ISSN Online: 3006-4708

SOCIAL SCIENCE REVIEW ARCHIVES 155N Print: 3005-a694

ﬁbf‘l'll. !.ql_,tl https://policyjournalofms.com

The Dynamics of Political Instability in Pakistan: Causes, Impacts, and Pathways to
Stability
Muhammad Ismail?, Asif Mehdi?, Fatima Ali®, Aminah Gilani4, Nisar Ahmad®

123 visiting Lecturer, Department of Politics and International Studies, Karakoram International
University Gilgit, Corresponding Author, tismail.hnamza@ymail.com, 2cmgileeto7 @gmail.com,
Sfatima_ali572@yahoo.com

4 PhD Scholar, Department of Political Science, Lahore College for Women University,
hardstrugglergilani6@gmail.com

® M.Phil. Scholar, Educational Development Program, University of Baltistan, Skardu,
nisarahmaddk80@gmail.com

DOI: https://doi.org/10.70670/sra.v3il1.393

Abstract:

Political instability has remained a persistent challenge in Pakistan since its inception in 1947,
undermining its democratic development, economic growth, and social cohesion. This paper
explores the multifaceted causes of political instability in Pakistan, including historical legacies of
colonialism, weak institutional frameworks, military interventions, corruption, ethnic divisions,
and economic disparities. The impacts of instability are examined through the lens of governance
failures, economic stagnation, social unrest, and erosion of public trust in state institutions.
Moreover, the study highlights external influences, such as geopolitical pressures and regional
conflicts, as compounding factors. Finally, the paper proposes pathways to stability, emphasizing
the importance of institutional reform, rule of law, economic inclusion, political accountability,
and fostering national unity. Through the identifying key structural and systemic issues, this
research aims to contribute to the discourse on sustainable governance and development in
Pakistan, offering practical recommendations to mitigate instability and promote long-term
resilience.
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Introduction

Political instability has been a recurring challenge in Pakistan, undermining its economic growth,
social cohesion, and democratic development. Since its independence in 1947, Pakistan has
experienced multiple episodes of political turmoil, including frequent changes in government,
military interventions, and civil unrest. The root causes of this instability are complex and
multifaceted, encompassing historical, socio-economic, and institutional factors (Rizvi, 2022). The
volatile political environment has not only weakened governance but has also hindered Pakistan’s
ability to address pressing issues such as poverty, education, and security (Khan & Ahmed, 2021).
The impacts of political instability extend beyond governance, affecting the nation's international
reputation and foreign relations. Uncertainty in leadership and policymaking deters foreign
investment, exacerbates economic challenges, and creates an environment of mistrust among
citizens and institutions (Ahmed, 2020). Moreover, the frequent disruptions in democratic
processes have fueled public disillusionment and eroded the legitimacy of state institutions (Saeed,
2021). To navigate a pathway toward stability, it is essential to understand the underlying causes
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of political instability in Pakistan. This paper examines these causes, explores their far-reaching
impacts, and proposes actionable strategies to foster political stability. By addressing structural
inequalities, strengthening democratic institutions, and promoting inclusive governance, Pakistan
can create a more resilient political framework capable of withstanding internal and external
pressures. The Political instability has emerged as a defining characteristic of Pakistan's post-
independence trajectory, shaping its governance structures, economic policies, and social
frameworks. Since its inception in 1947, Pakistan has grappled with frequent changes in
government, military coups, judicial interventions, and widespread civil unrest. These upheavals
have created a cycle of instability that has hindered the nation’s ability to achieve sustainable
development and long-term stability (Jalal, 2014). The roots of political instability in Pakistan are
deeply embedded in its colonial legacy, weak institutional frameworks, and ongoing struggles to
establish a cohesive national identity (Ali, 2018). A major driver of political instability in Pakistan
is the persistent tension between civilian governments and the military establishment. The military
has frequently intervened in politics, undermining democratic processes and disrupting
institutional continuity. Since the first military coup in 1958, Pakistan has oscillated between
authoritarian regimes and fragile democratic transitions, often resulting in weakened governance
and eroded public trust in political institutions (Shafgat, 2020). Additionally, socio-economic
disparities, ethnic divisions, and regional grievances have exacerbated political unrest, as
marginalized communities seek greater representation and inclusion in national decision-making
processes (Zaman & Abbas, 2019). The consequences of political instability are profound and far-
reaching. Economically, it has deterred foreign direct investment, disrupted trade, and exacerbated
fiscal mismanagement (Hussain, 2019). Socially, it has led to disillusionment among citizens,
heightened polarization, and increased political violence. Moreover, political instability has
weakened Pakistan’s ability to respond effectively to internal and external challenges, including
terrorism, climate change, and regional conflicts (Hashmi, 2021). To address these challenges, a
multidimensional approach is required that tackles both the structural and immediate causes of
instability. This paper explores the dynamics of political instability in Pakistan by analyzing its
historical and contemporary causes, assessing its socio-economic and institutional impacts, and
identifying pathways toward sustainable stability. By fostering political accountability,
strengthening democratic institutions, and addressing socio-economic inequalities, Pakistan can
lay the foundation for a more resilient and inclusive political system. Political instability remains
a persistent and pervasive challenge in Pakistan, influencing nearly every aspect of the nation’s
development and governance. Since gaining independence in 1947, Pakistan has experienced
numerous episodes of political upheaval, marked by frequent changes in leadership, military
interventions, judicial overreach, and social unrest (Jalal, 2014). These disruptions have created
an environment where institutional continuity is rare, and long-term policy-making is often
sacrificed at the altar of short-term political gains (Ahmed, 2020). The interplay of historical,
socio-economic, and geopolitical factors has entrenched a cycle of instability, perpetuating
governance deficits and undermining efforts to achieve sustainable national progress (Ali, 2018).
One of the primary causes of political instability in Pakistan lies in the unresolved tensions between
civilian and military institutions. The dominance of the military in Pakistan's political landscape,
beginning with its first coup in 1958, has stifled the growth of democratic institutions and
concentrated power in a select few hands (Shafgat, 2020). Furthermore, the judicial system has
often been complicit in legitimizing military takeovers, exacerbating the fragility of civilian rule
(Rizvi, 2022). This has led to a recurring cycle of weak governance, public disillusionment, and
political polarization. Alongside institutional power struggles, Pakistan has also grappled with
deep-rooted issues of ethnic, linguistic, and regional disparities, which have fueled demands for
greater autonomy and representation from marginalized communities (Zaman & Abbas, 2019).
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The socio-economic impacts of political instability have been equally severe. Persistent
uncertainty in leadership and policy continuity has deterred foreign direct investment and
weakened economic growth (Hussain, 2019). Pakistan’s economy has often been described as one
that operates in “crisis mode,” where political volatility hampers the formulation and
implementation of long-term economic reforms (Hashmi, 2021). The consequences of this
instability extend to social cohesion, with rising levels of unemployment, inequality, and
disenfranchisement fostering an environment ripe for extremism and political violence (Khan &
Ahmed, 2021). Geopolitical dynamics have further compounded the issue. Pakistan’s strategic
location as a key player in South Asia, coupled with its historically fraught relationship with
neighboring India and its involvement in the Afghan conflict, has placed additional pressures on
its political and economic systems. External pressures, such as international financial dependencies
and shifting alliances, have limited the country’s ability to exercise sovereign decision-making,
often creating further domestic instability (Ahmed, 2020). the dynamics of political instability in
Pakistan requires a nuanced understanding of its causes and impacts. This paper aims to explore
the interplay between institutional weaknesses, socio-economic challenges, and geopolitical
factors that contribute to Pakistan’s unstable political environment. It also seeks to propose
pathways toward sustainable political stability, emphasizing the need for institutional reforms,
inclusive governance, and equitable socio-economic development. By fostering a political culture
rooted in accountability, transparency, and the rule of law, Pakistan can chart a course toward long-
term stability and resilience.

Causes of Political Instability in Pakistan
Political instability in Pakistan stems from a complex interplay of historical, structural, and socio-
economic factors.

Military Interventions and Dominance:

The frequent interference of the military in Pakistan's politics has disrupted democratic processes.
The military establishment, often referred to as the "deep state,” has periodically assumed direct
control through coups and has significantly influenced political and security policies during
civilian administrations. This dominance undermines civilian governance and contributes to
political instability.

Electoral Malpractices:

Allegations of electoral fraud and manipulation have marred Pakistan's elections, leading to
questions about the legitimacy of elected governments. Notably, the 1977 general elections were
widely regarded as rigged, resulting in political unrest and the eventual imposition of martial law.
Such practices erode public trust in democratic institutions.

Economic Challenges:

Persistent economic issues, including high inflation, unemployment, and poverty, exacerbate
political instability. The World Bank's approval of a $20 billion, 10-year lending program aims to
support economic reforms and stabilize the economy. However, economic hardships continue to
fuel public dissatisfaction and unrest.

Weak Political Institutions:

The fragility of political institutions, characterized by corruption and lack of accountability,
hampers effective governance. This weakness leads to policy inconsistencies and undermines the
state's ability to address pressing issues, further destabilizing the political landscape.

Volume: 3, No: 1 January-March, 2025
986



Judicial and Legal Challenges:

Controversial legal changes and the curbing of judicial authority have raised concerns about the
erosion of democratic norms. For instance, the government's introduction of measures to
consolidate power has been criticized for undermining the judiciary's independence, contributing
to political instability.

Ethnic and Regional Divides:

Pakistan's diverse ethnic composition, including Punjabis, Sindhis, Balochis, Pashtuns, and others,
has often led to tensions due to perceived inequities in resource distribution, representation, and
political power. Movements in Balochistan and other provinces have sought greater autonomy,
often leading to unrest and violence.

Religious Extremism and Militancy:

The rise of religious extremism and the influence of militant groups have undermined internal
stability. Policies during the 1980s, particularly under General Zia-ul-Hag, encouraged
Islamization and empowered radical groups, whose legacies persist today.

Corruption and Governance Issues:

Corruption within political and bureaucratic structures has undermined public trust and led to
inefficient governance. Successive governments have been plagued by scandals involving misuse
of public funds and nepotism, contributing to instability.

Foreign Interference and Geopolitical Challenges:

Pakistan's geopolitical location has often made it a theater for international rivalries. Cold War-era
policies, post-9/11 involvement in the war on terror, and reliance on foreign aid have often
constrained domestic policy autonomy and exacerbated internal divisions.

Judicial Activism and Politicization:

The judiciary's frequent involvement in political matters has created friction between state
institutions. While judicial activism has been seen as a check on executive power, it has also led
to accusations of bias and overreach.

Civil-Military Imbalance:

The civil-military relationship remains one of the most contentious issues in Pakistan's political
history. The military's influence in national security and foreign policy has led to a lack of
accountability and weakened democratic institutions. Addressing these multifaceted issues
requires comprehensive reforms aimed at strengthening democratic institutions, ensuring fair
electoral processes, promoting economic stability, and upholding the rule of law.

Impacts of Political Instability
Political instability in Pakistan has significant impacts across various domains, including social,
economic, and governance-related aspects. Here are the key impacts:

Economic Decline

Political instability deters foreign investment, disrupts trade, and causes economic uncertainty.
Frequent changes in government lead to inconsistent policies, adversely affecting long-term
economic planning. Pakistan's GDP growth has often slowed during periods of political turmoil.
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Poor Governance

Instability hampers the effectiveness of state institutions. Governments focus on survival rather
than implementing policies for public welfare. This leads to inefficiency, corruption, and
weakened public service delivery.

Rise in Poverty and Unemployment
Economic stagnation caused by political uncertainty increases unemployment rates and deepens
poverty. Vulnerable populations suffer the most during times of political crisis.

Social Unrest and Protests

Political instability creates a volatile social climate, often leading to mass protests, strikes, and
civil disobedience. These activities disrupt daily life, hinder productivity, and exacerbate divisions
among the populace.

Weakening of Democratic Institutions
Frequent interruptions in democratic processes (e.g., military coups or early dissolution of
parliaments) weaken institutions like the judiciary, parliament, and election commissions. This
creates a cycle of mistrust in governance.

Brain Drain and Emigration

Educated youth often leave the country in search of stability, better job opportunities, and security.
This loss of human capital further weakens the country's ability to develop its economy and
society.

Security Challenges
Political instability often correlates with a rise in violence, insurgency, and terrorism. Militants
exploit periods of weak governance, resulting in greater insecurity for citizens.

Decline in Foreign Relations
Instability weakens Pakistan's international standing. Inconsistent policies and weak governance
erode the confidence of allies, donors, and trade partners.

Erosion of Public Trust
Frequent political crises erode public confidence in the political system. This disengagement often
manifests in low voter turnout and apathy toward government reforms.

Regional Instability
Internal instability often spills over to regional dynamics, particularly in border areas like
Balochistan and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, impacting regional peace and trade.

Decline in Tourism Industry

Instability discourages international tourists and travelers, depriving the country of an important
revenue source. Pakistan’s rich cultural heritage and natural beauty remain underutilized due to
perceived risks. Political instability in Pakistan has far-reaching and multifaceted impacts,
hindering economic growth, weakening governance, and exacerbating social inequalities.
Addressing this requires long-term reforms to stabilize democratic institutions, ensure
accountability, and promote inclusivity in policymaking.
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Pathways to Stability in Pakistan:

The pathways to stability in Pakistan involve addressing several key economic, political, social,
and security-related issues. Here are some important pathways to stability, supported by academic
and policy.

Political Reforms and Governance

Strengthening democratic institutions and ensuring transparent elections are critical for political
stability. This includes improving the rule of law, reducing corruption, and ensuring checks and
balances within government structures.

Economic Development and Structural Reforms

Promoting economic reforms to stabilize the economy reduce fiscal deficits, and control inflation
is crucial. This includes focusing on long-term economic planning, improving infrastructure, and
fostering the private sector.

Security and Counterterrorism Strategies

Pakistan's stability is highly dependent on maintaining internal security, addressing extremism,
and improving counterterrorism strategies. Effective coordination between military and civil
agencies is essential.

Addressing Social Inequality and Education

Reducing social inequality through social welfare programs, improving education, and providing
better healthcare can reduce instability. A focus on youth education and skills development can
help curb unemployment and foster stability.

Strengthening Civil Society and Media

A vibrant civil society and media can play a pivotal role in fostering democratic values, holding
authorities accountable, and promoting social cohesion. Enhancing media freedom and ensuring
the protection of human rights is essential for stability.

Conclusion:

Achieving stability in Pakistan is a complex and multifaceted challenge that requires a
comprehensive approach addressing political, economic, social, security, and environmental
factors. Key pathways to stability include strengthening democratic institutions, improving
governance, fostering economic growth through structural reforms, and enhancing security
through effective counterterrorism strategies. Additionally, addressing social inequality,
promoting education, and ensuring resource sustainability are vital for long-term peace and
prosperity. Strengthening civil society and media will also play a crucial role in promoting
accountability and social cohesion. Ultimately, stability in Pakistan hinges on a collaborative effort
from both government and society, with a focus on inclusive development, good governance, and
security reforms. By focusing on these interconnected areas, Pakistan can pave the way for a more
stable, peaceful, and prosperous future. Achieving lasting stability in Pakistan requires a nuanced,
strategic, and coordinated approach to address its complex socio-political and economic
challenges. Political stability is foundational, with the need to strengthen democratic institutions,
ensure transparent elections, and reduce corruption to build public trust in governance. Political
reforms must be paired with the establishment of a robust rule of law, which can effectively
manage tensions, prevent institutionalized corruption, and foster a more accountable government.
Economically, Pakistan’s stability depends on creating a strong and resilient economy that can
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withstand external shocks and domestic challenges, Structural reforms, such as enhancing
infrastructure, improving fiscal management, boosting local industries, and addressing issues like
unemployment, inflation, and poverty. This also involves nurturing a competitive private sector
and investing in human capital through education and skills development, which will directly
contribute to long-term economic stability and social cohesion. Security remains one of Pakistan’s
most pressing challenges. While significant progress has been made in counterterrorism efforts,
continuous and enhanced collaboration between civilian and military agencies is crucial for
preventing violence, extremism, and organized crime. National security strategies must also
prioritize the rehabilitation and integration of former militants into society, which can mitigate the
threat of radicalization. Furthermore, regional stability and diplomatic relations, particularly with
neighboring countries, should be consistently prioritized to avoid conflicts that could undermine
internal stability. Social stability, particularly in terms of reducing inequality and promoting social
justice, will be an essential pillar in Pakistan's quest for long-term peace. By addressing issues
such as poverty, access to healthcare, and educational opportunities, Pakistan can foster a more
inclusive society where all citizens feel their needs and rights are recognized. Investing in youth
education and employment can prevent future social unrest and empower the next generation of
leaders. Likewise, gender equality and the empowerment of marginalized communities will
contribute to greater social harmony. Environmental sustainability is another critical factor for
Pakistan's future stability. Climate change poses significant challenges to agriculture, water
availability, and disaster management. A national focus on sustainable resource management,
environmental policies, and climate change adaptation will ensure that natural resource scarcity
does not lead to inter-regional conflict or social instability. Finally, the role of civil society and
media cannot be overlooked. An active civil society, including non-governmental organizations,
academics, and grassroots organizations, can play a vital role in advocating for reforms and
holding the government accountable. Meanwhile, a free and responsible media can act as a
watchdog, ensure transparency, and foster public debate on critical issues affecting the nation.
Pakistan’s path to stability is neither simple nor swift. It requires a comprehensive strategy that
touches upon all aspects of governance, economic management, security, and social welfare. The
collaboration of multiple sectors from government institutions and political leadership to civil
society and international partners is vital. Long-term solutions must be built on a foundation of
peace, inclusivity, sustainable growth, and resilience, ensuring that Pakistan becomes a prosperous
and stable nation not just for today, but for future generations.

Recommendations:
The recommendations to address political instability in Pakistan:
e Promote Inclusive Governance: Enhance representation of diverse ethnic and regional
groups in political institutions to foster inclusivity and reduce grievances.
e Strengthen Rule of Law: Implement reforms to ensure the independence of judiciary,
improve law enforcement capabilities, and combat corruption effectively.
e Invest in Economic Development: Prioritize sustainable economic policies that focus on
job creation, poverty alleviation, and infrastructure development to improve livelihoods.
e Enhance Political Dialogue: Encourage constructive dialogue among political parties,
civil society, and other stakeholders to build consensus on key issues and promote national
unity.
e Empower Civil Society: Support civil society organizations, media freedom, and citizen
participation to hold government accountable and strengthen democratic processes.
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e Electoral Reforms: Strengthen the electoral process to ensure free, fair, and transparent
elections by using technology, empowering the Election Commission, and addressing
allegations of rigging.

e Education and Awareness Campaigns: Invest in educational programs to promote civic
awareness, political literacy, and tolerance, helping to counter extremism and sectarianism.

e Decentralization of Power: Empower local governments through proper resource
allocation and decision-making authority to ensure effective governance at grassroots
levels.

Political instability in Pakistan is a multifaceted challenge rooted in weak democratic institutions,
frequent military interventions, ethnic and sectarian divides, economic disparities, and governance
failures. These issues have undermined public trust, disrupted democratic continuity, and
exacerbated social and political polarization. The resulting instability has stifled economic growth,
deterred foreign investment, and fueled extremism, while weakening institutional frameworks and
Pakistan's global standing. To achieve stability, Pakistan must prioritize inclusive governance,
strengthen institutions, implement electoral and judicial reforms, address economic disparities, and
combat extremism through education and socio-economic development.
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