
Pakistan in the 21st Century 

Entering the 21st century, Pakistan faced political instability, weak governance, and growing 

international pressure following global terrorism events. General Pervez Musharraf’s 1999 coup 

promised a new beginning through modernization and political restructuring. His rule 

emphasized “enlightened moderation” — a vision to combine Islamic values with progressive 

governance. Domestically, he sought to restore stability, reform the economy, and reduce 

corruption. Internationally, Pakistan became a frontline ally in the U.S.-led War on Terror after 

9/11, gaining economic aid but facing rising extremism. Musharraf’s period blended military 

authority with limited civilian participation. It marked Pakistan’s attempt to rebrand itself as a 

moderate Muslim democracy while facing internal resistance and global scrutiny over 

governance and democracy. 

The Third Way and Rise to Power 

Pervez Musharraf overthrew Nawaz Sharif’s government in 1999, justifying his coup as a 

national necessity. He introduced the concept of “The Third Way,” claiming it was neither 

dictatorship nor pure democracy but a mix of both. His Devolution Plan 2001 decentralized 

administrative power, empowering local governments and reducing political elitism. Musharraf 

emphasized merit, accountability, and national unity as the foundation of governance. The plan 

aimed to bypass corrupt politicians and strengthen district-level management. While the initiative 

increased administrative efficiency, critics saw it as a tool to weaken political parties. His idea of 

“The Third Way” became a hybrid model — a controlled democracy under military oversight 

aiming to modernize politics but limit opposition voices. 

Restoration of Constitution 

After suspending the 1973 Constitution in 1999, Musharraf pledged to restore democracy with 

reforms. In 2002, general elections were held, reintroducing a controlled parliamentary system. 

The Legal Framework Order (LFO) 2002 restored the Constitution but altered its democratic 

balance. It granted the President vast powers, including the right to dissolve parliament. 

Musharraf retained both military and civilian roles, creating a dual authority structure. His 

restoration of the Constitution was criticized as superficial — maintaining military dominance 

through legal instruments. Despite elections and parliamentary activity, political pluralism 

remained limited. The process reflected a managed democracy designed to secure legitimacy 

rather than true power transfer, deepening civil-military imbalance in governance. 

The Legal Framework Order (LFO) 2002 

The LFO 2002 was Musharraf’s key constitutional reform to legitimize his authority and 

redefine power structures. It granted sweeping powers to the President, including control over 

the dissolution of assemblies and appointment of military chiefs. It institutionalized the National 

Security Council, ensuring a permanent role for the military in policy matters. While Musharraf 

defended it as a stabilizing mechanism, many viewed it as unconstitutional centralization of 



power. Parliament later ratified it through the 17th Amendment, providing it legal permanence. 

The LFO redefined Pakistan’s political architecture, embedding military influence within civilian 

governance. Though presented as reform, it ultimately constrained democratic growth and 

weakened parliamentary sovereignty. 

Modernisation and Reforms 

Musharraf’s modernization agenda aimed to align Pakistan with global economic and social 

progress. His “Enlightened Moderation” policy sought to counter extremism by promoting 

education, women’s empowerment, and tolerance. Economic reforms led to steady growth, 

privatization, and increased foreign investment, particularly in banking and telecom sectors. 

Media liberalization allowed private TV channels and press freedom, reshaping Pakistan’s 

communication landscape. Technological development and infrastructure projects improved 

Pakistan’s global image. However, benefits were uneven, largely favoring urban elites and 

widening class disparities. Critics argued that economic growth lacked institutional depth and 

political sustainability. Still, Musharraf’s modernization policies left lasting marks on education, 

technology, and Pakistan’s international reputation. 

State of Emergency 2007 

Facing judicial challenges and political unrest, Musharraf imposed a state of emergency in 

November 2007. The Constitution was suspended, fundamental rights were curtailed, and senior 

judges including Chief Justice Iftikhar Chaudhry were detained. This triggered the Lawyers’ 

Movement, uniting civil society and opposition parties demanding rule of law. The emergency 

eroded Musharraf’s legitimacy domestically and internationally. Massive protests weakened his 

authority, forcing him to resign as Army Chief and announce elections. The event marked a 

decisive moment in Pakistan’s democratic struggle, leading to judicial restoration in later years. 

Musharraf’s actions demonstrated how military regimes, despite reforms, often falter when 

confronted with civil resistance and constitutional accountability. 

Resignation, Exile, and Legacy 

In 2008, amid rising opposition and threats of impeachment, Musharraf resigned and went into 

exile. His tenure remains deeply controversial — seen by some as progressive and by others as 

authoritarian. Economically, Pakistan experienced growth; politically, it suffered institutional 

weakening and democratic erosion. During exile, Musharraf faced multiple legal charges, 

including high treason and involvement in Benazir Bhutto’s assassination case. His brief return 

in 2013 ended in political failure and renewed exile. Musharraf’s rule fundamentally reshaped 

Pakistan’s civil-military relations, constitutional structure, and diplomatic orientation. He left 

behind a mixed legacy of modernization with repression, progress with instability — 

symbolizing Pakistan’s ongoing struggle between democracy and authority. 

 


