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Chapter 1

Prelude to Intervention (1947–1958) 
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Pakistan emerged as an independent state in August 1947 under conditions that were deeply unstable and uncertain. It was not created as a fully formed nation with established institutions, but rather as a hurried political construction assembled in the final moments of British rule. The new country consisted of two geographically separate regions—East and West Pakistan—divided by over a thousand miles of Indian territory. This unusual arrangement created immediate and lasting structural problems that shaped the country’s political and administrative development.

At independence, Pakistan lacked many of the essential elements required for effective governance. Unlike India, which inherited Delhi and much of the administrative machinery of British India, Pakistan had to build its institutions from the ground up. Karachi became the temporary capital, but the state faced severe shortages of trained civil servants, financial resources, and administrative infrastructure. The new government was forced to define its identity, establish its authority, and manage urgent crises all at the same time.

One of the most immediate challenges was the mass migration that followed Partition. Between 14 and 15 million people crossed the new borders in one of the largest forced migrations in history. This movement was accompanied by widespread communal violence, leading to hundreds of thousands, and possibly up to two million, deaths. The scale of this tragedy created deep psychological and social scars. It also fostered a sense of insecurity that would shape Pakistan’s political outlook for decades.

The administrative burden of managing this crisis was enormous. Millions of refugees required housing, employment, and basic services. The state struggled to respond effectively, and in many cases, the distribution of resources became tied to patronage and political favour. These early patterns of governance weakened trust in institutions and contributed to long-term problems in state capacity.

Economic challenges further complicated the situation. Pakistan inherited a largely agricultural economy with limited industrial infrastructure. Many of the major industrial centres remained in India, leaving Pakistan dependent on external markets for processing key resources such as jute and cotton. At the same time, the country received a smaller share of financial assets than its population might have justified. Disrupted trade networks and urgent spending needs created a severe fiscal crisis.

The military, although present, was also underdeveloped. Pakistan inherited a portion of the British Indian Army, but it lacked sufficient equipment, logistics, and organisational capacity. The geographical separation between East and West Pakistan made defence planning particularly difficult. Despite these limitations, the military quickly became central to the state’s sense of security.

From the beginning, Pakistan’s leadership viewed the country as vulnerable to external threats, particularly from India. This perception was reinforced by the first Kashmir conflict in 1947–48, which confirmed fears of military confrontation and highlighted Pakistan’s weaknesses. Over time, this sense of insecurity developed into what can be described as a “siege mentality”. Political leaders and military planners came to see national survival as the overriding priority.

This security-focused outlook had important consequences. It placed defence concerns above institutional development and justified the concentration of power in the executive branch. Legislative and judicial institutions were weakened, and the process of constitution-making was repeatedly delayed. Although a constitution was expected within two years of independence, Pakistan did not adopt one until 1956, and even that proved short-lived.

The early years of the state also shaped the military’s self-image. The armed forces began to see themselves not simply as defenders of the country, but as guardians of its stability and identity. This belief, rooted in the experience of Partition and early insecurity, would later be used to justify political intervention.

The Rise of the Civil-Bureaucratic Elite

In the first decade after independence, political power did not immediately pass to the military. Instead, it was concentrated in a civil-bureaucratic elite. This group, composed of senior civil servants and administrators, filled the gap created by weak political institutions and the early deaths of key leaders.

Muhammad Ali Jinnah, Pakistan’s founder, initially exercised strong central authority. He combined formal and informal powers, setting a precedent for executive dominance. However, his death in 1948 removed the only figure capable of uniting the country’s diverse political and regional interests.

The assassination of Prime Minister Liaquat Ali Khan in 1951 further weakened political leadership. Liaquat had been a key link between the state and the public. His death created a vacuum that bureaucratic elites quickly filled.

This period saw the emergence of what has been described as the “civil-bureaucratic complex”. Senior officials, many of whom had been trained under the British colonial system, took on an increasingly dominant role in governance. They viewed themselves as efficient and rational administrators, capable of managing the state more effectively than political leaders.

Figures such as Ghulam Muhammad and Iskander Mirza played central roles in this process. They exercised authority through constitutional manipulation, dismissing governments and weakening representative institutions. Their actions were often justified as necessary for stability, but they undermined democratic development.

Political parties, meanwhile, remained weak and divided. The Muslim League, which had led the independence movement, struggled to adapt to governance. It lacked organisational strength and ideological clarity. Regional and linguistic differences further fragmented the political landscape.

In contrast, the civil service remained cohesive and well-organised. Its members shared similar backgrounds and perspectives, which reinforced their sense of unity and authority. Close ties between the bureaucracy and the military also strengthened this alliance.

Although the military did not yet rule directly, it increasingly influenced decision-making. Defence spending rose, and military officers began to occupy civilian positions. The boundary between civil and military authority became less clear.

Constitutional Failure and Judicial Complicity

One of the most serious failures in Pakistan’s early political history was the inability to establish a stable and widely accepted constitutional system. After independence in 1947, there was a strong expectation that the new state would quickly create a constitution that would define how power was to be shared, how institutions would function, and how the rights of citizens would be protected. However, this process proved to be far more difficult than anticipated. Instead of moving steadily towards a clear and agreed framework, the country became trapped in long and often bitter debates that delayed constitution-making and weakened the foundations of democratic governance.

At the heart of these difficulties were disagreements over representation, especially between East Pakistan and West Pakistan. East Pakistan, which had a larger share of the population, argued that representation in national institutions should be based on population. This demand was rooted in a basic democratic principle: that each citizen’s vote should carry equal weight. From the perspective of East Pakistan, proportional representation was not only fair but necessary to reflect the will of the majority. However, political elites in West Pakistan strongly resisted this idea. They feared that if representation were based strictly on population, East Pakistan would dominate the central government and reduce the influence of West Pakistani provinces and leaders.

This conflict over representation was not just a technical disagreement; it reflected deeper issues of trust, identity, and power. Many in West Pakistan were concerned about maintaining a balance between different regions and feared that a simple majority system would create instability or marginalise their interests. At the same time, leaders in East Pakistan increasingly felt that their legitimate democratic rights were being denied. These competing views made it extremely difficult to reach a compromise. As a result, debates continued for years without producing a clear solution.

The failure to resolve these issues led to prolonged delays in constitution-making. The Constituent Assembly, which had been tasked with drafting the constitution, struggled to produce a workable framework. Meetings were often marked by disagreement and deadlock, and progress was slow. Instead of building consensus, the political process became more divisive. Each delay added to public frustration and created a sense that the political leadership was unable to deliver on its promises. This weakening of confidence in civilian institutions had long-term consequences for the country’s political development.

As the constitutional process stalled, political tensions continued to grow. The lack of a stable legal framework meant that there were no clear rules governing the relationship between different branches of government or between the centre and the provinces. This uncertainty allowed for greater manipulation and conflict. Governments became unstable, and political leaders often relied on short-term tactics rather than long-term planning. In such an environment, it became easier for non-democratic forces to argue that the existing system was ineffective and needed to be replaced.

The crisis reached a critical turning point in 1954 when the Governor-General dismissed the Constituent Assembly. This decision was highly controversial because it had no clear basis in constitutional law. The Assembly, despite its problems, was the body responsible for creating the constitution and representing the will of the people. Its dismissal therefore represented a serious break from democratic principles. It signalled that executive authority could override representative institutions, even in the absence of legal justification. This action not only disrupted the constitution-making process but also set a dangerous precedent for the future.

The role of the judiciary in this moment was particularly important. In a functioning democracy, courts are expected to act as guardians of the constitution and to protect the rule of law. They serve as a check on executive power and ensure that government actions remain within legal limits. However, in this case, the judiciary did not take a strong stand in defence of constitutional authority. Instead, the courts upheld the dismissal of the Constituent Assembly on technical grounds. This decision was widely seen as an example of judicial deference to executive power.

By choosing to support the Governor-General’s action, the judiciary weakened its own role as an independent institution. It sent a message that extraordinary actions by those in power could be justified, even when they appeared to violate basic democratic norms. This decision had far-reaching consequences. It reduced public confidence in the ability of the courts to act as neutral arbiters and protectors of the constitution. It also encouraged the executive branch to act more boldly, knowing that its actions might be validated after the fact.

During this period, the idea that later came to be known as the doctrine of necessity began to take shape. This doctrine was based on the argument that in times of crisis, certain extraordinary actions could be justified if they were seen as necessary to maintain order or stability. While this concept might appear practical in situations of genuine emergency, it carries significant risks. It allows those in power to bypass established legal procedures and to justify actions that would otherwise be considered unconstitutional.

In the context of Pakistan’s early political history, the doctrine of necessity provided a form of legal cover for decisions that undermined democratic governance. Instead of insisting on strict adherence to constitutional principles, the judiciary accepted the argument that exceptional circumstances required exceptional measures. This approach blurred the line between legality and expediency. It made it easier for future leaders to claim that their actions, even if outside the law, were justified by the needs of the state.

The long-term impact of this development was profound. Once the principle was established that unconstitutional actions could be legitimised under the doctrine of necessity, it became a tool that could be used repeatedly. In later years, this doctrine was invoked to justify military coups and other forms of non-democratic intervention. What began as a response to a specific crisis evolved into a broader pattern in which legal reasoning was used to support the concentration of power rather than to limit it.

The combination of constitutional instability, political division, executive overreach, and judicial support for extraordinary measures created a system that was increasingly fragile. Instead of building strong and resilient institutions, the early years of Pakistan’s political life were marked by uncertainty and conflict. Each failure reinforced the others, creating a cycle that was difficult to break. The inability to establish a stable constitutional system not only affected governance in the short term but also shaped the country’s political trajectory for decades.

In simple terms, the problems of this period were not just about disagreements over technical details of governance. They reflected deeper challenges in building a shared understanding of how power should be exercised and limited. Without agreement on basic principles such as representation, the rule of law, and the independence of institutions, it was difficult to create a system that could command broad support. The dismissal of the Constituent Assembly and the judiciary’s response to it were key moments that revealed these weaknesses.

Looking back, it becomes clear that these early decisions had lasting consequences. They set patterns that would continue to influence Pakistan’s political system, including the tendency for executive authority to override democratic institutions and for the judiciary to provide legal justification for such actions. They also contributed to a political culture in which crises were often resolved through extraordinary measures rather than through dialogue and compromise.

In conclusion, the failure to establish a stable constitutional system in Pakistan’s early years was a central factor in the country’s political instability. Disagreements over representation between East and West Pakistan created deep divisions that delayed constitution-making and weakened trust between regions. The dismissal of the Constituent Assembly in 1954 marked a major turning point, demonstrating the vulnerability of democratic institutions. The judiciary’s decision to uphold this action further undermined the rule of law and established a pattern of deference to executive power. The emergence of the doctrine of necessity provided a justification for unconstitutional actions and paved the way for future interventions, including military coups. Together, these developments highlight the importance of strong institutions, clear constitutional rules, and a commitment to democratic principles in building a stable and effective political system.

The 1956 Constitution and Its Collapse

Pakistan finally adopted its first constitution in 1956, almost nine years after gaining independence in 1947. For many people, this moment was seen as a long-awaited step towards stability and proper democratic governance. The country had spent nearly a decade operating without a permanent constitutional framework, relying instead on modified colonial laws that were never meant to guide a modern, independent state. The adoption of the 1956 Constitution therefore created hope that Pakistan would now move towards a more stable and representative political system. The document established a parliamentary form of government, with a Prime Minister as the head of government and a President as the head of state. It also aimed to balance the competing interests of different regions and groups within the country. However, despite these intentions, the constitution did not succeed in resolving the deep-rooted problems that had already taken hold in Pakistan’s political system.

One of the most serious challenges that the constitution failed to address was the tension between East Pakistan and West Pakistan. This issue had been at the centre of political debates since independence. East Pakistan had a larger population and therefore expected greater representation in national institutions. However, political elites in West Pakistan were unwilling to accept a system in which East Pakistan would dominate decision-making. The 1956 Constitution attempted to create a balance, but it did so through compromises that satisfied neither side. Instead of resolving the dispute, it left both regions feeling uncertain and dissatisfied. This lack of genuine agreement meant that the constitution rested on fragile ground from the very beginning.

A key feature of this attempt to balance power was the introduction of the One Unit scheme. Under this policy, the provinces of West Pakistan were merged into a single administrative unit. The idea behind this move was to create parity between East and West Pakistan, so that both wings of the country would have equal representation at the centre despite the population difference. On paper, this may have seemed like a practical solution. However, in reality, it created new problems and deepened existing divisions. The people of the smaller provinces in West Pakistan, such as Sindh, Baluchistan, and the North-West Frontier Province, felt that their identities and interests were being ignored. They believed that the One Unit scheme concentrated power in the hands of a few elites, particularly those based in Punjab, and reduced the autonomy of the provinces.

At the same time, East Pakistanis viewed the scheme as an unfair attempt to deny them their rightful majority. Instead of accepting the principle of representation based on population, the system artificially created equality between two regions that were not equal in size. This led to a growing sense of injustice in East Pakistan, where many people felt that their voices were being deliberately weakened. As a result, rather than bringing unity, the One Unit scheme increased resentment on both sides. It became a symbol of the failure to create a fair and inclusive political system.

Even after the constitution was adopted, political instability continued to dominate Pakistan’s political life. Governments changed frequently, and no administration was able to remain in power long enough to implement meaningful reforms. Coalition governments were especially fragile. Because political parties were weak and often divided, alliances were formed out of necessity rather than shared vision. These coalitions were difficult to maintain, as disagreements over policy and leadership quickly led to their collapse. Instead of providing stability, the parliamentary system became associated with constant change and uncertainty.

Another major issue was the unclear relationship between the President and the Prime Minister. Although the constitution established a parliamentary system, it did not clearly define the limits of presidential power. This created confusion and conflict at the highest levels of government. The President often acted in ways that went beyond a ceremonial role, while Prime Ministers struggled to assert their authority. This lack of clarity led to repeated clashes between the two offices, further weakening the functioning of the government. Instead of working together to address the country’s problems, political leaders became caught up in power struggles that distracted from governance.

During this period, some leaders made genuine efforts to address the country’s challenges. One such figure was Huseyn Shaheed Suhrawardy, who served as Prime Minister and sought to tackle economic inequality and regional imbalance. He recognised that the gap between East and West Pakistan, both in terms of economic development and political power, was a major source of tension. Suhrawardy attempted to promote policies that would reduce these disparities and create a more balanced and inclusive system. However, his efforts faced strong resistance from powerful elites who were unwilling to give up their advantages. These groups benefited from the existing arrangements and had little interest in reforms that might reduce their influence.

This resistance made it difficult for reform-minded leaders to achieve lasting change. Even when policies were proposed, they were often blocked or diluted. As a result, the underlying issues remained unresolved. Economic inequality continued to grow, and regional grievances became more intense. The inability to address these problems added to the sense that the political system was not working effectively. For many people, democracy began to appear weak and incapable of delivering real improvements in their lives.

As instability increased, public confidence in the political system declined. The frequent changes in government, combined with ongoing disputes between political leaders, created an impression of disorder and inefficiency. In such an environment, it became easier for non-democratic institutions, particularly the military and the civil bureaucracy, to present themselves as more capable of providing stability and order. These institutions were more organised and disciplined, and they began to play a larger role in decision-making. Over time, they developed the belief that they were better suited to govern the country than the civilian leadership.

By the late 1950s, the situation had reached a critical point. The constitution, which had been adopted with such hope in 1956, was no longer functioning as intended. Political conflicts had paralysed the system, and the divisions between different regions and groups had deepened. Instead of serving as a stable framework for governance, the constitution had become another source of dispute. The lack of effective leadership and the failure to resolve key issues created a sense of crisis.

In 1958, this crisis led to a dramatic and decisive break. President Iskander Mirza took the step of abrogating the constitution and declaring emergency rule. This action effectively ended the constitutional system that had been in place for just two years. By suspending the constitution, Mirza removed the legal basis for parliamentary governance and concentrated power in his own hands. This move was justified as a necessary response to political instability, but it represented a clear departure from democratic principles.

However, Mirza’s actions did not bring stability. Instead, they opened the door for further intervention. Shortly after imposing emergency rule, he was himself removed from power by the military, led by General Ayub Khan. This marked the beginning of direct military rule in Pakistan. The transition from a struggling parliamentary system to military governance was swift, but it was not entirely unexpected. The conditions that had developed over the previous decade had already weakened civilian institutions and strengthened the position of the military.

The collapse of the 1956 Constitution was therefore not simply the result of a single decision or event. It was the outcome of a series of failures and unresolved tensions that had been building over time. The constitution had attempted to create a balance between competing interests, but it did so without addressing the root causes of conflict. The One Unit scheme, instead of promoting unity, deepened divisions. Political instability, weak parties, and unclear institutional roles further undermined the system. Efforts at reform were blocked by entrenched interests, and public confidence in democratic governance declined.

In simple terms, the constitution failed because it did not match the realities of the political environment in which it was created. It was a framework imposed on a system that lacked the stability, trust, and institutional strength needed to support it. Without strong political parties, clear rules, and a shared commitment to democratic principles, the constitution could not function effectively. As a result, it became vulnerable to collapse when faced with pressure.

The events of 1958 had long-lasting consequences for Pakistan’s political development. The abrogation of the constitution and the introduction of military rule set a precedent that would be repeated in later years. It showed that constitutional arrangements could be set aside when they were seen as inconvenient or ineffective. This weakened the idea of constitutional supremacy and made it more difficult to build a stable democratic system in the future.

At the same time, the failure of the 1956 Constitution highlighted the importance of addressing underlying issues rather than relying on temporary solutions. The problems of regional inequality, political division, and institutional weakness did not disappear after 1958. Instead, they continued to shape Pakistan’s political landscape, contributing to further cycles of instability and intervention.

In conclusion, the adoption of the 1956 Constitution was an important milestone in Pakistan’s early history, but it ultimately failed to achieve its goals. While it established a parliamentary system and attempted to balance competing interests, it did not resolve the deep tensions between East and West Pakistan or address the structural weaknesses of the political system. The One Unit scheme created new grievances, political instability persisted, and conflicts between key institutions weakened governance. Efforts at reform were resisted by powerful elites, and public confidence in democracy declined. By 1958, the constitution had effectively collapsed, leading to its abrogation by President Iskander Mirza and the eventual takeover by the military. This period serves as a clear example of how unresolved structural issues can undermine even the most carefully designed constitutional frameworks, and it remains a crucial part of understanding Pakistan’s political history.

The Road to Military Rule

The period between 1947 and 1958 was one of the most important and formative phases in Pakistan’s history. It was a decade filled with hope, uncertainty, struggle, and missed opportunities. At independence, there was a strong sense of purpose and expectation. Pakistan had been created through a political movement that promised representation, justice, and a better future for its people. However, the years that followed showed that building a stable and effective state was far more difficult than achieving independence itself. The events of this period gradually created the conditions that made Pakistan’s first military coup not only possible but, in the eyes of some at the time, almost inevitable.

One of the most important problems during this decade was the failure to build strong political institutions. In any functioning democracy, institutions such as political parties, parliament, and the cabinet play a central role in shaping policy and ensuring accountability. These institutions need time, stability, and cooperation to grow. In Pakistan’s early years, however, they remained weak and underdeveloped. Political parties were often divided, lacked clear organisation, and were driven more by personalities than by ideas or programmes. Instead of acting as stable platforms for governance, they became arenas for rivalry and competition.

The Muslim League, which had led the movement for independence, struggled to adapt to the demands of governing a new state. It had been effective as a movement, but it was less successful as a political party responsible for managing day-to-day governance. Internal divisions weakened its unity, and it failed to establish a strong presence across all regions of the country. As a result, it was unable to provide consistent leadership or maintain stable governments. This weakness created a gap in the political system, one that other institutions would eventually fill.

At the same time, the country faced serious challenges in establishing a stable constitutional framework. For several years after independence, Pakistan did not have a permanent constitution. This delay created uncertainty about how power should be distributed and exercised. Key questions, such as the relationship between the centre and the provinces and the role of different institutions, remained unresolved. Even when the constitution was finally adopted in 1956, it did not settle these issues. Instead, it reflected compromises that did not fully satisfy any side.

The absence of strong constitutional norms meant that rules could be interpreted flexibly, or even ignored, when convenient. This weakened the authority of the law and made it easier for those in power to act outside established procedures. When institutions are not clearly defined and respected, the system becomes unstable. This instability was evident in the frequent changes of government and the ongoing conflicts between political leaders.

Another important factor was the growing dominance of bureaucratic elites. In the early years of Pakistan, the civil bureaucracy was one of the few institutions that remained organised and effective. Many of its members had experience from the colonial period and were trained in administration. As political institutions struggled, the bureaucracy began to take on a more central role in governance. Senior civil servants became key decision-makers, often shaping policy and influencing political outcomes.

This shift in power was not always visible, but it was significant. Instead of elected representatives leading the process of governance, unelected officials increasingly guided it. While the bureaucracy provided a degree of stability, it also reduced the role of democratic institutions. Over time, this created an imbalance in the system, where authority was concentrated in the hands of a small group of officials rather than being distributed through representative bodies.

Alongside the bureaucracy, the military also grew in importance. From the beginning, Pakistan faced security challenges that required a strong defence establishment. These included tensions with neighbouring countries, particularly over disputed territories, and concerns about internal stability. As a result, the military was given a prominent role and significant resources. It developed into a well-organised and disciplined institution, with a clear hierarchy and a strong sense of purpose.

In contrast to the instability of political institutions, the military appeared efficient and capable. This contrast became more noticeable as political crises continued. Over time, the military leadership began to see itself not only as responsible for defence but also as a guardian of national stability. This belief was reinforced by the weaknesses of civilian leadership and the failures of the political system. The military’s growing confidence in its own abilities made it more willing to intervene in political matters.

The relationship between the bureaucracy and the military also became increasingly close during this period. Both institutions shared a similar outlook and often worked together in decision-making. This alliance created a powerful bloc within the state, one that operated largely outside the control of elected representatives. Together, they formed what can be described as a bureaucratic-military establishment, which gradually gained influence over key areas of governance.

Another major issue was the lack of strong constitutional norms and respect for democratic procedures. In a stable democracy, there are clear rules that define how power is exercised and transferred. These rules are respected by all actors, even in times of disagreement. In Pakistan’s early years, however, these norms were not firmly established. Political leaders often resorted to informal methods, personal influence, and short-term tactics to achieve their goals.

The dismissal of the Constituent Assembly in 1954 was a clear example of this problem. The Governor-General’s decision to dissolve the Assembly had no solid constitutional basis, yet it was carried out without effective resistance. Instead of defending democratic principles, the judiciary upheld the action on technical grounds. This decision weakened the idea that the constitution was supreme and set a precedent for future interventions. It showed that constitutional rules could be set aside when they were seen as inconvenient.

This pattern continued in the following years. Political instability persisted, and governments were frequently replaced. The relationship between different branches of government remained unclear, leading to repeated conflicts. Instead of building trust and cooperation, the political system became characterised by suspicion and rivalry. Each crisis made it harder to restore stability and confidence.

Economic and regional inequalities also played a significant role in shaping the political environment. The gap between East and West Pakistan, both in terms of development and political power, created resentment and tension. Efforts to address these issues were often blocked by powerful interests that benefited from the existing system. As a result, many people felt that their concerns were not being heard or addressed.

These inequalities were not only economic but also political. East Pakistan, despite having a larger population, felt that it was not adequately represented in national decision-making. Policies such as the One Unit scheme further deepened this sense of injustice. Instead of creating unity, they reinforced divisions and weakened the sense of national cohesion.

By the late 1950s, all of these factors had combined to create a system that was deeply fragile. Political institutions were weak, constitutional norms were uncertain, and power had already begun to shift away from elected representatives. The bureaucracy and the military had become dominant forces, while public confidence in the political system had declined.

In this context, the military coup of October 1958 can be seen not as a sudden or unexpected event, but as the result of a long process. General Ayub Khan’s takeover did not represent a complete break from the past. Instead, it formalised changes that had already taken place. The balance of power had already shifted away from democratic institutions, and the military’s intervention simply made this shift more visible and direct.

President Iskander Mirza’s decision to abrogate the constitution and impose emergency rule was itself a reflection of the system’s weakness. It showed that the constitutional framework could no longer function effectively. However, Mirza’s actions also created an opportunity for the military to step in. Within a short time, Ayub Khan removed Mirza and assumed control, marking the beginning of direct military rule.

The speed with which this transition occurred highlights how prepared the ground had been. The military did not need to build a new system from scratch; it simply took control of an existing structure in which it already had significant influence. The absence of strong political institutions meant that there was little effective resistance. Many people, frustrated with political instability, even welcomed the change, hoping that it would bring order and stability.

However, while the coup may have provided short-term stability, it did not address the underlying problems. The issues of weak institutions, regional inequality, and lack of constitutional norms remained. In fact, the intervention of the military created new challenges by establishing a precedent for non-democratic rule. Once the military had taken power, it became more difficult to return to a fully democratic system.

The events of 1947 to 1958 therefore had long-lasting consequences for Pakistan’s political development. They shaped the patterns of governance that would continue in the decades that followed. The cycle of instability, intervention, and partial restoration of civilian rule can be traced back to this formative period. Each time the system faced a crisis, the absence of strong institutions made it vulnerable to non-democratic solutions.

In simple terms, the first decade of Pakistan’s history set the stage for what came next. The failure to build strong political institutions, the dominance of bureaucratic and military elites, and the weakness of constitutional norms created a system that could not sustain itself. The military coup of 1958 was not an isolated event but the outcome of these deeper structural problems.

Understanding this period is essential for understanding Pakistan’s political history as a whole. It shows that political outcomes are often shaped by long-term processes rather than by single events. It also highlights the importance of building strong and inclusive institutions that can manage differences and maintain stability. Without such institutions, even the best-designed systems can fail.

The events between 1947 and 1958 created the conditions that made Pakistan’s first military coup possible. The weaknesses of political institutions, the rise of bureaucratic and military power, and the lack of strong constitutional norms all contributed to a system that was vulnerable to collapse. General Ayub Khan’s coup did not represent a sudden change but rather the continuation of patterns that had already been established. By taking direct control, the military formalised a shift in power that had been developing over time. This period remains a crucial chapter in Pakistan’s history and continues to offer important lessons about the challenges of building and sustaining democratic governance.

The early years of Pakistan’s history were shaped by crisis, uncertainty, and institutional weakness. The state emerged under difficult conditions and struggled to establish stable governance.

The combination of administrative challenges, economic difficulties, political fragmentation, and security concerns created a system in which democratic development was limited. Civilian institutions remained weak, while bureaucratic and military actors gained influence.

By 1958, the transition to military rule was not an unexpected event, but the result of a gradual process. The patterns established during this period—executive dominance, weak political institutions, and the central role of the military—would continue to shape Pakistan’s political system for decades.

Understanding this formative period is essential for analysing the country’s later development. It shows how early structural conditions can have long-lasting effects, and how the balance between civilian and military power can determine the direction of a state’s political evolution.

From Parliamentary Collapse to Praetorian Rule: Institutional Breakdown and the Rise of Military Authority in Pakistan (1957–1958)

The final phase of Pakistan’s parliamentary experiment in the 1950s was marked by deep instability, political fragmentation, and the gradual erosion of constitutional authority. Between 1957 and 1958, the system did not simply weaken—it began to collapse under the weight of its own contradictions. Governments became short-lived, political alliances were based on convenience rather than policy, and the constitutional framework lost both legitimacy and effectiveness. This period ultimately paved the way for the military takeover of October 1958, which fundamentally transformed Pakistan’s political trajectory.

The brief tenure of Prime Minister I. I. Chundrigar, who served from October to December 1957, clearly illustrates the dysfunction of the parliamentary system. His appointment was not the result of a clear electoral mandate or a coherent political programme. Instead, it reflected factional manoeuvring led by President Iskander Mirza and various political groups seeking access to state resources and patronage. The coalition that supported Chundrigar was united not by shared goals, but by opposition to other political figures, particularly Huseyn Shaheed Suhrawardy.

As a result, Chundrigar’s government achieved almost nothing. Its short existence was dominated by internal disputes, struggles over parliamentary numbers, and constant uncertainty. Within less than two months, the government collapsed. This rapid failure demonstrated that parliamentary procedures had become disconnected from real power. Formal institutions existed, but they no longer determined political outcomes.

The situation did not improve under Feroz Khan Noon, who served as Prime Minister from December 1957 to October 1958. Noon’s government was formed through similar methods—coalition-building based on patronage and political bargaining rather than shared vision. It lacked both stability and direction. At the same time, the prospect of the 1959 general elections created new tensions. There was a strong possibility that the Awami League, representing East Pakistan, would win a majority. Such an outcome would have challenged the existing power structure, particularly the One Unit system and the dominance of West Pakistani elites.

For many within the ruling establishment, including the military, this possibility was unacceptable. It raised fears of fundamental constitutional change, including demands for greater autonomy for East Pakistan and a redistribution of power. As a result, pressure grew for pre-emptive action to prevent an electoral outcome that might disrupt the existing order.

Frequent cabinet reshuffles further weakened governance. Ministers were appointed and removed not on the basis of competence, but as rewards for political support. Each change disrupted policy continuity, as new ministers replaced previous officials and redirected resources towards their own supporters. This constant reorganisation made effective governance almost impossible. Instead of long-term planning, politics became focused on short-term survival.

The political elite during this period was deeply divided. Factionalism extended across party lines and regional identities. Personal rivalries, family interests, and competition for state resources often took precedence over national concerns. Political leaders frequently changed alliances, pursuing immediate advantage rather than long-term stability. President Mirza encouraged this fragmentation through a strategy of “divide and rule”, ensuring that no stable coalition could challenge his authority.

At the same time, the One Unit policy intensified tensions between East and West Pakistan. By merging the provinces of West Pakistan into a single administrative unit, the system attempted to create parity with East Pakistan, despite its larger population. While this arrangement appeared to provide balance on paper, it ignored demographic realities and democratic principles. East Pakistani leaders increasingly saw the system as unjust, as it denied them the representation they believed they deserved. In West Pakistan, the suppression of regional identities also generated resentment.

These tensions turned constitutional politics into a zero-sum game. Elections were no longer seen as a normal process of political competition, but as a struggle for survival between competing regions. East Pakistani parties could not accept permanent minority status, while West Pakistani elites feared losing control. This made democratic alternation extremely difficult and encouraged extra-constitutional solutions.

The 1956 Constitution itself lacked strong legitimacy. It was not the product of broad public participation or consensus among political elites. Instead, it was shaped by compromises that many viewed as imposed rather than agreed. The One Unit scheme and the principle of parity were particularly controversial. At the same time, the constitution failed to satisfy both religious and secular groups, leaving important questions unresolved.

As a result, the constitution did not command strong loyalty from either the public or political leaders. When President Mirza decided to abrogate it in October 1958, there was little resistance. Political parties were weak, civil society was underdeveloped, and the public had limited faith in the system. The parliamentary experiment ended quietly, not with mass protest, but with general acceptance.

The Military’s Institutional Rise in the 1950s

While civilian institutions were weakening, the military was becoming stronger and more organised. During the 1950s, the Pakistan Army underwent a process of professionalisation that significantly increased its capacity and confidence. This transformation was driven by external security concerns, international alliances, and internal reforms under the leadership of General Ayub Khan, who became Commander-in-Chief in 1951.

Under Ayub’s leadership, the military developed into a cohesive and modern institution. The officer corps was increasingly composed of Pakistani nationals, replacing the remaining British officers. Training programmes were expanded, both within Pakistan and abroad, exposing officers to modern military techniques and ideas. Institutions such as the Pakistan Military Academy at Kakul were strengthened, and specialised branches were developed to improve operational efficiency.

This process also shaped the military’s worldview. Officers came to see themselves as disciplined, efficient, and committed to national service. In contrast, they viewed civilian politicians as divided, corrupt, and ineffective. These perceptions were reinforced by the visible instability of the parliamentary system.

External factors further strengthened the military. Pakistan’s participation in Cold War alliances such as SEATO and CENTO brought significant American military assistance. Between 1954 and 1958, Pakistan received large amounts of aid, including modern equipment and training. This support enhanced the military’s capabilities and reinforced its sense of importance.

The military’s organisational advantages became increasingly clear. While civilian politics was marked by instability and conflict, the military maintained clear lines of authority, discipline, and continuity. Its internal structure allowed for efficient decision-making and long-term planning. These qualities led many to believe that the military was better suited to govern the country.

At the same time, the military began to take on roles beyond defence. It became involved in development projects, administration, and infrastructure building. These activities strengthened its image as a modernising force and provided practical experience in governance.

By the late 1950s, the military had developed a strong institutional identity. It saw itself as the guardian of national stability and unity. This belief, combined with its organisational strength, created the conditions for political intervention

The Coup of October 1958

The collapse of Pakistan’s parliamentary system reached its final and most decisive stage in October 1958. This moment did not come suddenly, nor was it the result of a single decision taken in isolation. It was the outcome of a long process of weakening institutions, unresolved political conflicts, and the gradual shifting of power away from elected representatives. By the late 1950s, the parliamentary system had lost much of its credibility, and the political environment had become deeply unstable. In this setting, President Iskander Mirza, who had grown increasingly frustrated with parliamentary politics, decided to take action that would fundamentally change the direction of the state.

On 7 October 1958, Mirza abrogated the constitution, dissolved the national and provincial assemblies, banned political parties, and imposed martial law across the country. These steps effectively ended the constitutional system that had been established only two years earlier. By suspending the constitution, Mirza removed the legal foundation of parliamentary governance. By dissolving the assemblies, he eliminated the representative institutions through which political authority was meant to operate. By banning political parties, he removed the main channels through which public opinion was organised and expressed. The imposition of martial law placed authority in the hands of the military, signalling a shift from civilian to authoritarian rule.

At the same time, Mirza appointed General Ayub Khan as the Chief Martial Law Administrator. This decision was significant because it placed the military in a central role in governing the country. While Mirza remained President and, in theory, the head of state, real power began to move towards the military leadership. The appointment of Ayub Khan reflected both the growing influence of the military and Mirza’s own reliance on it to enforce his decisions.

Mirza justified his actions by pointing to the serious problems facing the country. He argued that political instability had made effective governance impossible. Governments had changed frequently, and coalition arrangements had proved weak and unreliable. According to this view, the parliamentary system had failed to provide stability or direction. Mirza also spoke of corruption within the political class, suggesting that many politicians were more concerned with personal gain than with the public interest. In addition, he warned of the threat of national disintegration, particularly in light of the growing tensions between East and West Pakistan. These arguments were presented as reasons why strong executive authority was necessary.

From Mirza’s perspective, extraordinary measures were justified by extraordinary circumstances. He believed that the existing system could not be reformed from within and that decisive action was required to restore order. By centralising power and removing what he saw as the sources of instability, he hoped to create conditions in which the state could function more effectively. He also suggested that this period of strong control would be temporary and would eventually lead to a more stable and disciplined political system.

However, while Mirza’s actions may have appeared to offer a solution to ongoing problems, they also removed the remaining safeguards of democratic governance. The abrogation of the constitution meant that there were no longer clear legal limits on the exercise of power. The dissolution of the assemblies and the banning of political parties eliminated the main mechanisms of representation and accountability. In such a situation, authority became concentrated in the hands of a few individuals, with little oversight or constraint.

The immediate effect of these changes was to create a new political order in which the military played a central role. Although Mirza had initiated the process, the balance of power within this new system was not entirely under his control. By bringing the military into governance and giving it a formal role, he strengthened an institution that already possessed significant organisational capacity and influence. The military, unlike the political parties, was disciplined, hierarchical, and united. It had clear lines of command and a strong sense of identity. These qualities made it particularly well suited to operate in a system where authority was centralised.

Within this context, the arrangement established by Mirza proved to be unstable. While he may have intended to remain the ultimate authority, his reliance on the military created a situation in which he was no longer the sole centre of power. General Ayub Khan, as Chief Martial Law Administrator, commanded the armed forces and controlled the machinery of enforcement. This gave him a decisive advantage. In systems where power depends on control of force, the institution that commands that force often holds the real authority.

This reality became clear within a very short time. Less than three weeks after Mirza imposed martial law, the arrangement he had created came to an end. In late October 1958, Ayub Khan moved against Mirza, removing him from power and assuming full control of the state. Mirza was forced into exile, and Ayub Khan became the undisputed leader of Pakistan. This marked the beginning of direct military rule, with Ayub Khan serving as both Chief Martial Law Administrator and later as President.

The speed with which this transition occurred is striking. It shows how quickly power can shift once constitutional constraints are removed and authority is concentrated in the hands of a few actors. It also highlights the limits of Mirza’s strategy. While he had sought to strengthen his position by using the military, he underestimated the extent to which the military could act independently and assert its own authority.

The removal of Mirza by Ayub Khan represents the second stage of what can be described as a two-stage coup. The first stage involved the dismantling of the constitutional and parliamentary system by a civilian leader. The second stage involved the takeover of full control by the military. Together, these two steps transformed Pakistan’s political system from a parliamentary democracy into a military-led state.

This sequence of events established an important pattern in Pakistan’s political history. It showed that while civilian leaders might initiate authoritarian measures, ultimate power rested with the military. Once the constitutional framework was removed and political institutions were weakened, the military had both the capacity and the opportunity to take control. The events of October 1958 demonstrated that the military was not simply an instrument of civilian authority but an independent actor with its own interests and ambitions.

The significance of this pattern extends beyond the immediate events of 1958. It helps to explain later developments in Pakistan’s political history, where similar dynamics can be observed. In several instances, periods of political instability or civilian authoritarianism have been followed by direct military intervention. The precedent set in 1958 showed that once the door to non-democratic rule was opened, it could be difficult to close.

It is also important to understand that the military takeover did not occur in a vacuum. It was made possible by the conditions that had developed over the previous decade. The weakness of political parties, the instability of governments, the lack of clear constitutional norms, and the growing influence of the bureaucratic-military establishment all contributed to an environment in which democratic governance struggled to function. By the time Mirza acted in October 1958, these weaknesses had already undermined the system to a significant extent.

In simple terms, the parliamentary system had lost the support and confidence it needed to survive. Many people viewed it as ineffective and unstable. In such a situation, the promise of order and discipline offered by military rule could appear attractive, even if it came at the cost of democratic freedoms. This perception played a role in shaping public reactions to the events of 1958. While there was concern about the suspension of democratic processes, there was also a degree of acceptance, or at least resignation, among sections of the population.

However, the shift to military rule also had important consequences for the future development of the state. By placing power in the hands of the military, it changed the balance between institutions and altered the trajectory of governance. The military’s central role in politics became a defining feature of Pakistan’s political system in the years that followed. Even during periods of civilian rule, the influence of the military remained strong, particularly in areas such as security and foreign policy.

The events of October 1958 also raised important questions about the nature of authority and legitimacy. In a democratic system, legitimacy is derived from the consent of the people, expressed through elections and representative institutions. When these institutions are removed or weakened, the basis of legitimacy changes. In the case of military rule, legitimacy is often justified in terms of efficiency, stability, or national interest rather than democratic participation. This shift has implications for how power is exercised and how decisions are made.

Another important aspect of these events is the role of individuals and institutions in shaping outcomes. While structural factors created the conditions for the collapse of the parliamentary system, individual decisions also played a crucial role. Mirza’s choice to abrogate the constitution and impose martial law was a turning point. Ayub Khan’s decision to remove Mirza and take full control was another. These actions were not predetermined, but they were made possible by the environment in which they occurred.

At the same time, the institutional context influenced how these decisions unfolded. The military’s organisational strength and unity gave it a significant advantage over civilian institutions. The absence of strong political parties and effective checks and balances meant that there was little resistance to the concentration of power. The judiciary, which might have acted as a constraint, had already established a pattern of deference to authority. Together, these factors created a situation in which the transition to military rule could take place quickly and with relatively little opposition.

Looking back, the events of October 1958 can be seen as both an end and a beginning. They marked the end of Pakistan’s first attempt at parliamentary democracy, but they also marked the beginning of a new phase in which the military would play a central role in politics. The patterns established during this period would continue to influence the country’s political development for decades.

The collapse of the parliamentary system in October 1958 was the result of a long process of institutional weakness and political instability. President Iskander Mirza’s decision to abrogate the constitution and impose martial law represented a decisive break from democratic governance. However, the arrangement he created proved short-lived, as General Ayub Khan quickly removed him from power and established direct military rule. This two-stage coup demonstrated that ultimate authority rested with the military once constitutional constraints were removed. It also established a pattern that would shape Pakistan’s political history, showing how the weakening of democratic institutions can create opportunities for non-democratic forces to take control

Judicial Validation and the Legalisation of Military Rule

The military takeover was quickly legitimised by the judiciary in the landmark case of State v. Dosso (1958). The Supreme Court, led by Chief Justice Muhammad Munir, upheld the coup using the legal theory that a successful revolution creates its own legality. According to this reasoning, once a new regime establishes effective control, it becomes the lawful authority, regardless of how it came to power. This doctrine marked a major shift in Pakistan’s legal system. Instead of defending constitutional continuity, the courts accepted the authority of whoever held power.

The consequences of this decision were far-reaching. It lowered the barriers to future coups, as military leaders could expect judicial approval. It also weakened the legitimacy of constitutional rule, as the law was seen to follow power rather than constrain it. Over time, this pattern became deeply embedded in Pakistan’s political system. The judiciary’s willingness to validate military rule contributed to the persistence of authoritarian governance and made democratic consolidation more difficult.

The period from 1957 to 1958 represents a critical turning point in Pakistan’s history. The collapse of parliamentary government, combined with the rise of a powerful and confident military, created the conditions for authoritarian rule.

This transition was not sudden, but the result of long-term structural weaknesses. Political fragmentation, constitutional failure, and institutional imbalance all played a role. The military’s intervention was both a response to these problems and a continuation of earlier trends.

The events of October 1958 fundamentally reshaped Pakistan’s political system. They marked the beginning of a pattern in which military authority would repeatedly override civilian governance. Understanding this period is essential for analysing the country’s subsequent political development and the enduring challenges of civil-military relations. 

Structural Causes of the 1958 Intervention: Institutional Breakdown and the Rise of Praetorian Rule in Pakistan

The military takeover of Pakistan in October 1958 cannot be explained simply as the result of individual ambition or personal rivalry. While figures such as Iskander Mirza and General Ayub Khan played important roles in shaping the timing and form of the coup, the deeper causes were structural. Over the first decade after independence, Pakistan’s political system developed in ways that made military intervention not only possible but increasingly likely.

This period created what political scientists describe as a “permissive environment” for military intervention. In such an environment, civilian institutions are weak, fragmented, and unable to govern effectively, while the military possesses strong organisational capacity, internal cohesion, and a growing sense of legitimacy. In Pakistan, these conditions emerged gradually between 1947 and 1958. By the end of this period, the parliamentary system had lost both credibility and effectiveness, while the military had become the most organised and confident institution in the state.

Understanding these structural causes allows us to move beyond simple narratives of political intrigue and examine why democratic governance failed so completely in Pakistan’s early years. It also helps explain why military intervention became a recurring feature of the country’s political system.

Weak Party Institutionalisation

One of the most important structural weaknesses in Pakistan’s early political system was the failure to develop strong political parties. In any functioning democracy, parties play a central role. They organise elections, represent different social groups, develop policy programmes, and provide stable leadership. Without strong parties, democratic institutions cannot function effectively.

In Pakistan, political parties were weak, fragmented, and poorly organised. The Muslim League, which had led the movement for independence, failed to transform itself into a governing party. During the independence struggle, it had been a broad coalition united by a single goal—the creation of Pakistan. After independence, this unity disappeared.

The party lacked strong local organisation, clear leadership structures, and consistent policy positions. Its support base was limited, largely drawn from urban middle classes and landed elites in West Pakistan. It struggled to represent the interests of workers, peasants, and especially the population of East Pakistan.

In East Pakistan, parties such as the Awami League developed stronger organisational structures and clearer policy agendas. However, their regional focus limited their ability to operate as national parties. Their demands for greater autonomy and recognition of Bengali identity were viewed with suspicion by West Pakistani elites. As a result, national-level political cooperation became difficult.

The weakness of political parties had serious consequences. Governments were formed through unstable coalitions based on personal relationships and access to state resources rather than shared policy goals. Ministers were appointed not because of their competence but as rewards for political support. These governments lacked stability and direction, leading to frequent collapses.

This instability reinforced public perceptions that parliamentary democracy was ineffective. Instead of providing solutions, politics appeared to be a source of chaos and conflict. This perception would later be used to justify military intervention.

Constitutional Instability

A second major structural factor was constitutional instability. Pakistan’s first constitution, adopted in 1956, was the result of long and difficult negotiations. However, it did not resolve the fundamental political conflicts within the country.

One of the most contentious issues was the relationship between East and West Pakistan. East Pakistan had a larger population and therefore demanded greater representation. West Pakistani elites, however, resisted this demand, fearing a loss of political control. The compromise solution—the One Unit scheme—merged the provinces of West Pakistan into a single administrative unit to create parity with East Pakistan.

While this arrangement appeared to balance power on paper, it created deep resentment. East Pakistanis felt that their democratic rights were being denied, while smaller provinces in the West felt that their identities were being suppressed.

The constitution also created ambiguity in the distribution of power between the President and the Prime Minister. This lack of clarity led to repeated conflicts within the executive branch. At the same time, the constitution included emergency provisions that allowed for the suspension of democratic processes, providing a legal basis for authoritarian action.

Perhaps most importantly, the constitution lacked legitimacy. It was not widely understood or supported by the public, and many political leaders viewed it as a temporary compromise rather than a binding framework. When it was eventually abrogated in 1958, there was little resistance, highlighting the weakness of constitutional commitment.

Elite Factionalism

A third structural factor was the intense factionalism among political elites. Rather than cooperating to build stable institutions, political leaders were often engaged in personal rivalries and competition for power.

This factionalism was not limited to disagreements between parties. It existed within parties and across regions. Leaders frequently changed alliances, forming and breaking coalitions based on short-term interests. Political behaviour was driven more by patronage and personal gain than by ideology or long-term goals.

President Iskander Mirza actively encouraged this fragmentation. By promoting divisions among political groups, he prevented the emergence of strong coalitions that might challenge his authority. However, this strategy ultimately weakened the entire political system.

As governments became increasingly unstable, the ability of civilian institutions to govern effectively declined. This created opportunities for other actors, particularly the military, to intervene.

The Bureaucratic-Military Coalition

Another key factor in the weakening of Pakistan’s early democratic system was the emergence of a close and powerful alliance between the civil bureaucracy and the military. This partnership did not appear suddenly, nor was it created at the moment of the 1958 coup. Instead, it developed gradually during the first decade after independence, as both institutions gained strength while political institutions remained weak and divided. By the late 1950s, this alliance had become the most influential force in the state, shaping decisions and guiding the direction of governance in ways that went far beyond their formal roles.

Both the civil bureaucracy and the military shared a number of important characteristics that made cooperation between them natural and effective. They were both highly organised, with clear chains of command and strict systems of discipline. Their internal structures were based on hierarchy, where authority flowed from the top down and decisions were expected to be followed without question. This gave them a level of efficiency and coordination that political institutions often lacked. In contrast, political parties were frequently divided by internal disagreements, lacked organisation, and struggled to maintain unity. As a result, the bureaucracy and the military appeared more stable and reliable.

Another important similarity between these two groups was their relative distance from public pressures. Politicians, by their nature, had to respond to voters, manage public expectations, and deal with competing interests. This often made decision-making slow and complicated. In contrast, civil servants and military officers operated within closed systems, where decisions could be made without direct public involvement. This allowed them to act more quickly and with greater consistency, but it also meant that they were less accountable to the people.

Many members of the civil bureaucracy and the military also came from similar social and educational backgrounds. They often belonged to the same elite circles, had similar training, and shared common values. This created a sense of mutual understanding and trust between them. They saw themselves as professionals, guided by discipline and duty, and they often believed that they were better equipped to manage the affairs of the state than politicians. This belief in their own competence and superiority became an important factor in shaping their attitudes towards civilian leadership.

Over time, this shared outlook led to the development of a particular way of thinking about governance. Civil servants and military officers began to view themselves as guardians of the national interest. They believed that their role was not simply to carry out the decisions of elected leaders, but to protect the state from instability, inefficiency, and what they saw as irresponsible political behaviour. In their view, politicians were often driven by personal ambition, factional rivalries, or short-term gains, rather than by a commitment to the long-term interests of the country.

This perception created a growing gap between the bureaucratic-military establishment and the political class. Instead of seeing themselves as subordinate to elected representatives, members of this alliance increasingly saw themselves as superior to them. They believed that they had the knowledge, discipline, and experience needed to guide the country, especially during times of crisis. This mindset played a key role in justifying their expanding involvement in political decision-making.

Even before the 1958 coup, this alliance was already exercising significant influence over the state. Civil servants and military officers worked closely together in shaping policies and making decisions. They often coordinated their actions, shared information, and supported each other’s positions. In many cases, important decisions were made within this circle rather than through formal political processes. This reduced the role of elected institutions and shifted power away from parliament and political parties.

The influence of this alliance was also evident in the way policies were implemented. The bureaucracy controlled the administrative machinery of the state, while the military controlled the instruments of force. Together, they had the ability to both design and enforce policy. This combination of administrative control and coercive power made them a formidable force. It allowed them to operate with a level of authority that few other institutions could match.

As political instability increased during the 1950s, the role of this alliance became even more pronounced. Frequent changes in government, weak coalition arrangements, and ongoing conflicts between political leaders created an environment in which the bureaucratic-military establishment could present itself as a source of stability. Many people began to see these institutions as more capable of maintaining order and ensuring continuity than the political class.

At the same time, the alliance continued to expand its influence beyond its formal responsibilities. Civil servants became more involved in policy-making rather than simply implementing decisions. Military leaders began to play a greater role in areas such as national planning and governance, not just defence. This gradual expansion blurred the boundaries between civilian and military roles, further weakening the distinction between elected and unelected authority.

By the late 1950s, this coalition had become the most powerful force within the state. It operated with a high degree of coordination and shared purpose, while political institutions remained fragmented and ineffective. In this context, the balance of power had already shifted significantly away from democratic structures. The parliamentary system still existed in form, but much of the real decision-making power lay elsewhere.

The coup of 1958 must be understood in light of this reality. It did not create the alliance between the bureaucracy and the military; that alliance had already been firmly established. What the coup did was to formalise and make visible a power structure that had been developing over time. When the constitution was abrogated and martial law was imposed, the bureaucratic-military coalition moved from being an influential force behind the scenes to becoming the central authority in the state.

In simple terms, the events of 1958 brought into the open what had already been happening quietly for years. The military takeover did not introduce a completely new system, but rather confirmed the dominance of institutions that had already gained control. The bureaucracy and the military, working together, were able to take direct charge of governance because they had already built the networks, relationships, and authority needed to do so.

This development had important consequences for Pakistan’s political future. Once this alliance had been established and strengthened, it became a lasting feature of the political system. Even during periods of civilian rule, the influence of the bureaucratic-military establishment remained strong. It continued to shape key decisions, particularly in areas such as security and foreign policy, and often acted as a balancing force against elected governments.

The emergence of a close alliance between the civil bureaucracy and the military was a central factor in the weakening of Pakistan’s early democratic system. Their shared characteristics, common background, and belief in their own role as guardians of the state allowed them to work together effectively and to expand their influence. By the late 1950s, this coalition had become the dominant force in the country, shaping decisions and guiding policy. The coup of 1958 did not create this alliance; it simply formalised it, bringing into the open a shift in power that had already taken place.

Security Anxiety and the Centrality of Defence

Pakistan’s geopolitical situation played a very important role in shaping its political development during the early years after independence. From the very beginning in 1947, the country found itself in a difficult and uncertain position. It was a new state, still trying to build its institutions, manage its population, and define its identity, yet at the same time it faced serious external and internal security challenges. These pressures created a constant sense of insecurity, which had a strong influence on how the state was organised and governed.

One of the most significant challenges was the conflict with India, especially over the region of Kashmir. This dispute began almost immediately after independence and quickly became a central issue in Pakistan’s national security thinking. The first war between the two countries in 1947–48 left Kashmir divided but unresolved, and tensions remained high in the years that followed. For Pakistan, Kashmir was not only a territorial issue but also a matter of identity and principle. The ongoing conflict meant that relations with India were tense and often hostile, creating a sense that the country was under constant threat.

In addition to tensions with India, Pakistan also faced difficulties in its relationship with Afghanistan. Disagreements over borders, particularly the issue of the Durand Line, led to mistrust and strained relations between the two countries. Afghanistan’s position on Pashtun identity and its questioning of Pakistan’s western border added to the sense of insecurity. As a result, Pakistan felt pressure not only from the east but also from the west, increasing the perception that it was surrounded by challenges.

At the same time, Pakistan’s early years coincided with the wider global conflict known as the Cold War. This was a period of rivalry between major powers, particularly the United States and the Soviet Union. Although Pakistan was not a major power, it became part of this global struggle by aligning itself with Western alliances. This alignment brought certain benefits, such as military aid and economic assistance, but it also reinforced the importance of defence and security in national policy. The global environment encouraged Pakistan to strengthen its military capabilities and to see itself as part of a broader strategic struggle.

All of these factors combined to create a strong sense of vulnerability. Pakistan’s leaders and institutions believed that the country’s survival depended on its ability to defend itself against both external and internal threats. In
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