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Introduction

by lan Talbot

to secure sustainable political development. Turmoil punctuated

by increasing military intervention has dominated the landscape.
Political failings have gone hand in hand with cycles of economic boom and
bust and a failure to undertake structural reforms. Growth has stalled under
successive regimes, contributing to foreign-exchange crises that have made
the country reliant on foreign aid, bailouts and the remittances sent
home by Pakistani diasporic communities. For many decades, sovereignty
has been traded for such assistance. In recent times, China, the so-called
‘game changer’, has replaced the United States as the main source of devel
opment aid, which is desperately required because Pakistan has failed to
get its own house in order.

In a timely manner, the publication of Chequered Past, Uncertain
Futurecoincides with another crisis moment in Pakistan’s political and
economic development, which follows Imran Khan’s ousting from power
in April  and the subsequent economic and political fallout. The crisis
has brought into sharp focus the long-standing tensions in civil-military
relations and Pakistan's economic vulnerability. The latter has been wors
ened by the Ukraine con ict, the supply-chain shocks that have followed
the - pandemic and the exceptional monsoon ooding. The
concluding chapters of the volume provide a detailed narrative descrip
tion of the unfolding events that have polarized political life and led to
clashes between Pakistan’s key institutions. Readers will immediately dis
cern familiar patterns at play in the current turmoil. To name but three:
political engineering by the military; the presence of a zero-sum-game
approach to politics that hampers democratic consolidation; and per
vasive conspiracy theories regarding the in uence of the United States.
There are changes as well as continuities. Khan’s boldness in taking on the
military re ects the con dence brought by the appeal of Pakistan's Tehrik-
i-Insaf’'s ( — Pakistan’s Movement for Justjce through adroit social
media — rst to the ‘youth bulge’ whose urban element is better educated
and informed than ever before and second to a politically active dias-
pora. Indeed, it could be argued that Imran Khan has e ectively copied
from Narendra Modi’s populist playbook in acquiring nancial, lobbying

This volume’s title re ects Pakistan’s post-independence struggles



and media support through courting Pakistanis living in thand
the

Initially, Imran Khan's ability to reach out to Pakistani youth and the
hope of his addressing mounting structural problems attracted the estab
lishment’s attention, the so-called ‘Project Imran’ Withoutpolitical
activists’ unprecedented attacks on military installations on May
there was still a way back for him, despite the feathers he had ru ed
following the vote of no con dence.

The imbalances in the civil-military relationship form a major focus
of the book. The author provides su cient empirical data to move beyond
a simplistic military—civilian dichotomy. The volume dissects autheritar
ianism, whether of Nawaz Sharif in the later s, Imran Khan in the early

s or Zul gar Ali Bhutto half a century earlier. The evidence points to
the fact that civilian leaders could just as readily muzzle the press, er impli
cate opponents in false cases, as could any military regime. Earlier chapters
reveal the conditions for the emergence of a political culture of clientelism
and opportunism that have, in successive generations, ensured military
rulers the backing of a ‘Martial Law B team, or ‘King’s Party’ The volume
stands on the shoulders of earlier scholars in revealing the creep of military
in uence into ever wider areas of Pakistan’s institutional, administrative and
economic life. The more recent term ‘hybrid regime’ has been coined for the
continuing existence of military in uence over civilian governments when
the Army has formally retired to its barracks.

The book further identi es the absence of the rule of law and the per
sistence of dynastic politics as key elements of political instability. Allied to
all of these is the construction of a unitary identity around Islam and Urdu
to the detriment of an acceptance of Pakistan’s inherent pluralism. Pakistan’s
emergence as an ideological state is always associated with the Zia era; the
volume reveals, however, its long-standing roots. Islam owered in the early

s because of the e orts of political activists and religious scholars who
had migrated to Pakistan, despite their earlier pan-Islamic opposition to the
struggle to achieve a Muslim territorial homeland. Just as simple civilian—
military dichotomies are dissolved, so too are easy binaries between-‘secular
ists’ and Islamists. Liaquat Ali Khan and Zul gar Ali Bhutto could both be
seen as creating the conditions for the later institutionalized Islamization of
the reviled Zia regime, the former with respect to the legacy of the adoption
of the Objectives Resolutionon March by the Constituent Assembly.

In , Bhutto completed the exclusionary response to the Ahmadis, which
was rooted in the activism of the Majlis-i-Ahrar in the late colonial era.

The volume interestingly provides a more nuanced account than that of
many authors with respect to the Yahya regime’s ‘blame’ forthe  breakup
of Pakistan (see Chapter Seven). The exception is, of course, the launching
of the brutal military crackdown in East Pakistan on March . The
language dimension of Bengali separatism is traced back to the attitudes
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