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Abstract  

Political scientists and constitutional engineers have recommended various power sharing models to guarantee 
political stability in multiethnic societies. The literature on power sharing seems to suggest that consociationalism 
and centripetalism are the two prominent models. While the former suggests grand coalition, the latter recommends 
multiethnic coalition cabinets to share power in diverse societies. Keeping in view these models, this paper attempts 
to examine the performance of various coalition cabinets in post-1971 Pakistan. The evidence shows that the 
coalition cabinets in Pakistan remained short-lived. The Pakistani experience seems to suggest that the power 
sharing models have certain limitations in diverse societies and are not, necessarily, appropriate option for all 
multiethnic states.  
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1. Introduction 

The multiethnic structure of a state has been regarded as an obstacle to a stable democracy (Lijphart, 1995, p.854; 
Mill, 1958, p. 230). So, the political scientists have been remained busy in probing a democratic model that can 
ensure political stability in diverse societies. Since 1960s, power sharing has been considered as a dominant 
approach by political scientists to pledge political stability in such societies. But, the power sharing is a broad 
concept and it covers different approaches. The two prominent approaches of power sharing are consociationalism 
and centripetalism. (Note 1) The former is developed and defended by Arend Lijphart and Donald Horowitz 
advocates the latter. Interestingly, the proponents of both approaches, consociationalism and centripetalism, has 
noticed the lack of power sharing in the multiethnic society of Pakistan.  

Horowitz (1985: P.365) opined that political violence in Pakistan is the outcome of political exclusion. He has 
enlisted Pakistan with the plural societies that experienced such violence. (Note 2) He elaborated that when a party 
of one group retains power for an indefinite period and the party of other group remains in opposition indefinitely, 
this situation promotes the ‘feelings of exclusion’ in the latter group. He suggested conciliatory governance and the 
politics of compromise in divided societies. He believed that multiethnic arrangements could promote a ‘sense of 
power-sharing’ (Horowitz, 1985: P.365). Multiethnic arrangements may come in various forms. Horowitz has 
classified multiethnic coalitions into three broad categories: a coalition of convenience; a coalition of commitment; 
and a permanent coalition of ethnic parties (alliance). (Note 3) 

In contrast, McGarry & O’Leary (2005), the two most prominent members of consociational school of thought at the 
moment, have suggested that Pakistan “will need to adopt and maintain consociational governance at federal centre” 
to “practice democracy”. (Note 4) Subsequently, Adeney (2009) has asserted that Pakistani federation’s incapacity 
to manage ethnic diversity is the consequence of its nonconsociational features. For the political incorporation and 
accommodation of marginalised groups, consociationalism suggests grand coalition cabinets to ensure power 
sharing in multiethnic societies.  
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While both approaches suggest power sharing for the multiethnic society of Pakistan, it is important to analyse the 
politics of power sharing in Pakistan. This investigation, in turn, will explore the relevancy of grand coalition and/or 
multiethnic alliances with the multiethnic society of Pakistan.  

The next section will briefly introduce the multiethnicity of Pakistan. The third section will explore the power 
sharing arrangements in detail. The final section examines why coalitions fall apart in the case of Pakistan.  

2. Multiethnic Society of Pakistan  

2.1 Ethno-linguistic Composition of Pakistan  

Pakistan is a multiethnic state. It is composed of four provinces, federal capital, and federally administered tribal 
areas (FATA). Each of its provinces is a homeland of more than one ethno linguistic groups. Punjabis and Siraikis 
are based in Punjab. Sindh is the homeland of Sindhis and Mohajirs, Urdu speaking community that migrated from 
India in 1947 and mostly settled in urban centres of Sindh. Pashtuns and Hindko-speaking community are residents 
of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. Balochs and Pashtuns are major communities settled in Balochistan. A complete 
description of ethno-linguist composition of Pakistan is given in the table 1. 

Insert Table 1: “Pakistan by Mother Language” here 

2.2 Political mobilisation of various ethno-linguistic groups  

Pakistan came into being in 1947 as a result of Indian Muslims’ struggle for a separate homeland. Despite their 
regional identities, majority of the Muslims supported the idea of a Muslim state, namely Pakistan. However, soon 
the regionalism emerged in Pakistan. The Bengali nationalism, Pashtun separatism, Sindhi regionalism, and Baloch 
sub-nationalism have challenged the writ of the state at different times. Mohajirs also have been involved in ethnic 
clashes in the urban centres of Sindh i.e. Karachi and Hyderabad. Recently, a low profile non-violent assertion is 
also seen in the southern Punjab. Hence, excluding Punjabis, all the ethno linguistic groups of Pakistan have been 
mobilising against the central authorities or rival ethnic groups.   

Balochs have mobilized more frequently and more markedly against the central authorities of Pakistan. The First 
Baloch uprising took place in 1947 when prince Abdul Karim Khan, the younger brother of the Khan of Kalat did 
not accept the Khan’s decision about the annexation of Kalat state into Pakistan. This protest was limited to the 
Kalat state and its surroundings. Then, the Baloch resistance surfaced in 1950s when the central government 
amalgamated the Baloch region in the province of West Pakistan, under the one-unit scheme. The third Baloch 
uprising took place in 1970s when the provincial government of Balochistan was removed by the central 
government. It was the most prominent protest due its greater strength and wider scope. The fourth Baloch political 
protest took place during Musharraf period in 2002. 

Sindhis have also protested against the centralization of political power. The first Sindhis’ resentment appeared on 
the separation of Karachi from Sindh when it was declared as the capital of Pakistan.  Likewise Balochs, Sindhis 
protested against the one-unit scheme in 1950s. But, the most prominent political mobilization took place in 1980s 
against the policies of Zia-ul-Haq. It have been noted that during the Movement for Restoration of Democracy 
(MRD) in 1980s, at least 300 Sindhis were killed. 

Pashtuns have also protested at various juncture of Pakistan’s history. The first Pashtun resentment was a reaction to 
the dismissal of Dr. Khan’s nationalist government in 1947. Then, the Pashtuns resisted against the one-unit scheme 
in 1950s. The third Pashtun mobilization resulted from the dismissal of NAP-JUI government, the ban of NAP, and 
the arrest of Wali Khan in 1970s. 

Since 1980s, the urban Sindh has witnessed some severe ethnic clashes between Mohajirs and other ethnic groups. 
The situation of law and order has been remained deteriorated in Karachi. MQM, the prominent political party of 
Mohajirs, has joined various coalition cabinets but the situation of unrest in urban Sindh remained unchanged.   

To sum up, Pakistan has witnessed a variety of political mobilizations along ethnic lines. Resultantly, despite their 
limited strength and scope, these protests caused political instability and chaos in Pakistan.  

2.3 Political Boundaries of various Ethno Linguistic Groups  

Though Islam has been considered as a binding force in Pakistan, various divisions are evident in the Pakistani 
society. People have difference of opinion on various issues and they support the parties that support their agendas. 
The evidence shows that various ethno-linguistic groups of Pakistan have voted for different political parties. A 
survey of general elections of 2008 for National Assembly explores the leanings of various ethno-linguistic groups 
towards certain political parties. The Punjabi and Siraiki constituencies of the Punjab have voted for the mainstream 
parties i.e. PML-N, PML-Q, and PPPP. Sindhis have voted overwhelmingly for the PPPP. The Pashtun and Baloch 
constituencies are distributed among regional and mainstream parties. The Hindko speaking segment of the Khyber 
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Pakhtunkhwa has extended its support to the two factions of Muslim League: PML-N and PML-Q. The Urdu 
speaking community has voted for the MQM. However, the imperative finding is that Pakistani society is not a case 
of deeply divided society. The mainstream parties enjoy support of all ethno linguistic groups. A detailed description 
of party votes by linguistic groups is given in the table # 2.  

Insert Table 2: “Party Vote Shares (%) by linguistic Segment” here 

3. Politics of Power sharing in Pakistan  

Power sharing arrangements has remained short-lived in Pakistan. It seems that the politicians are not capable to 
address the mutual differences. They remained unable to accommodate each other in coalition politics. This section 
evaluates the power-sharing experiences in the post-1971 Pakistan. Various episodes have been discussed in 
subsequent sections.   

3.1 Power sharing Accord between PPP and NAP-JUI 

Awami League of Sheikh Mujib had a complete success in the eastern wing of Pakistan, in the first general elections 
of Pakistan’s history in 1970. In contrast, the mandate in western wing remained divided. Though Bhutto’s Pakistan 
People’s Party (PPP) was the leading party in West Pakistan, by winning 85 out of 144 seats, its success was almost 
completely confined to the two majority provinces of the Punjab and Sindh. In Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and 
Balochistan, the National Awami Party (NAP) and Jamiat-ul-Ulama Islam (JUI) emerged as the major parties.  

Insert Table 3: “Party Position in Federal and Provincial Elections 1970” here 

After the separation of East Pakistan in December 1971, Bhutto took over the office of the President of Pakistan and 
became the civilian martial law administrator. The opposition parties in Pakistan demanded to end the martial law 
and to transfer power to the elected governments at centre and provinces. Consequently, Bhutto decided to confer 
with the opposition parties to address their grievances. He met with the opposition parties, NAP and JUI, in early 
March 1972. The meeting proved fruitful and it resulted in a 12-point accord. The main points of the accord includes: 
“(a) Bhutto agreed to lift the Martial Law on August14; (b) it was decided that the authority would be transferred to 
the representative governments at centre and the respective provinces; (c) and that the central government will 
appoint provincial governors with the consultation of majority parties of respective provinces”. (Note 6) 

This accord was considered a good sign for the future of democratic rule in Pakistan. However, the suspicions 
regarding the centre-province relationship and the delegation of authority to elected governments remained alive. 
Bhutto and Wali Khan presented their own interpretations in press conferences about the most important clauses of 
the accord. (Note 7) To resolve the disputes, a second round of the meetings was held in April at Peshawar. Initially, 
the meeting remained fruitless. However, after several meetings, a new agreement was signed on April 27, 1972. In 
this agreement, Bhutto had offered two federal ministries to NAP/JUI, and agreed to appoint governors in 
Balochistan and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa on recommendations of the NAP/JUI.  

As a result of this accord, the NAP and JUI, the majority parties in Balochistan and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa were 
invited to form governments in their respective provinces. In addition, Bhutto appointed governors in these two 
provinces on the recommendation of NAP and JUI. Bhutto advised the governors to guarantee fair treatment for all 
inhabitants of province. In his letters to governors, he directed the governors to preserve integrity of the state, to 
maintain law and order situation, and not to interfere with the jurisdiction of the central government. The letters to 
the governors were published expecting that it will endure the agreement. But, to J R Paterson (1972), “whatever the 
reasons, the publication of these letters and the general tone of the press conference do not contribute very much 
friendly relations between the centre and provinces in the future”. 

This tripartite accord worked only for a short period. The ‘politics of accommodation’ was broken down soon. The 
federal government sacked NAP’s government in Balochistan on the grounds that it was working against the 
integrity of the state. The NAP/JUI coalition government of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa resigned as a protest against this 
dismissal of Balochistan government (Mushtaq, 2009).  

However, the neutral observers discarded the contention of central government that the minority provinces were 
involved in anti state activities. Imray (1976) wrote, “On Balochistan there was unanimous opinion that even the 
most extreme opponents of the government were not separatists. They wanted to remain a part of Pakistan but with 
greater autonomy. The alternatives - joining Iran or Afghanistan or becoming independent state were never seriously 
considered”. (Note 8) Similarly, it has been argued that there was no reality in the Pashtunistan issue in the Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa. In his annual report defence attaché of British embassy in Pakistan wrote,” the Pashtunistan issue has 
caused no real difficulty. While it is always easy to find Pathans (Pashtuns) who will decry Pakistan and the 
government, they are not so ready to offer any real alternative and seem content to get as much as they can for their 
people without sacrificing their traditional feelings for independence”. (Note 9)  
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To sum up, the tripartite accord came to an end. The Supreme Court banned the NAP through a judicial decision. 
Wali Khan was jailed on the grounds that his party was involved in anti state activities. A military operation 
underwent in Balochistan to suppress the uprising. This operation continued for several years (1973-77). The mutual 
hostility of government and the opposition parties provided the military another opportunity to take over. 
Resultantly, in July 1977, the Bhutto government was overthrown through a coup d'état, led by Zia-ul-Haq. The 
parliament was dissolved, the political parties were banned and the 1973 constitution was suspended.  

3.2 Coalition Politics of Post-Zia Era (1988-99) 

During Zia period (1977-88), the normal political process remained suspended. The people of Pakistan have to wait 
until 1985 for the general elections. However, these elections were party less. Through constitutional amendment, 
Zia had gained the authority to appoint prime minister. Therefore, his nominee, Muhammad Khan Junejo installed 
his government in 1985. Junejo government survived for a short period and it was dismissed by Zia-ul-Haq in 1988. 
A new episode of parliamentary politics started after the death of Zia-ul-Haq in August 1988. The post-Zia era 
witnessed a number of coalition cabinets. But, these coalitions or alliances survived only for short periods. The 
evaluation of these alliances reveals that the spirit of accommodation remained missing in these power sharing 
arrangements.  

Insert Table 4: “National Assembly General Elections (1988-1993)”here 

In the federal elections of 1988, Pakistan People’s Party surfaced as a major party at national level by securing 93 
national assembly seats out of the 207 seats. Benazir Bhutto, the leader of PPP ‘initiated conciliation with all the 
important political groups in the country’ (Rais, 1989). Though the PPP emerged as the leading party, it had to offer 
partnership to other parties for the simple majority in the house. IJI was the major rival of PPP; therefore it made 
contact with the smaller regional parties i.e. Mohajir Qaumi Movement (MQM) and Awami National Party (ANP). 
MQM, a regional party of Sindh joined the coalition government of PPP at national level an in the province of Sindh. 
This alliance was very crucial because the province of Sindh was politically divided between PPP and MQM. This 
division was along rural-urban lines. The PPP enjoyed electoral support in the Sindhi speaking rural Sindh by 
getting all National Assembly seats in the Sindhi-speaking region and the MQM dominated in the Mohajir 
constituencies of Karachi and Hyderabad by winning majority of seats. This trend continued in the provincial results 
of Sindh also (Kennedy, 1991). So the cooperation between PPP and MQM was viewed as a ‘success story of 
mediation concerning the conflict of interests between urban and rural Sindh’ (Rais, 1989). ANP, a regional party of 
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, entered into an alliance with PPP at national level and in the province Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. 
(Note 10) However, PPP remained unable to install coalition government in the vital province of Punjab. In Punjab, 
IJI had succeeded to install its government. (Note 11) Nawaz Sharif, the major rival of PPP succeeded in becoming 
chief minister of Punjab. Therefore, Benazir had the challenges to deal with the coalition partners in Sindh and 
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and the rival ministry in Punjab. 

PPP and MQM signed a 59-point accord that is popularly known as Karachi Declaration on December 2, 1988. It 
was hoped that the friendly relations between PPP and MQM would endorse the law and order situation in Karachi. 
However, the coalition partners, PPP and MQM, remained unable to address the mutual grievances. They were 
unable to resolve the conflict between the rural and urban Sindh. Consequently, the alliance was collapsed. 

According to MQM, the PPP government dishonoured the agreement. Ignoring the mohajir community, it started 
pro-Sindhi policies in Sindh. Consequently, MQM withdrew its support to federal government and supported the 
IJI-led no-confidence motion against Benazir Bhutto in October 1989. This move of MQM resulted in bitter clashes 
in Sindh between the supporters of MQM and PPP. After its separation from the coalition government, MQM 
entered into an alliance with IJI. MQM and IJI signed an accord with almost same clauses that had its predecessor 
(Kennedy, 1991). 

Ghulam Ishaq Khan, then the president of Pakistan, dissolved Benazir government in 1990. (Note 12) Mid-term 
elections were held in October 1990. IJI won these elections and also drew support from the regional parties, namely 
MQM and ANP. IJI, a coalition of nine parties got enough support to form its government in Islamabad. It also 
remained successful to install its government in the vital province of Punjab. In Balochistan, IJI installed a coalition 
government with the regional parties. It also installed coalition governments in the provinces of Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa and Sindh. It has been observed that the regional parties joined different alliances at different times. 
(Note 13) Nevertheless, there decision to support a particular alliance/ party remained ‘always qualified and based 
on self interest’ (Ziring, 1990).  

This time, it was not an easy task for Nawaz Sharif to keep mutually hostile parties together as coalition partners. 
The coalition partners had different backgrounds and ideologies. ANP, the successor of NAP and the descendant of 
the Khudai Khidmatgar Tehrik of Abdul Ghaffar Khan, was a strange bedfellow for Pakistan Muslim League. 
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Similarly, Jamat Islami (JI) and MQM had been involved in mutual attacks. Furthermore, JI, MQM, ANP, and PML 
had different vision over issues like foreign policy, Kashmir dispute, and Pak-Afghan relationships (Waseem, 1992; 
Talbot, 2005). Consequently, the coalition began to disintegrate soon. Ghulam Ishaq Khan dismissed the IJI 
government in 1993 but it was restored through the verdict of Supreme Court. However, the political chaos resulted 
in the resignations of prime minister and the president.     

Pakistan witnessed another general election in 1993. The PML and PPP emerged as the leading parties in general 
elections of 1993 by securing 72 and 86 seats respectively, in the National Assembly of 207 seats. The salient 
feature of this election was that the regional parties of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Balochistan suffered defeats. The 
Islamic parties also remained unable to attract the electorate. MQM boycotted the elections of National Assembly as 
protest against the military’s operation clean up.  However, it participated in the provincial elections and continued 
to maintain its electoral support in Karachi by winning 22 of the 28 Provincial Assembly seats. The election results 
suggested that Pakistan was moving toward a two-party system and PPP and PML-N made notable inroads into the 
provinces (Amin, 1994).   

PPP, the leading party in National Assembly, succeeded in forming a coalition government at federal level and in 
the province of Punjab with PML-J. It also remained successful in setting-up its government in Sindh. However, in 
the province of NWFP, PML-N and ANP installed their coalition government. The evidence shows that this episode 
of coalition cabinets also suffered from internal disputes and mutual rivalry. The relations between PML-J and PPP 
remained problematic in Islamabad and Punjab. For example, in Punjab, PPP had given the office of chief minister 
to its junior coalition partner, PML-J. But, it attempted to discharge Manzoor Watto, then the chief minister of 
Punjab to install its own chief minister. However, PML-J resisted this attempt and PPP could only manage to replace 
Manzoor Watto by a much weaker figure of the same party, Sardar Arif Nakai (Talbot, 2005). The relations between 
coalition partners in Islamabad were also not friendly. The mutual distrust of the coalition partners resulted in 
another political turmoil. Farooq Leghari, then the president of Pakistan, dissolved the government of Benazir 
Bhutto in 1996. 

The results of the general elections of 1997 were amazing in Pakistan. PML-N got a tremendous victory. Since 1985, 
it was for the first time that a party possessed an absolute majority in the National Assembly. It was also for the first 
time that a Punjab based party made significant inroads in rural Sindh, the stronghold of PPP. Ethno-regional 
parties’ performance remained mix: ANP and MQM captured 9 and 12 seats respectively in the National Assembly. 
BNP and JWP, the two Baloch nationalist parties, won 3 and 2 seats respectively. The JUI-F was the only religious 
party with two members in the National Assembly (Talbot, 2005). 

Insert Table 5: “Party Position in National and Provincial General Elections 1997”here 

Despite of its absolute majority, PML-N entered into an alliance with the regional parties of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 
and Sindh. It installed coalition government in Islamabad and in the provinces of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Sindh 
with ANP and MQM respectively. As a result, PPP, the largest party in the Sindh Assembly became the opposition 
party. However, it is argued that the coalition failed to work and did not provide ‘effective governance’ (Syed, 1998). 
The relations between the coalition partners in Sindh were not pleasant. Even, MQM occasionally ‘organized protest 
marches and strikes to press the government for the implementation of the agreement of cooperation they had signed 
in February 1997’. Afterwards, MQM’s ministers resigned from the central and provincial cabinets (Rizvi, 1999).  

ANP, the coalition partner in Islamabad and in the province of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, also left the coalition as a 
protest against the PML-N’s refusal to rename NWFP as Pukhtunkhwa. Both parties, ANP and MQM, accused 
“Nawaz Sharif of establishing Punjab’s hegemony over the smaller provinces and violating the latter’s rights and 
interests” (Rizvi, 2000). This perception was underpinned by the central governments unilateral decision to revive 
the Kalabagh dam project. The provincial assemblies of Sindh, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, and Balochistan had passed 
resolution against this project already. The nationalist groups and parties from the smaller provinces vowed to 
defend their right of self-rule. Some suggested a new constitution framed by a constituent assembly with equivalent 
representation of all provinces (Rizvi, 1999). Meanwhile, Pakistan’s Oppressed Nations Movement (PONM), a 
group of 28 ethno-regional parties was launched during 1998 and this association continued to protest against 
allegedly authoritarian rule and for ‘the establishment of a decentralized polity’ (Rizvi, 2000). Afterwards, Nawaz 
Sharif was removed by the military and Pervez Musharraf took over the charge in October 1999.  

3.3 Mutual Accommodation during Musharraf period   

After the general elections of 2002, the political parties were divided into two camps: pro-Musharraf and 
anti-Musharraf. A pro-Musharraf coalition government (PML-Q, National Alliance and MQM) was installed after 
the elections in Islamabad. PML-Q installed its government in Punjab, and managed to form coalition governments 
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in Sindh and Balochistan with MQM and MMA respectively. MMA, the leading party, formed its government in the 
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. 

Insert Table 6: “Party Position in National and Provincial General Elections 2002”here 

It was for the first time in recent history of Pakistan that coalition governments completed their specified 
parliamentary tenure. However, the regime’s stability was possible because of the Musharraf’s active contribution in 
keeping the coalition intact. In addition, Musharraf kept Nawaz Sharif and Benazir Bhutto outside the game of 
politics. However, this attempt led the opponents of the past to come close to each other. In London, the both leaders 
signed the “Charter of Democracy”. In the charter, they agreed to work together for the restoration of democratic 
rule in Pakistan.  

3.4 Politics of Reconciliation in post-Musharraf era  

In October 2007, Musharraf was elected for his second five-year presidential term. This controversial presidential 
election was followed by general elections for the National Assembly and the four Provincial Assemblies. In the 
general elections of 2008, PPP and PML-N emerged as the leading political parties by winning 88 and 67 seats 
respectively in the National Assembly. The number of seats rose up to 122 for PPP and 91 for PML-N as a result of 
the allocation of reserved seats for women and joining of independently elected members to these parties. In the 
province of Punjab, PML-N was the leading party. PPP succeeded in getting a clear majority in the province of 
Sindh. However, MQM dominated the urban Sindh and secured 25 seats of the National Assembly. In the province 
of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa ANP got victory. PML-Q appeared as the largest party in Balochistan. The broad-based 
coalition government at the centre included PPP, PML-N, ANP, MQM, and MMA. It has been argued that this 
coalition was only one of its kinds in Pakistan as it was ‘the broadest-ever coalition of political parties’ in the 
Pakistan’s history (Rizvi, 2008). 

Insert Table 7: “Results of General Elections 2008” here 

PPP and PML-N decided to share power in the Bhurban declaration. This declaration was considered as a great 
move towards conciliatory politics in Pakistan. (Note 14) However, the durability of these power-sharing 
arrangements was in question due to the past antagonism between the two parties. Syed Yousaf Raza Gillani, a 
former speaker of National Assembly and PPP leader from Southern Punjab, headed the PPP-led coalition. In the 
election of Prime Minister Ship, he scored 264 of 306 votes polled for this election. After his election, Gillani put 
together the coalition cabinet. The cabinet ministries were distributed among the coalition partners, more or less, 
according to their numerical strength in the National Assembly. Initially, out of the total 24 positions, 11 were given 
to the PPP, 9 to the PML-N, 3 to the junior coalition partners (ANP and JUI-F), and 1 to an independent candidate 
(Kronstadt, 2008). 

It was an only one of its kind practice in Pakistan that a grand coalition government was installed in Islamabad. The 
coalition was comprised of the two mainstream political parties (PPP and PML-N), two regional political parties 
(ANP and MQM), and an Islamic party (JUI-F). For the moment, these parties over come the mutual differences to 
refurbish the civilian political rule in Pakistan. Apparently, the political leadership seemed convinced that their split 
will benefit the non-democratic powers (Rizvi, 2008). However, the mutual understanding proved short-lived. 
PML-N, left the coalition government over the dispute of reinstatement of the depose judges. So, the six-week old 
grand coalition came to an end. The cabinet ministers of PML-N submitted their resignation letters to the Prime 
Minister, Yousaf Raza Gillani on May 12, 2008. (Note 15) However, the party declared that it would continue its 
‘issue-based support’ to the government. (Note 16) Finally, PML-N decided to leave the governing coalition 
completely and sat in the opposition.  

At provincial level, PPP and PML-N entered into an alliance in Punjab. Though, still the coalition government is 
functioning in Punjab but the relationships between the coalition partners are not pleasant. The PPP leadership have 
certain reservations about the Punjab’s government treatment with the party. In Sindh, MQM and ANP are coalition 
partners in the PPP-led coalition government. MQM and ANP are involved in the mutual attacks in Karachi. In 
addition, MQM and PPP have difference of opinion over various issues. MQM has been reiterated that it would 
leave the coalition government if the provincial government continued its policy of ignoring the MQM. However, 
the situation is different in the minority provinces of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Balochistan. The coalition 
government of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa has successfully managed to overcome the mutual differences. More or less, 
there is a complete consensus between coalition partners, PPP and ANP, over vital issues and policies. The coalition 
government of Balochistan is also functioning smoothly. Recently, the JUI and MQM have left the coalition. So, the 
federal coalition government that was once comprised of five political parties is now consisting of only two parties, 
PPP and ANP.  
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This story seems to suggest that the politics of power sharing in post-Musharraf era also resulted into failure. The 
grand coalition at the federal centre existed for a few weeks and the coalition partners in the provinces of Punjab and 
Sindh are involved in mutual antagonism.  

4. Some concluding remarks  

It is important to explore why coalitions fall apart in Pakistan? The analysis of the power-sharing arrangements in 
Pakistan seems to suggest that political culture of Pakistan is no more conducive for such arrangements. The 
summary of coalition cabinets displays that these coalitions remained short-lived. Neither multiethnic nor grand 
coalition survived in Pakistan. The evidence shows that there is no single factor responsible for the collapse of 
coalitions in Pakistan. The coalitions, normally, disintegrate as a result of internal disputes. It has been argued that 
two factors are crucial for the durability and resilience of coalitions. First, the potential of coalition parties’ to 
discipline their members and second, the effectiveness of mechanisms designed to manage mutual disagreements 
(Muller & Strom, 2000).  

Insert Table 8: “Summary of Coalition cabinets (1988-2008)” here 

In Pakistan, the leadership plays key role in decision making pertaining to the entering or leaving an alliance in 
Pakistan. So, the discipline of party members has nothing to do with the collapse of coalitions in Pakistan. However, 
the failure of mechanisms, such as committees and agreements, are responsible for the disintegration of various 
coalitions in Pakistan. Coalitions of MQM and ANP with the mainstream parties collapsed in post-Zia era due to 
disagreements over the implementation of so-called agreements. Similarly, PML-N left the coalition government 
over the dispute of reinstatement of the deposed judges in the last year. These coalitions did not survive due to the 
lack of mechanisms and channels to override mutual disputes. It is also important to note why political parties enter 
into coalitions? The theory of coalition formation assumes that there are two main incentives responsible for the 
coalescence of political parties to join coalition cabinets. First, it is office-related payoffs (Riker 1962); and second, 
it is policy-related payoffs that motivate the political parties to share power (Schofield 1986). The Pakistani 
experience displays that smaller political parties joined coalitions for office-related benefits tied with the cabinet 
membership. Whether coalition parties wish to influence the policy or hunt for office benefits has clear implications 
for the survival of a coalition. Therefore, the preference of materialistic benefits over the policy issues resulted in the 
failure of coalition politics in Pakistan. This illustration seems to suggest that the political culture of Pakistan is no 
more conducive for power sharing arrangements. Pakistan is a diverse society but it is not deeply divided. The 
election results, since 1970s, shows that the mainstream parties enjoy considerable electoral support in all 
ethno-linguistic groups. The previous studies suggest that lack of power sharing (Amin, 1988) and political 
exclusion (Alqama, 1997) is the key factor in rise and fall of ethno-national movements in Pakistan. But, the history 
of coalition cabinets illustrates that power sharing it is not a political norm in Pakistan. The power sharing models 
have certain limitations in diverse societies. Pakistan requires multiethnic parties rather than multiethnic coalitions 
to share power to smaller ethno-linguistic groups. The mainstream parties should address the grievances of smaller 
groups to engage them in the mainstream politics. In addition to the power sharing through multiethnic parties at 
federal level, the autonomy of constituent units in regional matters will strengthen the federation and ensure the 
political stability in Pakistan.  
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Notes  

* The paper originates from the PhD research work of Muhammad Mushtaq. The co-authors are his supervisors for 
PhD studies.  

Note 1. Lijphart (1977, p. 25) has defined consociational democracy in terms of four characteristics: (a) a grand 
coalition of the political leaders of all significant segments of the plural society; (b) the mutual veto or ‘concurrent 
majority’ rule as an additional protection of minority interests; (c) proportionality as the principal standard of 
political representations, civil service appointments, and allocation of public funds; (d) and a high degree of 
autonomy for each segment to run its own internal affairs. On the other hand, the literature on centripetalism 
suggests four institutions to improve the chances for political stability in multiethnic states. These institutions 
include (a) the alternative vote electoral system; (b) the formation of centrist or multiethnic coalitions; (c) the office 
of a president elected by regional distribution requirements; (d) and administrative federalism (McCulloch, 2009).  

Note 2. These societies include Guyana, Congo, Sierra Leone, Zanzibar, and Guinea etc. 

Note 3. First, in the coalition of convenience, the ethnic parties’ pool seats separately, have usually separate stand 
over issues, enters into an alliance independently, relations among the coalitional partners are governed reciprocity, 
and leave the coalition as the cost increases and benefits decreases. It is normally formed after elections. second, in 
the coalition of commitment, the ethnic parties’ pool seats and some vote, have some policy compromises, and the 
coalitions lasts only as long as it serves the short-lived interests of the parties. It is normally negotiated before but 
formed after election .Third, the alliance (permanent multiethnic coalition), fight election as a unit, with a single 
slate and a single program, has more extensive compromise and adjustment. It is usually formed before election; in 
principle, permanent (Horowitz, 1985: P.366-69). 
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Note 4. For detail see: (McGarry, J. & O’Leary, B. , 2005). 

Note 5. By the eighteenth amendment in the constitution of Pakistan, in 2010, the North-western Frontier Province 
(NWFP) is renamed as Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. 

Note 6. Memorandum: J L Pumphrey (British ambassador at Islamabad) to secretary of state for foreign and 
commonwealth affairs, (diplomatic report number 282/72), April 24, 1972. FCO 37/1136, File No p ¼. File was 
accessed at National Achieve Centre, London.  

Note 7. Wali Khan was a Pashtun nationalist and the leader of NAP. 

Note 8. Report sent to A R Murray (Islamabad) by Mr. Imray about his visit of Karachi 16-24 February, dated 
February 23, 1976: File: FCO 37/1772. File was accessed at National Achieve Centre, London. 

Note 9. FCO 37/1790, file No P 062/548/2 Annual Report: Defence Attaché’s Report (31 December 1974 to 31 
December 1975) Titled ‘Internal situation’. File was accessed at National Achieve Centre, London. 

Note 10. ANP is a successor of NAP that was ‘on a collision course’ with PPP during Z.A. Bhutto period and was 
banned because of it’s allegedly secessionist leanings. 

Note 11. Islami Jamhoori Ittehad (Islamic Democratic Alliance) was a nine-party alliance comprising Pakistan 
Muslim League , Jamaat-e-Islami Pakistan (Pakistan Islamic Party),  Jamiat-e-Ulema-e-Islam (Darkhasti Group) 
(Party of the Scholars of Islam), Khakshar Party, Markazi Jamiat Ahl-E-Hadith, Azad Group, Nizami-i-Mustafa 
Group, Hizbe Jihad, and Jamiah Masheikh. 

Note 12. Benazir government was dismissed in August 1990 by the president on the charges of corruption and 
maladministration. The communal violence and unrest in her home province, Sindh, was the leading contributing 
factor in president’s decision to remove her government (Kennedy, 1991). 

Note 13. For example ANP, MQM, and BNA. 

Note 14. Note on Bhurban Declaration: “PML-N leader Mian Nawaz Sharif and co-chairman PPP Asif Ali Zardari 
signed a declaration in Bhurban. The declaration states that (a) Allied parties, the Pakistan People’s Party and the 
Pakistan Muslim League (N) resolve to form a coalition government for giving a practical shape to the mandate, 
which was given to the democratic forces by the people of Pakistan on February 18, 2008;  (b) This has been 
decided in today’s summit between the PPP and the PML-N that the deposed judges would be restored, on the 
position as they were on November 2, 2007, within 30 days of the formation of the federal government through a 
parliamentary resolution; (c) The parties agreed that all allied parties would fully support the candidate for the 
position of the prime minister, nominated by the PPP. The PML-N suggested that the candidate for prime minister 
should be such person who can take ahead the common agenda of the allied parties; (d) The parties agreed that the 
speaker and the deputy speaker of the national assembly would be from the PPP while the speaker and the deputy 
speaker of the Punjab assembly would be from the PML-N; (e) Both the parties agreed that the PML-N would be a 
part of the federal government while the PPP would be a part of the Punjab government. 6-This is the solid opinion 
of the leaderships of both the parties that the allied parties are ready for forming the governments and the sessions of 
the national and provincial assemblies be summoned immediately” (The News International, Sunday, March 09, 
2008). 

Note 15. The PPP and the PML-N has signed an agreement to reinstate the sacked judges on the position of 
November 2, 2007, within thirty days of the formation of the federal government through a parliamentary resolution. 
Musharraf has removed these judges on November 2, 2007 from the courts.  

Note 16. For detail see: The Daily Dawn, May 13, 2008. 

 

Table 1. Pakistan by Mother Language 

Language Punjab Sindh NWFP Balochistan Pakistan 

 
Urdu 
Punjabi 
Pashto 
Sindhi 
Balochi 
Siraiki 
Others 
Total 

All 
4.5 
75.2 
1.2 
0.1 
0.7 
17.4 
0.9 
100 

Urban 
10.1 
78.8 
1.8 
0.1 
0.1 
8.4 
0.8 
100 

All 
21.1 
7.0 
4.2 
59.7 
2.1 
1.0 
4.9 
100 

Urban 
41.5 
11.5 
11.5 
25.8 
2.7 
1.7 
8.8 
100 

All 
0.8 
1.0 
73.9 
- 
- 
3.9 
20.4 
100 

Urban 
3.5 
4.6 
73.5 
0.1 
- 
3.1 
15.1 
100 

All 
1.6 
2.9 
23.0 
6.8 
58.5 
2.6 
5.1 
100 

Urban 
5.9 
10.6 
19.7 
6.9 
46.7 
4.1 
6.1 
100 

All 
7.8 
45.4 
13.0 
14.6 
3.5 
10.9 
4.8 
100 

Urban 
20.5 
47.6 
9.6 
9.3 
2.6 
5.5 
4.8 
100 

Source: (Kennedy, 2002). 
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Table 2. Party Vote Shares (%) by linguistic Segment (National Assembly Elections 2008) 

Linguistic Group ANP  MMA  MQM PMLN  PMLQ  PPP  Others  Independents  

Punjabi  

Sindhi  

Pashto  

Siraiki  

Balochi  

Urdu  

Others 

Heterogeneous  

Total  

0  

0  

21  

0  

0  

0  

1  

1  

2  

0  

1  

15  

4  

7  

0  

3  

1  

2  

0  

1  

0  

0  

0  

92  

0  

24  

8  

33  

1  

6  

15  

0  

1  

38  

13  

20  

28  

21  

11  

29  

30  

0  

30  

17  

23  

27  

56  

19  

38  

15  

7  

5  

31  

31  

0  

16  

6  

10  

16  

0  

0  

1  

4  

10  

4  

22  

5  

31  

0  

22  

12  

11  

Obtained from: Haris Gazdar, Dawn 13 February 2008 

 
Table 3. Party Position in Federal and Provincial Elections 1970 

Political Party National Assembly Punjab 

Assembly 

Sindh 

Assembly  

Khyber PK 

Assembly  

Balochistan 

Assembly 

PPP 

QML 

JUI (H) 

JUP 

CML 

NAP (W) 

JIP 

PML(C) 

81 

9 

7 

7 

7 

6 

4 

2 

113 

6 

2 

4 

16 

0 

1 

5 

28 

5 

0 

7 

4 

0 

1 

0 

3 

10 

4 

0 

1 

13 

1 

2 

0 

2 

3 

0 

0 

8 

0 

0 

 Source: (Afzal, 2001:pp. 396-97) 

 
Table 4. National Assembly General Elections (1988-1993) 

Party  1988 1990 1993 

PPP/ PDA 93 44 89 

PMLN/ IJI 55 106 73 

PMLJ * * 6 

MQM 13 15 * 

ANP 2 6 3 

JUIF/ IJM 7 6 4 

Source: Election Commission of Pakistan, Islamabad. 

 
Table 5. Party Position in National and Provincial General Elections 1997 

Political Party National 
Assembly 

Punjab 
Assembly 

Sindh Assembly Khyber PK 
Assembly 

Balochistan 
Assembly  

PPP 
PML-N 
PML-F 
JUI-F 
MQM 
ANP 
PKMAP 
BNP 
JWP 
BNM 
Independents 

18 
134 
0 
2 
12 
9 
0 
3 
2 
0 
22 

2 
211 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
22 

34 
15 
7 
0 
26 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
14 

1 
31 
0 
1 
0 
27 
0 
0 
0 
0 
8 

1 
4 
0 
7 
0 
0 
2 
9 
6 
2 
8 

 Source: Election Commission of Pakistan, Islamabad. 
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Table 6. Party Position in National and Provincial General Elections 2002 

Political Party National 
Assembly 

Punjab Assembly Sindh Assembly Khyber PK 
Assembly 

Balochistan 
Assembly 

PML 
MMAP 
PPPP 
PPPP-P1 
PPP-S 
PML(N) 
MQM 
MQM-P 
NA 
PML-F 
PML-J 
PML-Z 
PML-Jinnah 
PAT 
PTI 
ANP 
PPMAP 
JWP 
BNP 
BNDP 
BNM 
IND 
Total  

92 
45 
46 
17 
2 
14 
13 
1 
13 
4 
2 
1 
* 
1 
1 
* 
1 
1 
1 
* 
* 
17 
272 

131 
9 
63 
* 
* 
38 
* 
* 
12 
* 
3 
1 
2 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
8 
* 
38 
297 

11 
8 
51 
* 
* 
* 
32 
1 
12 
10 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
5 
130 

6 
48 
8 
* 
9 
4 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
1 
8 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
15 
99 

11 
13 
2 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
5 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
4 
3 
* 
1 
3 
7 
51 

 Source: Election Commission of Pakistan. 

 
Table 7.Results of General Elections 2008 

Political Party National 

Assembly 

Sindh Assembly Khyber PK 

Assembly 

Balochistan 

Assembly 

Punjab Assembly

PPP 

PML-N 

PML-Q 

MQM 

ANP 

MMA 

PML-F 

PPP-S 

Others 

122 

91 

54 

25 

13 

7 

5 

1 

20 

93 

0 

9 

51 

2 

0 

8 

0 

3 

30 

9 

6 

0 

48 

14 

0 

6 

11 

12 

1 

18 

0 

4 

10 

0 

0 

20 

107 

170 

84 

0 

4 

2 

3 

0 

4 

Source: Election Commission of Pakistan.  

 
Table 8. Summary of Coalition cabinets (1988-2008) 

S. 
No 

Description  Coalition partners  Cabinet Strength* Coalition type Time Period 

1 PPP-led coalition  
(Benazir Bhutto)   

PPP, MQM, ANP 148-55 Multiethnic coalition  1988-90 

2 IJI-led coalition 
 (Nawaz Sharif) 

IJI, MQM, ANP 153-39 Multiethnic coalition 1990-93 

3 PPP-led coalition  
(Benazir Bhutto) 

PPP, PML-J 121-72 Multiethnic coalition 1993-96 

4 PMLN-led coalition 
 (Nawaz Sharif) 

PMLN, ANP 177-16 Multiethnic coalition 1997-99 

5 PMLQ-led coalitions1  
(Zafarullah Jamali)  

PMLQ, MQM, PPPS, NA 172 in the house of 342 Multiethnic coalition 2002- 04 

(Shujat Hussain) PMLQ, MQM, PPPS, NA 189 in the house of 342 Multiethnic coalition 2004-04 

(Shaukat Aziz)  PMLQ, MQM, PPPS, NA 191 in the house of 342 Multiethnic coalition 2004-07 

6 PPP-led coalition  
(Yousaf Raza Gillani)  

PPP, PMLN, MQM, ANP, JUIF 264-42 Grand coalition Since 
2008** 
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*Cabinet strength refers to the number of votes taken by a prime minister in National Assembly during his/her election.  

**PMLN, MQM, and JUI have left the coalition.  

Acronyms 

Abbreviation   Political Party 

ANP 

BNA              

BNM 

BNP 

CML 

IJI 

JI P       

JUI (H) 

JUI-F 

JUP 

JWP 

MMA 

MQM                

NAP (W) 

PAT 

PKMAP         

PML-F 

PML-J 

PML-N 

PMLQ 

PML-Z 

PPP 

PPP-S 

PTI 

QML 

PDP 

PML(C) 

Awami National Party 

Balochistan National Alliance  

Balochistan National Movement  

Balochistan National Party 

Convention Muslim League 

Islami Jamhoori Ittehad 

Jamaat-e-Islami Pakistan 

Jamiat Ulema-e-Islam (Hazarvi Group) 

Jamiat Ulema-e-Islam (Fazal-ur-Rehman Group) 

Jamiat Ulema-e-Pakistan 

Jamhoori Wattan Party 

Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal 

Muttahida Qaumi Movement Pakistan 

National Awami Party (Wali Group) 

Pakistan Awami Tehrik 

Pashtun Khawa Milli Awami Party 

Pakistan Muslim League (Functional Group) 

Pakistan Muslim League (Junejo Group) 

Pakistan Muslim League (Nawaz Group) 

Pakistan Muslim League (Quaid-e-Azam Group) 

Pakistan Muslim League (Zia Group) 

Pakistan Peoples Party 

Pakistan Peoples Party (Shairpao Group) 

Pakistan Tehrik Insaf  

Qaiyum Muslim League  

Pakistan Democratic Party  

Pakistan Muslim League  (Council) 

 

 

 


