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1. Introduction 
 As many scholars argue (for example, Talbot, 2012; Husain, 2000; 

Hussain, 1979) Pakistan is an elitist state. Pakistan's ruling elites are 

making rentals out of the political system, economy, and institutions 

to match their vested interests (Khan et al. 2018). For this purpose, 
they are using their social, economic, and political resources, not for  

the stability and development of Pakistan but only for their personal 

benefits (Rizvi, 2015). Hussain (1976) explains, there is 

heterogeneity among the ruling elites in Pakistan. Some exert more 

power and influence than others. This heterogeneity therefore causes 

rivalry and tension between them. On the other hand, they are also 
coordinating and cooperating on some grounds in order to face the 

revolutionary threat from the public and non-governing elites. We 

will address in this paper what factors uniting them and making their  

collective action possible. This research reviews the literature 

available discussing how different elite groups competed with each 

other in taking a prominent position.  

 Pakistan and India achieved independence from British colonialism 

in August 1947. Both countries had a common historical background 
and almost identical social and economic problems. For example, 

poverty rate, low literacy rate, poor healthcare facilities, authoritarian 

bureaucracy, ethnic diversity, and social instability, etc. But the 

political structure they developed over time is different.  India is now 

considered a consolidated democracy, but Pakistan is still struggling 
to do so. India has not yet complied with any martial law, its military 

work is under civilian control, its state power is decentralized with 

provincial autonomy and an accountable bureaucracy exists there.  

Pakistan is almost the opposite of India. About half the age since 

independence, Pakistan has been ruled by the military. For the 
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remaining half, the army also played a heavy interventionist role in 

civilian governments. The parliament is weak, and the bureaucracy is 
not accountable.  Based on the Weberian school of thought1, we 

assume that this happened mainly due to the different elite structure 

Pakistan developed especially in the initial years of its 

independence2. In this article, we address that, following a short 

period of independence in 1947 until the Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto era in 
1977, a powerful ruling class in Pakistan gained power and 

dominance over almost all state policies. The main causes of this 

change were internal that this paper discusses briefly. In the next 

section, we talk about how the existing elitist structure in Pakistan 

was developed in the initial years of independence from 1947 to 

1977. After that, we conclude this debate.  

2. Dynamics of Elitist Structure  
Rahman Khan (2012) defines the elite on the base of resources they 

have in their control or management. These resources may be social,  

economic or political, but the main feature they have is that they give 

their holder a uniquely prominent position over ordinary people in 

society. Edinger and Searing (1967) state the position of an elite in 

terms of her strategic role in making public policy decisions. They 
say that every political system is organized and managed by a bunch 

of individuals who play a major role in crafting state policies. Elites' 

definition by Higley (2008) focuses on those people who can affect 

strongly and frequently on political outcomes in a polity. Collier 

(1982) explains that these people have a privileged status and belong 
to the upper and middle strata of society. Vergara (2013) states that 

these individuals are responsible for managing and organizing a 

state’s affairs and power structure. On the base of these definitions, 

we can infer that the political, economic, and social resources provide 

a strategic position to its holders to play a major role in crafting state 
policies and establishing a state organization. These individuals, 

resource holders, are collectively named as the elite.  

There is a disagreement among the scholars about the numbers and 
types of elitist groups in Pakistan. Khan et al. (2018) declare that 

they are nine in numbers: military elites, landlord elites, bureaucratic 

elites, religious elites, industrialist elites, judicial elites, dynamic 

elites, taxing elites, and elites in media. Shafqat (1989) states that 

their number is five: military elites, bureaucratic elites, industrial-
merchant elites, political elites, and religious elites. Hussain (1976) 

classifies elites into three groups of institutions. The first group is 

comprised of traditional elites which are represented by landowning 

elites and religious elites. According to him, these two types of elites 
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were also existent in the pre-colonial era and since then they 

maintained their power and influence. The second is colonial 
institutions in which military and civil bureaucracy exist. The last 

group is called emergent institutions which emerged after the 

independence of Pakistan in 1947. In this category Industrial elites 

and professional elites are found. In this article, we only talk about 

those types of elites which are regularly and substantially affecting 
the state policies and have a strategic position to influence in this 

regard. We call them ruling or governing elites. Therefore,  we drop 

professional elites and elites in media3 from the category of ruling 

elites since we consider them as the non-ruling ones who are not 

influencing state policies regularly and substantially. Also, they do 

not have a key strategic position to impact policymaking process in 
Pakistan. Similar is the case of intellectual elites in Pakistan. They 

are influential to some extent but cannot be considered as a ruling 

elite. Hence, we consider the bureaucratic elite, the religious elite, 

military, landowners, and businessmen4 as the main components of 

the ruling elite in Pakistan.  

2.1. The emergence of Ruling Elite in Pakistan  
Pakistan came into existence in 1947 because of the political struggle 

of the Muslim League. It was a political movement having no 

specific idea how to run a state and what would be the basic 
principles (for instance, the United States Declaration of 

Independence) under which this country would be ruled.  Therefore it 

still took nearly 30 years to complete the "elite formation process".  

The following elements, relevant to our article, were playing their 

major roles when the Pakistani nation started its journey, and these 

factors were also responsible for the construction of the elitist 

structure in the coming years.  

 Firstly, in West Indian regions where Muslims were a minority,  the 
Muslim League leadership has deep roots, for instance, Bihar and 

UP. When these leaders migrated to Pakistan, they had no strong 

political support here. Consequently, they relied more on civil 

bureaucracy by ignoring the political process since it was not in their  

political advantage. This resulted in strengthening the power of 

bureaucrats on the cost of the democratic process (Talbot, 2012; 

Jaffrelot 2002; Shafqat, 1989). 

Second, for the public mobilization and justifying the Islamic 
nationalism, Muslim League used Islamic ideology as a key 

instrument. The migrant leadership of the Muslim League and the 

military establishment also used Islamic narrative in order to get 
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public support and legitimacy after independence. This indirectly 

raised the role of Islam and religious elites in Pakistan. 

Third, before independence, both civil bureaucracy and military 

institution were apolitical and operational in that role which was 

assigned to them by their colonial rulers. After independence, they 
just changed their label and keep working under their former roles.  
Yet due to shifting political circumstances and their rivalry with 

other state organisations, they have changed their positions and 

became prominent elite groups (Hussain, 1976).  

 Finally, as Ahmed (1981) states in depth, the Muslim League led a 

movement which was overwhelmingly funded by the educated 

middle class. Its main leader, Muhammad Ali Jinnah, was a 

professional lawyer. In its organizational set up there was not a major 
role of industrialists as we observe in the case of the Indian National 

Congress. Ahmed further describes that Muslim industrialist in 

united India – who were in small numbers - had an incentive in a new 

Muslim state since they were feeling unwell due to their intense 

business competition from the Hindu and Parsi Businessmen. 
However, this was not the case of feudal elites. They had a strong 

influence on the politics of united India and the organizational 

structure and narrative of the Muslim league.  

We suggest that all the groups of Pakistani elites established their 

strategic position after independence in 1947 except landowning 

elites. The next segment elaborates on some major events, explaining 

the changing roles of elites including their rivalry and cooperation 

with each other.  

2.2. Bureaucratic Elites 
As discussed, an increase in political leaders’ dependence on civil 

bureaucracy more than any other institution raised the power of 

bureaucratic elites. Moreover, Pakistani bureaucracy was also a 
developed institution, had a deep association with the feudal and 

urban elites more than any other group of elites in Pakistan.  

Birkhead (1966) explains that it was the civil service of Pakistan 

(CSP), composed of almost 0.7% of entire bureaucratic staff, that 

played a key role in expanding the power and influence of 

bureaucracy. Its evidence is that many leading politicians of that time 
like Ghulam Muhammad (third Governor-General of Pakistan), Ch.  

Muhammad Ali (fourth Prime Minister of Pakistan), and Iskandar 

Mirza (first President of Pakistan) had a strong bureaucratic 

background.   
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When CSP was playing a leading role in state affairs, its conflict and 

cooperation with other elites’ groups were imperative.  Landowning 
elites supported CSP since both shared common interests, 

maintaining a traditional feudalistic state structure since political 

liberalization was against their vested interests.  While religious and 

military elites were in opposition to the CSP. The reason is that the 

bureaucracy at that time was well aligned to the secular approaches 
of the administration and had an interest in keeping religion and state 

separate (Binder 1963). However, the religious elite wanted to make 

Pakistan an Islamic traditionalist country.  Meanwhile, the military 

also observed that the bureaucratic institution was becoming weak 

and corrupt since it was misusing its unleashed institutional power in 

politics. Hussain (1976) elaborates that it was in 1958 when the 
military perceived it very well that bureaucracy had become so 

fragile that they could easily take over the state. Here, we suggest 

that the rivalry between military and bureaucracy was due to their 

competition with each other on deciding which institution must play 

a leading role in controlling state resources. 

It was not the case that the role of civil bureaucracy as an elite group 

vanished when the military took control of the country. Instead, 

bureaucracy occupied the second important position after the military 
in maintaining the status quo. Talbot (2012) confirms that 

bureaucracy was the main partner of the military elite in the General 

Ayub khan era. Niaz (2014) explains that this partnership with the 

military increased the level of corruption in the bureaucracy but still 

the institution maintained its level of competence comparatively. The 
institutional collapse of bureaucracy occurred in the era of Zulfiqar 

Ali Bhutto when he introduced administrative reforms in order to 

take control of the bureaucratic elites. These reforms fully 

undermined the bureaucracy so that this institution became the 

biggest source of rent-seeking for other elite groups. Ilhan Niaz 

(2014) writes:  

“By the time Bhutto was overthrown, Pakistan's civilian bureaucracy 

was no longer capable of implementing policies efficiently and in 
accordance with law, and servants of the state considered themselves 

servants of the ruler” 

Presently, the role of bureaucracy including CSP is minimum among 

other elites’ groups we are discussing in this article.  
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2.3. Religious Elites:  
As discussed, Islam was the main instrument of the Muslim league in 

mobilizing the public. After independence in 1947, this instrument 

was easily employed by those elites especially the military who were 
searching for legitimacy from undemocratic sources. They found the 

Islamic narrative easy to instrument for their vested interests. 

Jinnah’s 11 August 1947 address5 did not play any significant role in 

the state formation process of Pakistan. Instead, the objective 

resolution in 1949 gained a fundamental position in the constitution 
and nature of the state. By this resolution, the state was assigned an 

obligation to facilitate the Muslims in making their life following the 

guidance of the Quran and Sunnah. Shaikh (2018) writes that this 

resolution brought religious elites in the mainstream politics by 

giving them a reason to influence state policies. This also gave power 
and justification to the state to interfere in the personal life of 

citizens. Consequently, some religious groups started campaigning 

against Ahmadis, demanding for declaring Ahmadis as non-Muslims.  

This campaign finally got its demand fulfilled in 1973 when 

Pakistani parliament pronounces Ahmadis as non-Muslims.  

In 1956 when the first institution of Pakistan was passed and 

bureaucracy was playing a leading role, the state was assigned the 

same role that it must enable citizens to live their life according to the 
teachings of the Quran and Sunnah. Likewise, in 1962 when Pakistan 

was ruled by a military dictator General Ayub Khan, a similar 

statement was included in the constitution of 1962. Finally, a civilian 

leader Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto introduced very strong Islamization 

policies in the 1973 constitution in which Pakistan was declared as an 

Islamic state. This process of Islamization was fully accomplished in 
the General Zia-ul-Haq era who also used Islam as an instrument to 

gain legitimacy. General Zia changed the motto of the army from 

unity, faith, and discipline to Iman, Taqwa, and Jihad. He also 

Islamised all state institutions and realigned the role of the military 

from protecting Pakistan’s territorial boundaries to guarding its 
imaginary ideological boundaries.  Cohen (2004) writes that there is 

no difference between civilian and military governments in using 

Islamic narrative for their political gains. But Haqqani (2010) 

disagrees with it. He criticizes the military in allying with Mullas 

(Islamic religious clerics) and strengthening their position as an elite 

group so that they are now influencing state policies strongly.  

Shoukat et al (2017) state that the religious elites are providing 

strategic benefit to the status quo especially when public support is 
needed. They were the main partner when the state needed a national 
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narrative against India and the Soviet Union. They are in fact the 

ideological weapon of the status quo. Political liberalization is the 
main enemy that binds religious elites, military, and landowning 

elites together.  

2.4. Military Elites 
As explained, Pakistan inherited an apolitical military structure from 
British colonialism. These were internal factors that motivated the 

military to play at the forefront by replacing bureaucracy. For this 

purpose, military elites provided two reasons. 1) The political order 

in Pakistan is collapsed and they want to restore it. 2) There are many 

severe external threats to Pakistan which cannot be faced 

successfully if internal order is not restored (Hussain, 1976). 
Therefore, national security concerns came first over all other 

political arrangements. Interestingly, the military is still using this 

narrative. In order to achieve their objective, the key challenge 

military elites faced was that they had no legitimacy to cross their 

institutionally recognized boundaries and rule the state. For this 
purpose, they made a partnership with religious elites who helped 

them using Islamic ideology as an instrument to get legitimacy6 from 

the public (Haqqani, 2010).  

Now military as a most powerful institution is maintaining the 

existing status quo in Pakistan. With time, military elites expanded 

their influence on all institutions and stakeholders of Pakistani polity.  

Religious elites are their key partner in this role who is also playing a 

win-win strategic game. They are not only providing strategic 
support to the military but also intensifying their power and influence 

under the shield of the military. The individuals and civil society 

groups who represent the non-governing elites or public and support 

political liberalization are facing serious challenges from both elite 

groups.  

Another factor that raises the power of the military in state affairs is 

the induction of serving and retired military officers in the key 

executive positions at different civil institutions. This not only gives 
the military an active bureaucratic position but also enhances its 

interference in civil bureaucracy. In 1950, it was decided by the 

government that ten percent of hiring in the CSP would be from the 

military. However, this decision did not come to effect until the Ayub 

khan era. He appointed fourteen officers in the period starting from 
1960 to 1963. There was no appointment in the period afterward until 

the Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto era. Bhutto hired eighty-three military offices 

in different civil administrative positions - district management 
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groups, secretariat, tribal areas, and foreign affairs, etc. Since Bhutto, 

this trend has been going on with full intensity and a large influx of  
military officers has been possible in the last years (for succinct 

review of history how armed forces made it possible to enter in civil 

administrative positions, read, Chaudry, 2011).  

The significant role of the military in running commercial 

organizations also gives it a powerful position among business elites.  

There were almost 50 projects, units, and housing colonies, the 

Pakistani military was running in 2016 (Wasim, 21 Jul 2016). 

Siddiqa (2017) provides a detailed historical analysis explaining how 
the military has strengthened its participation in corporate affairs and 

how the military is using its elitist power and influences in pursuing 

commercial objectives. Her thesis is that the elitist position of the 

military is highly dependent on its role as military incorporation.  

2.5. Landowning Elites 
Before independence, only the feudal elite of all five forms of ruling 

classes had control and influence. In fact, their origin is from the pre-

colonial era, but their elite position was further strengthened by 

colonial rulers (Ziring, 1971). They did not only control a vast 

amount of resources but also those peasants who lived in their lands.  
Their influence on the Muslim League was also strong since they 

were the main source of funding to for the party. In particular,  when 

Pakistan was founded, landowning elites were more deeply 

embedded in the politics of West Pakistan than migrant leaders of 

Muslim league. For instance, 68% and 58% of members in the 
legislative assemblies were landowners during the periods between 

1947 and 1958 and between 1962 and 1969, respectively 

(Maniruzzaman, 1971).  Political stability was therefore not possible 

without their assistance. They made a coalition with bureaucratic 

elites since both shared a common objective, maintaining a 
traditional feudalistic polity in Pakistan. Moreover, their political 

rivalry with the Muslim league’s leadership also motivated them to 

go for bureaucracy searching undemocratic ways to stay in power. 

Due to their alliance with bureaucracy, the military identified them as 

a rival group. In 1959, General Ayub khan introduced land reforms in 

order to minimize their influence in Pakistani politics.  In particular , 

since all the political parties could not keep functioning (Burki 1969) 

and had no formal voice against the politics, the initiative seriously 
affected landlords. But this was a short-term dent on their power and 

soon they made a coalition with the military elite. In 1965, they were 
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a powerful political force again in the country based on their number 

in legislative assemblies (Burki, 1969).  

However, with time, their political power has decreased especially 

due to three factors. 1) The emergence of industrial elites replaced 

them in those areas where industrialists were more resourceful. 2) An 
increase in urbanization has reduced their area of influence since,  in 

urban areas, industrialists from real estate, trading, and 

manufacturing businesses have become more resourceful and 

influential in public than the feudal lords. 3) The system of 

inheritances distributed their land resources repeatedly so that the 
existing generation has less land than their forefathers. Landowning 

elites are still powerful and influential in the politics of Pakistan but 

not more than military, religious elites, and business elites.  

2.6. Business Elites 
Industrialists as an elite group emerged after the independence of 

Pakistan (Hussain, 1976). They were in small numbers, less 

influential, and a majority of them were migrants from western 

India7. Initially, they allied with bureaucracy due to four main 

reasons. 1) Business elites were less in numbers and internal 

competition among them had weakened them. At that time 
bureaucracy was planning to ignite economic activities by state-led 

economic resource allocation. Therefore, it was easy for bureaucrats 

to attract and control them (Jahan 1972). 2) Bureaucracy was already 

in alliance with the political leaders who migrated from western 

India. So, it was also easy for migrant businessmen to make a 
coalition with the bureaucrats since they were alienated from the 

local feudal politicians. 3) A majority of the bureaucratic staff was 

migrated from western India. Therefore, they had a soft corner for the 

migrant business community 4) More importantly, they provided 

funds to Pakistan when the government treasury was almost empty 
immediately after independence in 1947. This created sympathy for 

them among public and bureaucratic elites, making them close to the 

government.   

State-led industrialization in the Ayub khan era made business elites 

very rich and boosted their power and influence in government 

policies. The regime was so reliant on them that the Ayub khan was 

viewed as a businessman (Hussain, 1976).  Interestingly, Ayub khan 

and his many ministers also earned a huge amount of profit by 
investing in business activities (Feldman, 1972; Siddiqui, 1972).  In 

these circumstances, business elites started making strong ties with 

army officers, bureaucracy and landlord elites, and funding political 
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parties. Its result was that after landowning elites, business elites 

were in majority as the members of the national assembly in 1962 
(Myrdal, 1972).  Their presence in government enabled them to 

manipulate government policies according to their business interests.  

Here, one point is worth discussing. Pakistani industrialists whether 
they belong to the manufacturing industry or real estate or trading 

businesses survived and grew mainly due to government patronage 

and protection. As Khan (1999) writes:  

“[In the Ayub era] allocations under the plans were increasingly 

made not to the capitalists who had the greatest chance of success but 

to capitalists who had the most significant political connections in the 

sense that their political patrons needed to be accommodated for the 

sake of political stability…… This is because as rational political 
actors, even potentially efficient capitalists had strong incentives to 

cultivate political patrons after which they were effectively protected 

from any questioning about the use they made of the subsidized 

resources allocated to them.” 

This is a business culture Pakistani political economy has created, 

deteriorating the competitiveness of the economy in Pakistan.  Saeed 

et al. (2015) and Khawaja (2008) state that even now political 

connections are essential for Pakistani businessmen to survive. On 
the other hand, the government is also keeping them dependent on its 

protection by maintaining interventionist policies in the market. 

Therefore, Shoukat et al. (2017) and   Shoukat (2016) confirm that 

having political links is an effective strategy to overcome these 

market distortions.  This case is well summarized by Ahmed (1981).  

He says:  

“After independence, the small Pakistani business class had to rely 

entirely on the state for the rapid accumulation it demanded. A 
massive transfer of resources from agriculture to industry, and the 

creation of import substitution industries through a variety of controls 

over foreign trade, together with a number of other incentives, 

created a small but rich bourgeoise tied to the state” 

Therefore, the survival and progress of existing business elites in 

Pakistan depend on their relationship with the status quo. They 

support and strengthen the status quo and in return get favourable 

economic policies for their profit.   

In sum, in this section, we discussed how different elite groups 

developed especially during the period between 1947, when Pakistan 
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got independence, to the end of Mr. Zulfaqar Ali Bhutto era in 1977.  

We assume that all five ruling elite groups – military, bureaucracy, 
religious elites, business elites, and landowning elites - developed 

their features and strength during this time. The period after  1977 is 

just a reflection of how these elite groups interact with each other  in 

which the military plays a leading role. The power and influence of 

military and religious clerics have increased in this time because of 
their Islamization policies for all political institutions and social 

groups. Business elites also have strengthened their power even 

though they faced a large existential threat in the Bhutto era, but they 

succeeded after 1977. However, their elitists feature in pursuing 

government patronage and protection are almost similar to what they 

developed in the Ayub Khan era. They have effectively replaced 
landlords as the most powerful elite group after Military and 

religious elites. However, civil bureaucracy could not recover from 

the loss they incurred due to the administrative reforms in the Bhutto 

era.  

3. Conclusion 
In this article, we discussed that, with the exception of the 

landowning elites, all other ruling elite groups, especially the military 
and civil bureaucrats, changed their strategic position for power and 

influence after independence. The civil bureaucracy which was 

highly competent at the dawn of independence started ruling the 

country mainly because political leaders of the Muslim League were 

largely reliant on bureaucracy and they ignored democratic norms in 
pursuing their political interests. At that time, the landlord elite was 

their main ally. Involving in political affairs made CSP staff corrupt 

and less efficient in competition with the Army, which was also 

looking for an opportunity to win the race against civil bureaucracy.   

General Ayub Khan imposed martial law and made all fractions of 
ruling elites – bureaucracy, business elites, religious elites, and 

landowning elites – ally in search of legitimacy. This was the time 

when the military, religious, and business elites became highly strong 

in influencing government policies. Finally, the government of 

Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto strengthened the power of religious elites so 

overwhelming that they became the strongest elite group after the 
military. However, he diminished the power and influence of 

bureaucratic elites by introducing civil services reforms.  

Currently, the military is ruling all elite groups especially with the 

partnership of religious elites. However, the alliance among military 

and other elite groups including religious fractions is on a win-win 

basis in which every group is extracting rent based on its resources 
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and strategic position. Moreover, these groups are heterogeneous in 

their preferences, therefore competition and rivalry among them also 
exist. But since 1977, military and religious elites are winners, and 

the business elite has replaced the landowning elite in taking the third 

position. Landlords are still powerful but only against bureaucratic 

elites.  

We also discussed that the business elites are highly reliant on 

government patronage and protection since the political economy 

developed in the last 73 years was not free-market oriented. The 

ruling elites let those individuals and firms expand their businesses 
who were their ally in rent-seeking. Its impact is that the 

competitiveness of Pakistani firms is low which is hurting the 

economic prospects of Pakistan.  

This article also raises a question for further study: what strategies 

these elite groups have employed in maintaining their power and 

influence over time. Without answering this question, it is not easy to 

fully comprehend the dynamics of elites' structure in Pakistan. A 

nation cannot develop economically without increasing the 
productivity of its market.The main threat in strengthening the 

market system in Pakistan is the existing elite structure which 

demands loyalty in rent-seeking rather than promoting innovation 

and competitiveness. Therefore, without knowing elites’ strategies in 

maintaining their power structure, no one can advise an appropriate 
and applicable policy to remove barriers in the economic 

development of Pakistan. The similar is also true for advising 

policies for political liberalization in Pakistan.  
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Notes 

 
1  According to the Max Weber (1978), the democracy is a result of a process  in  

which first a conflict emerges among elites, second, they sit together to 

bargain and solve the tussle, and finally a consensus emerges among them. 

This process keeps repeating and develops democracy.  

2  The case of Bangladesh also supports our assumption. After separatio n f ro m  

Pakistan in 1971, Bangladesh chose a different political path than Pakistan. 

For example, there is no martial law in Bangladesh since 1991. This 

development is mainly due to the diverse shape of political elite which 

developed in the initial years of this country, majorly influenced by the 

internal causes.  
3  Owners of the media houses are included in the businessmen category  

of ruling elites. However, we consider media professionals like 

journalists and anchors as the professionals who have occasional 
influence on the state policies like lawyers in Pakistan.  

4  It includes industrialists, traders, real estate giants etc.  
5  To read the speech, please visit 

http://www.columbia.edu/itc/mealac/pritchett/00islamlinks/txt_jinnah_

assembly_1947.html 
6  Here we are using the term legitimacy in terms of public support.  
7  Papanek (1962) surveyed the origin of businesspersons in  the early  

years of Pakistan and found that a majority o f them were m igrants 
from western India.  
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