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Abstract

This study explores the enduring impact of the colonial legacy on Pakistan’s political system, examining how
historical practices from British rule continue to shape the country’s governance, political structures, and
societal divisions. Pakistan’s political landscape is deeply influenced by colonial institutions, legal
frameworks, and bureaucratic traditions inherited from the British Empire. The research highlights the
centralization of power, the legacy of authoritarian rule, and the persistence of ethnic and regional disparities
as key elements of this colonial inheritance. The study also discusses how the British colonial approach to
governance, which emphasized control through a centralized bureaucracy and military, has contributed to
Pakistan’s ongoing political challenges, including weak political parties, military dominance in politics, and
difficulties in building a democratic political culture. The findings suggest that while Pakistan has undergone
significant changes since independence, the remnants of colonial rule continue to shape the dynamics of its
political system, often hindering efforts at democratic consolidation and political stability. The paper
concludes with a discussion of how understanding this colonial legacy is crucial for addressing the current
political challenges and fostering a more inclusive and democratic political environment in Pakistan.
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1. Introduction

The political system of Pakistan has been significantly shaped by the colonial legacy of British rule, which
left behind deep-rooted structures and practices that continue to influence governance today. Colonialism in
the Indian subcontinent, including what is now Pakistan, entrenched systems of centralization, bureaucracy,
and control through authoritarian means. The British Empire's approach to governance, particularly its
emphasis on a powerful centralized bureaucracy and a militarized state apparatus, has had lasting effects on
Pakistan’s post-independence political landscape (Ali, 2014). Following independence in 1947, Pakistan
inherited these structures, which contributed to the development of a highly centralized government, with a
limited role for political parties and civil society (Khan, 2015). These colonial-era institutions and practices
have significantly hindered the development of democratic governance in Pakistan, where the military
continues to play a dominant role in politics (Shah, 2018).

Colonial rule also left behind deep divisions along regional and ethnic lines, as the British systematically
divided communities and imposed administrative boundaries that did not align with local identities (Zaman,
2017). These ethnic and regional disparities have persisted into Pakistan’s post-colonial period, leading to
tensions between different provinces and ethnic groups. The legacy of these divisions has contributed to
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political instability and a lack of national cohesion, often exacerbated by the centralizing tendencies of the
state (Mahmood, 2016). Moreover, the British colonial legal system, which was imposed on local
communities, continues to function in Pakistan, despite calls for reform. This system has played a role in
preserving the power dynamics established during colonial rule and has created obstacles for developing a
more inclusive and just legal system (Nasir, 2019).

While Pakistan has made strides toward self-determination and governance since its independence, the
colonial legacy remains a significant force in its political system. Understanding how these historical practices
continue to shape the country's political institutions is crucial for addressing ongoing issues of governance,
democracy, and political stability (Baloch, 2020).

1.1 Background of the study

Pakistan, as a post-colonial state, carries the legacy of British rule, which profoundly shaped its political
system, governance, and administrative structures. The British colonial rule, which lasted nearly two
centuries, established a centralized governance model, a militarized state, and a legal framework that
prioritized control and order over local autonomy (Khan, 2015). When Pakistan gained independence in 1947,
it inherited this centralized framework, which led to the formation of a strong bureaucratic and military-led
state. These inherited institutions, while providing stability in the early years of independence, have also
perpetuated a top-down approach to governance, where power remains concentrated in the hands of a small
elite, including the military and bureaucratic leadership (Shah, 2018). This centralization of power has had
significant consequences on the development of democratic institutions in Pakistan, contributing to the
country’s continued political instability.

The colonial administration in British India was characterized by a divide-and-rule strategy, which entailed
the strategic exploitation of ethnic and religious differences to maintain control. These divisions, marked by
the creation of artificial boundaries, continue to affect Pakistan’s political fabric. The legacy of these divisions
can be seen in the ongoing ethnic and regional tensions between different provinces such as Balochistan,
Sindh, Punjab, and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (Zaman, 2017). The British’s arbitrary demarcation of borders and
their preferential treatment of certain regions over others created a foundation for inter-regional and inter-
ethnic competition and resentment. In post-colonial Pakistan, these tensions often manifest in calls for greater
autonomy, with various ethnic groups demanding a more balanced and equitable distribution of resources and
political power (Mahmood, 2016).

Furthermore, British colonial legal systems and policies have remained entrenched in Pakistan’s post-
independence legal structure. The Anglo-Indian legal framework, which the British implemented during their
rule, has continued to influence Pakistan’s judicial system and legal practices. The colonial legal system was
designed to serve the interests of the colonial power, often neglecting the needs of local communities and
regional diversity. The persistence of this legal structure has hindered efforts to create a more inclusive and
equitable legal system, which is necessary for addressing the political and social challenges faced by Pakistan
today (Nasir, 2019). The continuity of colonial legal practices reflects the deep-rootedness of British policies
in shaping the administrative and governance structures of post-colonial Pakistan.

The political dynamics of Pakistan cannot be fully understood without considering the enduring influence of
colonialism. The historical foundations laid by British rule continue to shape the country’s political culture,
governance mechanisms, and regional relations. The centralization of power, the preservation of colonial-era
bureaucratic structures, and the persistence of ethnic and regional divisions have all played significant roles
in the political challenges faced by Pakistan. This study aims to explore the extent to which colonialism
continues to impact Pakistan’s political system, shedding light on the institutional legacies that hinder the
country’s progress toward democratic consolidation and political stability.
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1.2 Problem Statement
Despite over seven decades of independence, Pakistan’s political system remains deeply influenced by the
legacy of British colonial rule. The centralization of power, the preservation of colonial-era bureaucratic
structures, and the military's continued involvement in governance are direct consequences of British colonial
practices (Khan, 2015). The divide-and-rule strategies employed by the British have also left lasting ethnic
and regional divisions, contributing to political instability and undermining efforts for national integration
(Zaman, 2017). Furthermore, the Anglo-Indian legal framework inherited from colonial rule continues to
impede the development of an inclusive and fair legal system, which is essential for addressing the political,
social, and ethnic issues facing the country today (Nasir, 2019). The problem lies in the persistent influence
of colonial structures, which hampers the development of democratic institutions, equitable governance, and
political stability in Pakistan. This study seeks to explore the enduring effects of these colonial legacies and
their role in shaping contemporary political challenges in Pakistan.

1.3 Research Questions
1. How has colonial legacy influenced the centralization of political power in Pakistan?
2. How colonial-era ethnic division has impacted political stability in Pakistan?
3. In what ways does the colonial legal system affect Pakistan’s contemporary governance?

1.4 Reserch Objectives
1. To examine the impact of colonial governance on the centralization of political power in Pakistan.
2. To explore the effects of colonial-era ethnic divisions on political instability in Pakistan.
3. To analyze the influence of colonial legal systems on Pakistan’s contemporary legal and political

frameworks.

1.5 Conceptual Framework

Concept

Definition

Relationship to Research

Colonial Legacy

The political, administrative, legal, and
social systems inherited from British
rule.

Provides the foundation for analyzing
Pakistan’s political institutions,
governance, and regional divisions.

Centralization of
Power

The concentration of authority in a
central government or leadership.

Examines how colonial governance
structures fostered centralized control and
how it continues in Pakistan today.

Bureaucracy A system of administration characterized | Explores how colonial bureaucracy has
by strict hierarchies and formal rules. shaped Pakistan’s administrative
processes and governance.
Ethnic and | Social and political divisions based on | Analyzes the colonial policy of divide-
Regional ethnicity and geography, a result of | and-rule, which created lasting ethnic and
Divisions colonial border and group management | regional conflicts in Pakistan.
strategies.
Colonial  Legal | The legal framework established by | Investigates the continued use of colonial
System British colonial rulers to govern the | legal practices and its impact on
Indian subcontinent. contemporary governance and legal
reform in Pakistan.
Military Influence | The political dominance and | Focuses on how colonial-era military
involvement of military forces in | centralization continues to influence
governance. Pakistan’s politics and governance.
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Political Stability | The degree to which a political system is | Evaluates how the colonial legacy has
free from disruption and conflict. contributed to political instability and
governance challenges in Pakistan.

2. Literature Review

The colonial legacy has had a significant and lasting impact on Pakistan’s political system, particularly with
respect to the centralization of power. British colonial rule established a political structure in which authority
was concentrated in the hands of a few, particularly the military and the bureaucracy. This centralization
persists even after independence, making it difficult for Pakistan to develop strong democratic institutions.
The bureaucratic and military elites that were nurtured under British rule continue to dominate Pakistan’s
political landscape, hindering the evolution of a more inclusive and participatory political system (Khan,
2015). This centralized governance model remains entrenched, limiting political decentralization and
reinforcing the dominance of a small elite (Shah, 2018).

Colonial rule also left a deep imprint on the ethnic and regional divisions within Pakistan. The British "divide
and rule" policies exacerbated ethnic and regional tensions by drawing artificial boundaries and favoring
certain groups over others. These divisions persist in Pakistan, particularly between the provinces of Punjab,
Sindh, Balochistan, and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, which continue to experience significant regional and ethnic
disparities. These disparities fuel ongoing demands for greater autonomy and resources from various regions,
thus preventing the creation of a cohesive national identity (Zaman, 2017). The enduring legacy of these
colonial-era divisions has contributed to political instability and has made it difficult for Pakistan to achieve
national integration (Mahmood, 2016).

The legal system in Pakistan is another area heavily influenced by the colonial legacy. The Anglo-Indian legal
framework, established by the British, remains entrenched in Pakistan’s legal system. Despite various
attempts at legal reforms, the colonial legal system has made it difficult to create a system that is more
inclusive and responsive to Pakistan’s diverse population. According to Nasir (2019), the colonial legal
system was designed to protect the interests of the British colonial authorities and has thus continued to serve
the interests of the state rather than the general populace. Ali (2014) further argues that this system perpetuates
inequalities and hinders the development of a legal framework that can address Pakistan’s contemporary
political and social challenges.

The continued influence of the military in Pakistan’s politics is perhaps the most prominent legacy of colonial
rule. British colonial authorities relied heavily on the military to maintain control over their territories, and
this model was adopted by Pakistan’s leadership after independence. The military has maintained a central
role in Pakistan’s political system, intervening in political matters and sometimes taking control through coups
(Shah, 2018). Baloch (2020) emphasizes that despite the presence of civilian governments, the military
remains a dominant force in political decision-making. This persistent military dominance is a direct result of
the centralization and authoritarian governance model established during British colonial rule, which
continues to undermine democratic processes in Pakistan.

3. Research Methodology

3.1 Research Design

This study employs a qualitative research design to explore the impact of the colonial legacy on Pakistan’s
political system. The primary approach is a historical-analytical method, analyzing the evolution of political
structures and systems in Pakistan through a historical lens. The research draws on both primary and
secondary sources to understand the continued influence of British colonial governance, particularly in terms
of centralization, regional divisions, legal frameworks, and military dominance. The study analyzes key
historical documents, governmental records, and academic literature, providing insights into how colonial
legacies continue to shape contemporary political dynamics in Pakistan.
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3.2 Research Approach

This study adopts a qualitative research approach, which is well-suited to explore the complex and nuanced
effects of colonial legacies on Pakistan's political system. A qualitative approach allows for an in-depth
examination of historical and political contexts, and it provides a rich understanding of the subjective
experiences and perceptions of key stakeholders, such as historians, political analysts, and policymakers.
The research aims to explore how colonial governance structures—such as the centralization of power, the
military’s role in politics, and ethnic divisions—have shaped contemporary political dynamics in Pakistan.
The interpretivist paradigm is employed to understand how these legacies continue to influence political
processes, governance, and social relations in post-colonial Pakistan. Interpretivism emphasizes
understanding the meanings and perspectives that individuals and groups assign to their experiences and
practices, making it an ideal fit for analyzing the complex historical and political issues at the heart of this
study.

To analyze the impact of British colonialism, this study combines historical analysis of primary and secondary
sources with qualitative interviews. The historical analysis allows for tracing the development of political
systems, bureaucratic structures, and legal frameworks over time. The qualitative interviews provide firsthand
insights from experts, enabling a deeper understanding of how colonial structures have persisted and
influenced contemporary governance and political stability.

This approach is particularly useful for studying the contextual and social dynamics of colonial legacies in
Pakistan’s political system, which cannot be fully understood through quantitative data alone. By focusing on
qualitative data, the study aims to build a comprehensive understanding of the long-term effects of colonialism
and their ongoing relevance in shaping Pakistan's political system.

3.3 Data collection Methods

Data collection involves a thorough review of qualitative data, such as historical accounts, government
reports, scholarly articles, and books. These sources are critically analyzed to trace the continuity of colonial
practices and their adaptation in post-colonial Pakistan. Interviews with political analysts, historians, and
experts in South Asian studies are also conducted to gather qualitative insights into the ongoing effects of
colonialism. This approach allows for a deeper understanding of the nuances of political structures, ethnic
divisions, and the role of the military in Pakistan’s governance.

The data is analyzed using thematic analysis, which involves identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns
(themes) within the data. By categorizing the information into relevant themes such as "centralization of
power," "ethnic and regional divisions," and "colonial legal influence," the research aims to provide a
comprehensive overview of the lasting impact of British colonial rule. The methodology focuses on
understanding the contextual and historical significance of these colonial structures, as well as their
implications for the political system in modern Pakistan.

4. Data Analysis

4.1 Introduction

Data analysis in qualitative research is the process of systematically examining and interpreting the data to
uncover patterns, themes, relationships, and insights relevant to the research questions. In the context of the
study on The Impact of Colonial Legacy on Pakistan’s Political System, the data analysis involves working
with non-numerical data (e.g., interview transcripts, historical documents, government records) to identify
and understand the enduring influence of colonial governance on Pakistan’s political landscape. Here’s how
data analysis unfolds in qualitative research:

1. Data Organization
The first step in data analysis is organizing the raw data. This includes sorting through interview transcripts,
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historical records, academic articles, and any other data sources used in the study. The researcher must ensure
that the data is manageable, complete, and accessible for detailed examination. This often involves
transcribing interviews, digitizing handwritten notes, and organizing secondary sources based on their
relevance to the research objectives.

2. Initial Reading and Familiarization

Once the data is organized, the researcher reads through it thoroughly to become familiar with the content.
This step is essential to gain an understanding of the general themes, concepts, and ideas that emerge from
the data. By reviewing the entire dataset, the researcher can start to note preliminary ideas and possible areas
for deeper exploration.

3. Coding the Data

The next step is coding the data. Coding refers to the process of labeling sections of the data (text, interviews,
documents) that are significant to the research questions. These labels (or “codes’) represent themes, patterns,
or specific concepts that appear across the data. For instance, in this study, the researcher might code sections
related to "military influence," "colonial centralization," "ethnic divisions," or "legal structures." Each code
helps organize the data around key themes that are central to understanding the colonial legacy’s impact on
Pakistan.

4. Identifying Themes

After the data has been coded, the researcher moves on to identify recurring themes across the data. Themes
are broader patterns or topics that capture important aspects of the research question. For example, after coding
the data, themes such as "continuation of centralized power," "regional disparities," "military dominance,"
and "colonial legal frameworks" might emerge. These themes provide a structure for understanding the data
and are linked back to the key research questions.

5. Theme Refinement

Once initial themes are identified, the researcher reviews and refines them. This step involves re-reading the
data and checking the validity and accuracy of the themes. Some themes may need to be divided into sub-
themes for further clarity, while others may need to be combined if they overlap. Refining themes ensures
that the analysis is thorough and comprehensive, and that each theme accurately reflects the data.

After finalizing the themes, the researcher moves to interpretation. This step involves analyzing how the
identified themes relate to the research questions. The researcher draws connections between the data and the
theoretical framework or context of the study. For example, if one of the identified themes is military
dominance, the researcher might interpret this theme by examining how military rule during the colonial era
laid the foundation for the military’s continued influence in Pakistan’s politics. Interpretation also involves
understanding how these themes provide insights into the broader research problem—such as how colonial
practices have shaped modern-day political institutions in Pakistan. In the final stage of data analysis, the
researcher synthesizes the themes and their interpretations to draw conclusions about the research questions.
This involves reflecting on how the colonial legacy continues to affect political structures, governance, and
ethnic relations in Pakistan. Conclusions are based on the data’s patterns and themes, supported by the
evidence gathered in the study. These conclusions offer answers to the research questions and contribute to
the overall understanding of the study's main objective.

Finally, the researcher presents the analyzed data in a narrative format, often in the form of a research paper
or thesis. This report includes a detailed explanation of the themes, supported by quotes from interviews or
excerpts from historical documents. The analysis section is written clearly and logically to allow readers to
follow the process of thematic analysis and understand how the data leads to the final conclusions.
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Theme Codes Description Related Research
Question
Centralization of | - British colonial | Examines how colonial centralization | How did British colonial
Power governance of power continues to influence | governance influence the
- Concentration | Pakistan's political structures, | centralization of power in
of political | particularly the concentration of | Pakistan?
power power in the executive and military.
- Bureaucratic
control
Military - Military | Explores the military's central role in | How did the colonial
Dominance involvement in | Pakistan's politics, a direct result of | military model impact
politics the British reliance on the military for | Pakistan's political
- Authoritarian | governance. system?
rule
- Political
instability
Ethnic and | - Divide and rule | Investigates the lasting effects of | How did colonial policies
Regional policies British  divide-and-rule  policies, | contribute to ethnic and
Divisions - Regional | resulting in regional inequalities and | regional  divisions in
disparities ethnic tensions in Pakistan. Pakistan?
- Ethnic conflict
Colonial Legal | - Anglo-Indian | Analyzes how the colonial legal | What is the role of
Systems legal framework | system continues to affect Pakistan’s | colonial legal frameworks
- Legal | legal framework, often reinforcing the | in Pakistan’s current legal
continuity dominance of the state. and political systems?
- Legal
inequalities

The interpretation of the data reveals that colonial legacies continue to significantly shape Pakistan’s political
system. The centralization of power, inherited from British colonial rule, remains entrenched, limiting
democratic governance and regional autonomy. The military dominance established during colonial times
persists, with the military continuing to play a central role in political decision-making, often undermining
civilian rule. The ethnic and regional divisions caused by the British "divide and rule" policies have left deep
scars, fueling tensions between provinces and ethnic groups, which contribute to ongoing political instability.
Furthermore, the colonial legal systems, designed to serve the interests of the colonial state, persist in
Pakistan’s judicial framework, hindering reforms and perpetuating social inequalities. Together, these factors
demonstrate how Pakistan’s political landscape is still influenced by its colonial past, limiting its ability to
establish more democratic, inclusive, and equitable political systems.

S. Discussion

The discussion of the findings highlights the profound and enduring influence of colonial legacies on
Pakistan’s political system, which continues to manifest in several key areas. The centralization of power, a
feature of colonial governance, has hindered the development of decentralized, democratic institutions,
resulting in a concentration of authority in the hands of the federal government and military. This
centralization has limited regional autonomy and exacerbated political instability, particularly in the context
of ethnic and regional tensions, a direct consequence of colonial divide and rule policies. The military’s role
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in Pakistan's governance, rooted in its colonial function as a tool for maintaining control, remains a major
challenge to democratic development and civilian rule. Moreover, the persistence of colonial legal
frameworks continues to impede social justice and legal reforms, further entrenching inequalities. These
factors collectively illustrate how the colonial legacy not only shaped Pakistan’s early political structure but
also continues to influence its governance, social dynamics, and political challenges. Therefore, addressing
these legacies is crucial for fostering a more inclusive, stable, and democratic Pakistan.

6. Conclusion

In conclusion, the colonial legacy has profoundly shaped the political landscape of Pakistan, with its enduring
effects still evident in key areas such as centralized power, military dominance, ethnic divisions, and legal
systems. The concentration of authority within the state apparatus, inherited from British colonial governance,
has hindered the development of effective democratic institutions and regional autonomy, contributing to
political instability. The military, once a tool for colonial control, continues to exert significant influence over
political decision-making, further undermining civilian rule. Additionally, the colonial-era "divide and rule"
policies have left deep-seated ethnic and regional tensions, complicating national unity. The persistence of
colonial legal frameworks has further entrenched social inequalities and delayed necessary legal reforms.
Addressing these colonial legacies is crucial for Pakistan to navigate its political challenges and move toward
a more inclusive, democratic, and stable future.

Recommendation / Suggestions

1. Decentralization of Power: To mitigate the long-lasting effects of centralized governance, it is
recommended that Pakistan strengthen decentralized political structures by empowering provincial
governments and local bodies. This would help address regional disparities and promote more inclusive
and representative governance, fostering greater political stability and reducing tensions between ethnic
groups.

2. Civilian Control over Military: Efforts should be made to establish stronger civilian control over the
military, reducing its influence in political affairs. Institutional reforms that promote accountability and
transparency in military involvement in politics could encourage the growth of democratic institutions and
prevent military coups, ensuring that civilian governance remains at the forefront.

3. Ethnic Reconciliation and Regional Autonomy: In order to address the ethnic and regional divisions
exacerbated by colonial policies, Pakistan should prioritize ethnic reconciliation and grant greater regional
autonomy. Policies that encourage equal representation, resource distribution, and autonomy for
historically marginalized regions like Balochistan and Sindh will help reduce ethnic tensions and foster
national unity.

4. Legal and Judicial Reforms: Pakistan must undertake comprehensive legal reforms to replace outdated
colonial-era legal frameworks with modern, equitable systems that reflect the country’s socio-political
realities. This includes revisiting laws that perpetuate social inequalities and revising them to ensure
justice and equality for all citizens, irrespective of their ethnic or social backgrounds.

5. Promote Public Awareness and Education: Increasing public awareness about the historical roots of
contemporary political issues is crucial. Educational programs should be developed that explain the impact
of colonial history on Pakistan’s current political system, empowering citizens to engage actively in
political processes and push for reforms. Additionally, promoting civic education would encourage the
development of an informed and active electorate capable of demanding accountability and democratic
reforms.
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