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Pakistan’s Upcoming Elections: Controlling Democracy 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Anyone who expects the upcoming Pakistani elections to 
make major changes in the way Pakistan is governed is 
likely to be disappointed. The elections for the National and 
Provincial Assemblies of Pakistan, described by President 
Musharraf as a step toward “true democracy,” will be a 
transition to civilian rule under Musharraf’s control, rather 
than a transition to fully functioning democracy. Musharraf 
and his elected colleagues will still have major problems to 
deal with, the most pressing being to rebuild the institutions 
of the state, meet the increasingly brazen challenge of the 
militant organizations, and encourage investment in the real 
economy. Historically, Pakistan has not used transitions of 
this sort to strengthen its institutions. Pakistan’s future may 
hinge on whether this time is different.  
 
Troubled history: Pakistan has a troubled experience with 
democracy. Periods of elected civilian rule were marred by 
corruption and misrule. Governments changed through 
elections, but popular dissatisfaction with politicians led to 
cynicism about government and low turnouts at the polls. 
According to the National Democratic Institute for International 
Affairs (NDI), which sent observers for Pakistani elections since 
1988, there was a steady decline in voter participation in 
Pakistan’s parliamentary elections from 1988 to 1997. 
 
Military rulers have governed Pakistan for over half its 
independent life. Musharraf, like Ziaul Haq and Ayub Khan, 
came into government to “clean up the mess” created by civilian 
politicians. The two earlier military rulers used referendums and 
elections to maintain the form of democracy while keeping the 
substance of personal rule. By the time they left office, this 
government too had faced accusations of corruption.  
 
Pakistan’s main political parties have little internal democracy. 
Many political party leaders are from feudal families, and others 
create a political base by courting the feudal elite, who in turn 
can mobilize the people living on their land to vote for their 
preferred candidate. To get away from their reputation as a 
greedy, self-interested elite group that plays games with nation 
for its own ends, Pakistan’s political parties need to find ways to 
develop new leadership. Frequent interruptions of the regular 
political process have made this task even more difficult.  
 
Musharraf’s track record: Musharraf remains fairly popular. 
His government has managed its affairs better than its 
predecessors. It has stabilized the government’s finances and 
taken on the sectarian violence that many Pakistanis found 
deeply offensive. It has also earned a considerable measure of 
international respectability, obtaining IMF credits and debt 
rescheduling and, after September 11, reestablishing a working 

partnership with the United States. His plan for devolution of 
power was intended to make local government more accessible 
and responsive to the needs of the people. Opinions are still 
sharply divided as to how much impact it has had.  
 
But Musharraf’s initial support has eroded. The April 30 
referendum that extended his term by five years was badly 
marred, and inspired widespread cynicism. His concentration of 
power in his hands further diminished his allure. And long-
standing problems remain. The real economy is still weak, and 
investment remains far below the levels of the 1990s. Pakistan’s 
population, growing at about 2.7 percent per year, faces a 
desperate lack of jobs. The government is only beginning to 
reverse a decades-long deficit in social spending. Musharraf’s 
clampdown on militant violence has had some effect, but it is 
still incomplete, and the inevitable backlash has brought a new 
wave of killings to Pakistan’s cities.  
 
Musharraf’s reversal of 10 years of policy on Afghanistan 
earned him plaudits in Washington. The continued turmoil in 
Afghanistan, however, is deeply unsettling to Pakistan’s security 
establishment. As long as the current Afghan government 
consolidates its hold, Pakistan will support it, but if Afghan 
president Karzai is killed or the situation otherwise explodes, 
Afghanistan will once again become a domestic issue in 
Pakistan. 
 
Finally, Kashmir continues to have a powerful pull. For the 
moment, Musharraf’s Kashmir policy probably boosts his 
domestic popularity. He is seen as having stood up to the 
Indians, and is widely believed to be maintaining Pakistan’s 
links with the Kashmiri insurgency. But Kashmir is a problem in 
his relations with the United States, and twice in the past six 
months, Musharraf has faced highly public and embarrassing 
pressure from Washington to cut off all support for the Kashmiri 
militancy.  
 
A controlled election: The campaign procedures instituted by 
the government and its constitutional changes show the army is 
still deeply involved in politics. It has been in open secret in 
Pakistan for over a year and a half that the army was 
manipulating the political process to ensure that the electoral 
slate is purged of unacceptable candidates. The contempt that 
the military holds for the political class has also been clearly 
shown during this period. 
 
The election rules have been changed by decree. The campaign 
period was cut from the customary 90 days to 40. Candidates 
must meet a long list of new requirements. The ban on 
candidates with outstanding unpaid government loans has been 
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introduced before, and has considerable popular support. Other 
rules are designed to eliminate “undesirable” candidates, such as 
the ban on candidates who served twice as chief minister or 
prime minister. The requirement that candidates have at least a 
B.A. degree effectively eliminates the vast majority of 
Pakistan’s people. It bars many feudal chiefs in areas such as 
Baluchistan from contesting, but also eliminates politicians who 
have risen from modest backgrounds. The result of these 
regulations will probably be a less experienced, less established 
and younger set of parliamentarians. Bringing new blood into 
politics is a good thing, but these newcomers will also, at least 
at first, be more easily manipulated by the president.  
 
The controlled election atmosphere does not extend to the print 
media, which remain remarkably free. They openly criticize 
military rule, but also reinforce negative stereotypes of 
politicians. The state-run broadcast media have provided more 
balanced coverage than in the past.  
 
The participants: Despite these controls, 83 political parties 
and a large number of independents are competing in the 
elections, and the number of candidates far exceeds the number 
of seats. No large political party or coalition has called for a 
boycott of the elections.  
 
President Musharraf was determined to prevent former prime 
ministers Nawaz Sharif and Benazir Bhutto from participating, 
and the new election rules provided legal cover for this. Their 
respective political parties, the Pakistan Muslim League (PML) 
and the Pakistan People’s Party (PPP), are also the major losers 
from rules that limit the participation of veteran politicians. 
Many of these politicians will try to run by proxy, using 
younger relatives; others may focus on getting surrogates 
elected to reserved seats for women.  
 
Both parties have a substantial following, the Muslim League in 
Punjab, and the People’s Party in southern Punjab and Sindh. 
They are trying, with uneven success, to run only against the 
government and not against one another, and within Sindh this 
understanding is also extended to the Muttahida Qaumi 
Movement (MQM), a party prominent among the Muhajir 
community in the cities of Sindh. This is a remarkable 
achievement for such bitter political enemies, but their 
cooperation is unlikely to extend beyond the election itself.  
 
The Pakistan Muslim League (Qaid-e-Azam), or PML-QA, is 
the group most favored by the Musharraf government. Formed 
from elements of the PML that had broken with Sharif, it was 
carefully cultivated by the army, and specifically by the Inter 
Services Intelligence division (ISI). Many traditional politicians 
have found a home in what they refer to as the “King’s Party;” 
indeed, at least one seems to have passed B.A. exams in order to 
be able to run. This group is likely to come back as the largest 
single party, as happened under other military rulers. 
 
The religious parties have been vociferous in their demand for 
democracy under the present regime. Their internal structures 
are possibly the most democratic among the political parties of 
Pakistan, but religious conservatism, even the newly fashionable 

form among the affluent and their wives, may not translate into 
votes for religious parties.  Religious influence has traditionally 
been exerted through individuals and NGOs rather than political 
parties, and in any case the Islamic parties have never done well 
at the polls. The religious parties have strenuously opposed 
Musharraf, especially his policies in Kashmir and Afghanistan, 
and their campaign will focus on these issues and on eliminating 
foreign influences from Pakistan. 
 
After the elections: The government and the army would prefer 
that the elections return a divided parliament with many new 
faces, with the PML-QA as the largest party. Musharraf is 
expected to appoint a weak prime minister, and to keep control 
of the key appointments, especially the ministers of foreign 
affairs, finance, and the interior, as well as the army, 
constitutionally the president’s prerogative.  
 
The Legal Framework Order, issued on August 21, 2002, made 
sweeping addition to the powers of the president and formalized 
the position of the army in Pakistani politics. Its most important 
clauses reconfirm his five-year term; enable him to dismiss the 
government and the parliament; and establish a National 
Security Council. This body, composed of the top military 
chiefs as well as key civilian leaders, provides an institutional 
framework for the military to give formal advice to the 
government. Over half of its members will be appointees of the 
president, including all the military chiefs. The Supreme Court, 
often accommodating towards the government, surprised the 
government by ruling that these changes had to be confirmed by 
the parliament. The government is till deciding how to respond 
to this, but it seems to be the first among the many tests of how 
elections may change the face of Pakistani politics. 
 
Do the elections matter? The most tantalizing question is 
whether this rather meager beginning in restoring accountable 
civilian government will be able to evolve into a more robust set 
of political institutions, capable of assuring democratic input 
and effective government.  
 
On March 20, 1985, the same question attended the formation of 
the first civilian government under President Ziaul Haq. He 
installed a pliant government, headed by Mohammed Khan 
Junejo. Three years later, he dismissed Junejo for making 
decisions that varied with his position. The Junejo government 
was accumulating a fairly good track record of building and 
respecting institutions. But the challenge to Zia’s authority was 
more than that president was willing to put up with, and a 
chance to build a healthier political system was lost.  
 
These elections are important because they are a chance to start 
a slow, hesitant journey toward a political system that can 
outlast an individual ruler. Elected representatives, sooner or 
later, will probably assert themselves. How Musharraf and the 
army deal with that and how the Supreme Court responds will 
tell us whether this is the start of a more viable system of 
government—or simply another phase.  
 

Omair Ahmad and Teresita C. Schaffer 
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