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Pakistan: Parliamentary Elections and After
 

Pakistan’s elected parliament recently completed one year in 
session. Its main accomplishment was the passage on December 
29 of the Seventeenth Constitutional Amendment, which ratified 
most of the political powers President Pervez Musharraf had 
asserted. Musharraf retains the levers of power and both his 
hand-picked government and the parliament are weak. He now 
has a de facto alliance with the principal Islamic party group. 
Outside parliament, on the other hand, Musharraf’s credibility 
has suffered, the country’s political institutions remain hollow, 
and the security threat posed by militant groups is ever more 
apparent. Failure to address these challenges continues to 
hamper the prospects of long-term political stability in Pakistan. 
Musharraf has now pledged to leave the army in December 
2004. The key question is whether the army will continue to 
play the political role it has had for the past four years. 
 
Continuity or Change? Following the 2002 parliamentary 
elections, the transfer of power from the military to elected 
authorities remains more nominal than real. Musharraf is still 
firmly in control and the military remains deeply involved in the 
country’s political life and institutions. The sweeping powers he 
asserted before the election are largely intact.  
 
Musharraf’s main political instrument is the Pakistan Muslim 
League–Quaid-e-Azam (PML–Q), blessed by the army well 
before the election and made up chiefly of defectors from 
former prime minister Nawaz Sharif’s Pakistan Muslim 
League–Nawaz (PML–N). Musharraf and the army treated the 
two large secular political parties that alternated in power during 
the 1990s, the PML–N and Benazir Bhutto’s Pakistan People’s 
Party (PPP), as the real electoral enemy. This decision, 
reinforced by the military’s manipulation of the election rules, 
provided an unprecedented opportunity to a newly unified 
alliance of Islamic parties, the Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal 
(MMA) or United Action Forum. 
 
The result was both a weak government and a significant 
distortion of Pakistan’s political landscape. No single party won 
a majority in parliament. The PML–Q, the largest single party, 
formed a coalition government with Mir Zafarullah Jamali as 
prime minister. This left three main groups in the opposition: the 
PPP, which had garnered the largest number of votes and the 
second-largest number of seats in the assembly; the PML–N; 
and the MMA, which for the first time in Pakistan’s history 
emerged as the third-largest party in parliament. At the 
provincial level, the MMA won control of one government, in 
the Northwest Frontier Province (NWFP), and became a 
coalition partner with the PML–Q in Balochistan. This makes it, 
at least technically, both an ally and an opponent of the national 
government. 
 

 
Parliamentary Deadlock: The limits on the role of parliament 
and the ambiguities in Musharraf’s relationship with the 
religious parties came out clearly during the constitutional 
negotiations that monopolized the parliament’s attention. At 
issue was the Legal Framework Order (LFO), a package of 
constitutional amendments Musharraf had instituted by decree 
before the elections and which he sought to have incorporated 
into the constitution without parliamentary involvement. Both 
religious and secular opposition parties rejected this approach 
and insisted that the constitutional questions be resolved before 
the parliament could do any serious business. The LFO provided 
the powers most important to Musharraf, including presidential 
power to dismiss the government and parliament and to name 
judges, military service chiefs, and provincial governors. It also 
created a military-dominated National Security Council (NSC), 
institutionalizing the military’s role in major national decisions. 
The opposition, for its part, challenged the legality of 
Musharraf’s election as president and of his continuing to serve 
both as army chief and as president.  
 
The government negotiated only with the MMA, and the 
negotiations came to center on the MMA’s demand that 
Musharraf provide a date by which he would leave the army. 
After many false starts, on December 29, 2003, the parliament 
passed the Constitution Bill (Seventeenth Amendment), giving 
Musharraf most of what he wanted. The presidential powers 
were retained, subject to a requirement that any move to 
dissolve the parliament be referred to the Supreme Court within 
15 days. The NSC was created, albeit by ordinary legislation 
rather than as a constitutional amendment.  
 
The MMA gained one important point of substance: Musharraf 
agreed to include in the amendment a stipulation that he could 
remain army chief for only one more year. Its other victories 
were mainly procedural: the package was submitted to a 
parliamentary vote, and there will be a “vote of confidence” by 
the parliament and the provincial assemblies ratifying 
Musharraf’s status as president. These are the bodies normally 
empowered to elect a president. The MMA agreed to vote for all 
the relevant legislation. The secular opposition parties, left out 
of the negotiations, stood alone in opposing the LFO. 
 
What next for the government… With the constitutional 
deadlock resolved, the government and parliament could in 
theory expect a more meaningful role. Thus far, however, 
Musharraf has held Prime Minister Jamali to a restricted role. 
Jamali formally represented the government in the constitutional 
negotiations, but had no independent negotiating authority. 
Jamali made several recent announcements concerning policy 
toward India, a deft way of sidestepping some of the painful 
baggage the Indian government associates with Musharraf. 
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However, presidential denials have several times undercut 
Jamali’s statements, illustrating once again his lack of authority. 
There is no reason to expect this to change. The fact that 
Jamali’s original coalition was small and fragile and that the 
potential new powerhouse in the government’s support base was 
attracted by Musharraf rather than by Jamali, can only 
accentuate the disparity in power between them. 
 
…and Islamic politics: The big question, however, is how the 
MMA will figure in Pakistan’s future politics. Its de facto 
alliance with the government has effectively sidelined the 
secular opposition, a move that may have profound 
consequences for the future of democratic debate in Pakistan. 
The MMA clearly wanted to partake of the benefits of power at 
the national level, having begun to enjoy them at the provincial 
level. The activities of its government in NWFP have stressed 
measures aimed at “Islamizing” society rather than major 
institutional changes (e.g., reforming banking and the legal 
system). Provincial authorities have cracked down on the 
performing arts, banned music from public buses, and vowed to 
end coeducation and segregate women in public places. Thus 
far, the Musharraf government has given it a fairly free hand. It 
is too early to tell whether the MMA will now become more 
ambitious in its national agenda. 
 
The government’s understanding with the MMA fits in with the 
traditional ties between the army and certain Islamic groups, but 
it is at odds with periodic crackdowns on Islamic militant 
organizations. In January 2002, the government banned terrorist 
outfits like the Lashkar-e-Taiba and Jaish-e-Mohammad, only to 
let them resurface under new names, hold public rallies and 
collect funds. Maulana Azam Tariq, the chief of a banned Sunni 
sectarian group (Sipah-e-Sahaba Pakistan, SSP) was even 
allowed to contest the October 2002 elections despite 
outstanding murder charges. Until his assassination by unknown 
assailants in October 2003, Tariq supported Musharraf in 
parliament. Lapses in the implementation of madrassah 
(religious schools) reforms under the Madrassah Ordinance 
2002 have also been commonplace. Provisions pertaining to 
mandatory registration and auditing of funds were waived to 
appease the Islamist parties.  
 
In November 2003, Musharraf re-banned newly named versions 
of several previously banned groups. This move was prompted 
by international concerns, but the two December assassination 
attempts on Musharraf are bound to lead to some more pointed 
reconsideration of the effectiveness of Pakistan’s current 
ambivalent strategy toward the militant groups.  
 
Political and Economic Reforms: Musharraf promised far-
reaching and much-needed reforms of Pakistan’s government 
and economy. Devolution of power to local government was 
given special importance. District and subdistrict governments 
were installed in August 2001. Lacking sufficient financial and 
administrative autonomy, the new district governments have 
been empowered only in name.1 Under the new Musharraf–
MMA agreement, these provisions have been placed for six 

                                                 
1 For details see CSIS report “Local Government Reforms in Pakistan” 
at http://www.csis.org/saprog/031201.pdf.  

years in the sixth schedule of the constitution, making 
presidential consent necessary for amendments. 
 
Economic reforms have had better success. In the past three 
years, Pakistan has reduced its fiscal deficit, dramatically 
increased foreign exchange reserves, and improved debt 
management. Debt relief, expanded access to bilateral and 
multilateral credit facilities, and rerouted financial inflows from 
expatriate Pakistanis into the formal banking system, all 
consequences of the post–September 11 environment, helped 
improve the financial picture. However, investment and social 
spending still lag. Pakistan’s social indicators remain low. 
According to the United Nations Development Program’s 
(UNDP) Human Development Report 2003, Pakistan’s public 
expenditures for health and education amount to 0.9 percent and 
1.8 percent of GDP respectively, whereas defense accounts for 
4.5 percent of the GDP. Pakistan ranks near the bottom of the 
UNDP’s human development index (144 out of 175 countries). 
Thus, economic revival and poverty alleviation continue to pose 
daunting challenges to prospects of development and growth. 
 
Relations with India: After a deeply troubled time in India-
Pakistan relations, including a failed summit and a year-long 
military mobilization, both Islamabad and New Delhi have 
made positive gestures. Steps toward normalization so far 
include the resumption of cross-border bus service, an 
agreement to resume air links in January 2004, a cease-fire 
along the Line of Control (LoC) and on the Siachen glacier, and 
informal exchanges of parliamentary and media delegations. 
Indian prime minister Vajpayee’s decision to attend the 
forthcoming South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation 
(SAARC) summit to be held in Islamabad in January 2004 has 
opened up the possibility of further progress. Despite this thaw 
and an Indian move for talks with Kashmiri separatists, there 
has been no India-Pakistan progress on Kashmir. This would 
require a comprehensive peace process, ideally backed by 
honest international brokers, that addresses the legitimate 
concerns of India, Pakistan, and the Kashmiris.  
 
Pakistan–U.S. Relations: Pakistan continues to be a major ally 
in the U.S. war on terror. The two countries work very closely 
on antiterrorism operations, including the campaign to arrest Al 
Qaeda elements. Not only has Pakistan provided key logistical 
and intelligence support to the United States, but it has also 
helped arrest around 500 Al Qaeda members inside Pakistan. 
Washington has on more than one occasion expressed its 
appreciation of the close cooperation between the two countries.  
 
However, questions about Musharraf’s willingness and ability to 
clamp down on Islamic militants (including resurgent Taliban, 
some of them in Pakistan) as well as continuing reports about 
Pakistan’s alleged export of nuclear technology to Iran and 
North Korea continue to cause deep concern in Washington. 
Although India-Pakistan relations now seem headed in a 
constructive direction, Washington’s policy toward Pakistan 
will also be shaped by U.S. concerns about the risks of nuclear 
war in South Asia. 
 
What lies ahead: The Musharraf government seems to 
understand some of the challenges the country faces, but 
remains beset with paradoxes. It wants to restore “real 
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democracy,” yet is intent on institutionalizing the army’s role in 
politics; it has allied itself with the U.S. antiterrorism coalition, 
yet seeks political support from religious parties opposed to the 
effort. A year after the elected government assumed office, there 
is no sign that the military is preparing to relinquish its deep 
involvement in civilian politics and institutions, and little 
evidence that deep-seated ethnic and provincial tensions are 
being addressed. Musharraf’s contradictory policies toward 
Islamic politics and meager results from institutional reform 
have tarnished his credibility. In the face of these challenges, 
political and economic stability is likely to remain elusive. 
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