situations. The erosion of public trust in the military threatens to exacerbate 
instability and social unrest, leaving external partners uncertain about who 
wields authority.75 Diminished public support not only tarnishes the military’s 
prestige but also impedes its ability to achieve operational objectives and 
safeguard institutional interests, especially in a region rife with challenges, with 
the military engaged in ongoing counter-terrorism operations.

Resolving the current impasse will be a complex endeavour due to deep-seated 
mistrust and entrenched positions on all sides. The absence of a credible conflict 
resolution mechanism within the country further complicates matters. Both the 
military and the Supreme Court, traditionally viewed as arbiters in times of 
crisis, have grappled with controversies and internal divisions, diminishing their 
credibility. Additionally, parliament, ideally a platform for dispute resolution, 
may also be further weakened by the absence of a credible opposition in the 
National Assembly. To chart a path towards a stable and prosperous future, it is 
imperative that the military disengages from active involvement in politics and 
strictly adheres to its constitutional role of safeguarding the country. Such a step 
will not only restore political stability but also enhance the military’s standing in 
the eyes of the public. Only through a concerted effort to rebuild trust, embrace 
democratic principles, and address underlying issues can Pakistan hope to 
escape the cycle of crises and pave the way for a more stable and promising 
future. It is plausible that the supremacy of the military as an institution may 
undergo transformation. The ultimate solution will be restoring a balance or 



19

C
on

cl
u
si

on
C
on

cl
u
si

on

equilibrium between the country’s main institutions, emphasising the need to 
strengthen political institutions and promote effective leadership.

Pakistan faces significant challenges on the political and economic fronts, 
exacerbated by its nuclear status and regional instability. The potential for 
domestic instability is heightened by the need for urgent economic reforms, 
including negotiations with the IMF to manage its substantial debt obligations. 
The timely formation of a government committed to fiscal discipline and 
capable economic management will be crucial in preserving recent economic 
stability and securing necessary international support.

Sania Muneer is a postdoctoral fellow at SOAS University of London. 

Saroj Kumar Aryal is a  Researcher at the Faculty of Political Science and International Studies 
University of Warsaw Poland.
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