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Pakistan’s Return to Civilian Democracy 

After nearly a decade of military rule, Pakistan transitioned back to civilian government in 2008. 

Following Benazir Bhutto’s assassination, her husband Asif Ali Zardari emerged as PPP’s leader 

and later became President. His tenure symbolized both the restoration of democracy and the 

continuation of political instability. Zardari inherited a divided nation, economic crisis, and weak 

institutions. Public opinion was shaped by sympathy for Benazir and suspicion over Zardari’s 

corruption past. Despite controversies, his government prioritized constitutional restoration and 

reconciliation among political parties. Pakistan re-entered a democratic phase where civil 

institutions began regaining their lost authority, marking a turning point from military dominance 

to political pluralism. 

Controversy Over Zardari’s Appointment 

Zardari’s presidency began under a cloud of skepticism and criticism. His rise was linked closely 

to Benazir Bhutto’s legacy rather than personal popularity. Allegations of corruption from the 

1990s resurfaced, giving him the nickname “Mr. Ten Percent.” However, Zardari demonstrated 

political tact by building a coalition government including MQM, ANP, and JUI-F, securing 

parliamentary support. The military establishment and judiciary viewed him cautiously, doubting 

his credibility. His challenge was to prove commitment to democratic norms despite personal 

controversies. Gradually, Zardari’s presidency became a test of Pakistan’s ability to tolerate 

civilian leadership amidst deep institutional distrust. 

The National Reconciliation Ordinance (NRO) 

The NRO, issued by General Musharraf in 2007, provided amnesty for political figures accused 

of corruption, benefiting Zardari and many PPP leaders. It allowed exiled politicians to return 

and contest elections, setting the stage for Zardari’s rise. In 2009, the Supreme Court struck 

down the NRO as unconstitutional, reopening pending corruption cases. This decision reignited 

tensions between the executive and judiciary, leading to public protests and political uncertainty. 

The opposition accused Zardari of manipulating the legal system for personal gain. While the 

NRO controversy weakened Zardari’s image, it empowered the judiciary as a stronger, 

independent institution — redefining the balance of power in Pakistan’s democracy. 

Economic Challenges and Governance 

Zardari’s government faced severe economic instability marked by inflation, unemployment, and 

energy shortages. The global recession of 2008 further damaged Pakistan’s already fragile 

economy. His government sought assistance from the International Monetary Fund (IMF), 

securing a bailout package that provided temporary stability but increased debt. Public 

frustration grew due to frequent power outages, rising prices, and poor governance. The 



opposition criticized Zardari’s administration for corruption and inefficiency. Although certain 

infrastructure and social projects were introduced, they failed to offset the widespread discontent. 

The economic crisis weakened PPP’s popularity, overshadowing its constitutional achievements 

and making economic reform one of Zardari’s biggest failures. 

Judicial Crisis and Chief Justice’s Reinstatement 

The judiciary became a major political battleground during Zardari’s rule. Initially, he resisted 

reinstating Chief Justice Iftikhar Chaudhry, fearing judicial activism against his government. 

However, mass protests organized by lawyers and civil society forced Prime Minister Yousaf 

Raza Gillani to restore the judiciary in 2009. Once reinstated, the judiciary became assertive, 

challenging executive decisions and investigating corruption. The conflict between Zardari and 

the courts highlighted Pakistan’s evolving power struggle among institutions. While the 

movement strengthened democracy, it also created political deadlock. The judicial confrontation 

exposed the fragility of civilian authority in the face of judicial and military influence. 

The 18th and 19th Constitutional Amendments 

The PPP-led government achieved major constitutional reforms through the 18th and 19th 

Amendments. The 18th Amendment (2010) reversed Musharraf-era changes, restoring 

parliamentary supremacy and transferring powers from the presidency to the prime minister. It 

also expanded provincial autonomy under the NFC Award, promoting federal harmony. The 19th 

Amendment further refined judicial appointment processes, increasing transparency and 

parliamentary oversight. These reforms were widely praised as democratic milestones in 

Pakistan’s history. Zardari voluntarily relinquished key presidential powers, strengthening 

civilian institutions. Despite criticism on other fronts, these constitutional amendments remain 

his government’s most enduring achievement, ensuring structural balance within Pakistan’s 

political system. 

Yousaf Raza Gillani and 2013 Elections 

Prime Minister Yousaf Raza Gillani was central to Zardari’s governance and legislative 

achievements. He focused on reconciliation, consensus-building, and maintaining coalition unity. 

His disqualification in 2012 for contempt of court revealed the judiciary’s assertiveness and 

executive weakness. Raja Pervaiz Ashraf succeeded him, leading the government until 2013 

elections. For the first time in Pakistan’s history, an elected civilian government completed a full 

five-year term. The 2013 elections resulted in a peaceful transfer of power to Nawaz Sharif’s 

PML-N, marking a democratic milestone. Zardari’s presidency, despite controversies, laid the 

foundation for political continuity and institutional endurance in Pakistan’s evolving democracy. 

 


