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Abstract:

The research explores the relationship between Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) and Pakistan
Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N) that moved from political competition to selective consensual
politics from 2008 to 2024. The study revolves around the question that whether democratic
consolidation in Pakistan has been facilitated by the inter-party cooperation. Employing the s
qualitative historical-institutional approach the study outlines four phases: Reconciliation and
constitutional cooperation (2008-2013), Competitive coexistence (2013-2018), Joint opposition
and the Pakistan Democratic Movement (2018-2022) and Coalition governance (2022—
2024).The analytical framework is based primarily on the dimensions of political development
developed by Lucian W. Pye (equality, capacity and differentiation) and the dimension of
democratic consolidation is measured by the continuity of elected government, peaceful transfer
of power, constitutionalism, parliamentary competition and institutionalization. The results
suggest that there was a positive interplay between PPP and PML-N for parliamentary
continuity, constitutional cooperation, negotiated political transitions, and institutional
resilience. The 18th Amendment and the parliamentary negotiations that followed, illustrate that
political competitors can translate accommodation into institutional outcomes. However,
cooperation has often been a limited, elite affair. Deeper democratic consolidation is inhibited
by a sense of polarization, contestation of the legitimacy of the electoral process, central party
organization, limited intra-party democracy, civil-military relationship and tensions, and limited
grassroots decentralization. The article suggests that Pakistan is not a consolidated democracy
but is in a resilient democratic mode. Therefore, it is important to view this shift from
competition to collaboration as a gradual and uneven process, with inter-party negotiations
progressing more rapidly than party internal inclusion and democratization processes and
socialization. The article makes a contribution by discussing the PPP—PML-N relationship as a
process leading to strategic cooperation with the potential to be institutionalized in a democratic
manner.
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Introduction:

Political rivalry has been an integral part of the electoral politics of Pakistan. The one between
the Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP) and the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N) has been
one of the most significant of its time. There has been a constant shifting of power and authority
between the two, each party building their own regional and organizational base, and contesting
ferociously for federal power. But their relationship has never been one of constant opposition.
They have alternated between cooperation, competition, opposition and coordination, and finally
coalition building since they switched to civilian rule in 2008. The evolving dynamic provides a
very interesting perspective on the survival and evolution of democratic institutions in a system
of recurrent civilian interruptions, high executive competition, civil-military tension and
polarized party competition.

The main thrust of this article is that there is a transition in the relationship between PPP and
PMLN from being a rival to being a co-consensual party. But it has not put an end to political
competition. Instead, it has enhanced the negotiating powers of political parties, their ability to
compete inside the parliamentary arena, the ability to cooperate on some constitutional issues
and the ability of political parties to enter into governmental transitions through formal
processes. It is a well-constructed argument, but it is somewhat modified. It is not true that
cooperation equals democratic consolidation. Consensus can be a strategic, short-term and elite-
based agreement. It is more substantial to consolidation when repeated forms of accommodation
are established in rules, institutions and expectations that facilitate the predictability of
democratic competition.

The era 2008-2024, is analytically significant with four different configurations. The first (2008-
2013) was a time of reconciliation and constitutional collaboration following the return of
civilian government. The second phase (2013-2018) was one of competitive coexistence where
PML-N was ruling the federal government while PPP emerged as a strong opposition party. The
third (2018-2022), came after the rise of new government Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) and
witnessed PPP and PML-N united as opponents via the Pakistan Democratic Movement (PDM).
The fourth (2022-2024) shifted opposition cooperation to coalition governance and then to post-
election coalition bargaining.

This periodization allows a more specific question than if they were just working together or
fighting against each other. The important question is what form did their relationship assume
and what political implications did it have? Was reconciliation a means of building institutional
capability? Was the coexistence of competitors a normalization of government—opposition
relationship? Was there a real unity in opposition which established a consensus on
parliamentary methods, or was there simply a tactical alliance of opposition parties against an
outside threat? Has coalition governance become an institutionalized process of bargaining or a
form of elite power sharing without larger democratization?

The article attempts to answer four questions. First of all, why did the relationship between PPP
and PML-N change from a rival to cooperation in 2008-2018, and then move on to a position of
joint opposition and coalition politics in 2018-2024? Second, in what ways did consensual
politics help to develop parliament and democracy? Thirdly, how much did cooperation help to
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consolidate democracy? Fourth, what were the structural and institutional impediments to that
contribution?

The article is based on Lucian W. Pye's multidimensional approach to political development,
specifically, equality, capacity and differentiation. (Pye, 1966, 1968)

It draws on this view as well as the democratic-consolidation literature, particularly the concept
of a shift to democracy as opposed to the institutionalization of democratic norms (Linz &
Stepan, 1996). Lijphart's theory of consensus democracy offers a complementary conceptual
framework to the understanding of accommodation, bargaining and coalition politics, but
Pakistan is not a textbook consensus democracy (Lijphart, 1999). This framework is a way of
reimagining consensual politics as an interactional process between opposing parties as opposed
to a constitutional system.

The article has three contributions. First, it does not look at the parties as separate governments,
rather it focuses on PPP—PML-N relationship as the key longitudinal unit of analysis. Second, it
is a distinction between strategic consensus and normative consensus. Third, it claims that
relationship has yielded some democratic sturdiness and institutional consolidation, but not as
much as the problems of intra-party democracy, elite dominance, polarization and contested
legitimacy have been addressed. The value of the qualification is also reflected in the fact that
recent scholarship also shows that although there were institutional gains in the process of
reconciliation and constitutional cooperation, there were also significant democratic deficiencies
that were left unaddressed (Jamil et al., 2025; Igbal & Begum, 2025).

The conceptual framework, literature review, explanation of the qualitative historical-
institutional methodology, reconstruction of the four phases, and finally an evaluation of the
relationship is developed in the remainder of the article. The conclusion suggests that the
consolidation of the democracy in Pakistan has been accomplished through the cycles of conflict,
compromise, competition, and cooperation, and not in a linear fashion.

Theoretical and Conceptual Framework :
Pye Concept of Political Development

This study is based mainly on Lucian W. Pye's conception of political development. Pye resisted
the idea of development which equated political development with a formal imitation of
institutions. Rather, he stressed several aspects of political systems in assuring their ability to
structure participation, handle demands and segment political functions (Pye, 1966, 1968). Three
dimensions are relevant here, that of equality, capacity and differentiation.

Equality is about inclusiveness and how and to what extent citizens and organized political
groups are offered recognized opportunities to participate. Equality is not equated with formal
voting rights in the present study. It is analyzed in electoral competition, through opposition, in
parliament, and how opposing parties can operate in the political system. Electorally competitive
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party systems can be exclusionary in nature. This separation is significant in evaluating the
difference between the inter-party accommodation and the intra-party democracy.

Capacity is defined as the capacity of political institutions to make collective decisions, handle
conflict and meet changing demands. Capacity dimension can be analyzed in Pakistan with the
help of parliamentary bargaining and constitutional amendment, coalition building and the
process of government change. The question isn't whether conflict will go away, it's whether
institutions will deal with conflict without needing to go back to extra-constitutional modes of
conflict resolution repeatedly.

Differentiation is the process of development and specialization of political roles and structures.
The PPP-PMLN relationship provides a very visible empirical setting to analyze this dimension
as both have constantly alternated between government, opposition and coalition partner and
electoral competitor. Such motion can be an institutionalization when, more and more, political
decisions, elections and parliamentary regulations define the political and not only permanent
exclusion or extra-constitutional interventions. However, differences may not be adequately
resolved if there are high levels of personalism and centralization among parties.

Pye's framework is therefore helpful in avoiding the single measure of democratic development
by elections. Formal participation can be gained at the election but institutional capacity and
differentiation is low. On the other hand, though, if parliament continues to negotiate, it may
build capacity even if there is less political inclusion overall. The framework enables the article
to explore these divergent paths of political change without presupposing that they all progress in
the same manner.

Democratic Consolidation:

Democratic consolidation is a more advanced level of democracy consolidation than the mere
institution of elected institutions. Linz and Stepan (1996) stress that consolidation of democracy
takes place if democratic processes become the norm of political conflict and if key political
players cease to consider extra-democratic means of obtaining power as regular forms for
resolving conflict. In his work, Bermeo (2003) also focuses on the behavior of political actors
and citizens during the transition of a democratic crisis. There is thus a need for institutional
continuity as well as political acceptance in terms of consolidation.

This article proposes five indicators that can be used to operationalize the concept of democratic
consolidation: Continuity of elected government; Peaceful and constitutional transfer of political
power; Constitutional and parliamentary politics; Acceptance of competitive opposition; and
Institutionalization of democratic practices. These are complemented by negative indicators such
as polarized politics, institutional conflict, contested elections, closed leadership of political
parties and low intra-party democracy.

It's important to understand the difference between resilience and consolidation. Democracy can
endure extreme conflict, full electoral cycles and continue to have a parliament without
democratic norms being fully solidified. This is the case in Pakistan after 2008. The PPPs and
PML-N change in 2013 was an internal civilian-to-civilian change over and successive civilian
governments finished their terms. But democratic institutions remain active in the context of
institutional struggles, civil-military tensions and struggles over political legitimacy. More recent
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research also describes the 2008-2013-time frame as a period of “continuity” in the democratic
system, but highlights the weaknesses of governance and accountability during this time (Igbal &
Begum, 2025).

Consolidation is thus taken in the article as an extreme goal and not as an alternative to
democracy's survival. This way, the analysis will not overestimate institutional accomplishments.

Consensual Politics:

Consensual politics is defined as the ability of opposition political parties to negotiate with each
other, compromise and cooperate without eliminating electoral competition within the
democratic framework. Coalition-building, bargaining and power-sharing are important elements
of a majoritarian democracy and consensus democracy, as identified by Lijphart (1999). The
present study does not, however, assert that Pakistan has actually opted for a consensus
democracy. But rather that, Lijphart is utilized to shed light on specific ways of accommodating
in a competitive parliamentary system.

This idea needs to be separated into Strategic consensus and Normative consensus. Consensus,
strategic: an agreement of action between parties which happens when it is in their immediate
interest. This can be, for example, opposition to a common governing party, the negotiation of
governmental offices or coalition formation after an unconvincing election. The consensus is
greater in the normal sphere: constitutional supremacy, parliamentary government, constitutional
opposition and peaceful political transition.

The difference is important because it can impact democracy in various ways. The extension of
strategic cooperation can, however, generate an institutional effect in the sense of democracy. For
instance, political parties can collaborate for electoral or governmental purpose but in the process
make the parliamentary processes stronger. On the other hand, it is possible to have a formally
consensual coalition which is elite centrist and is not extended into broader participation. An
important analytical issue is thus: can the strategic accommodation develop over time into a
common democratic ritual?

The article suggests a straightforward causal hypothesis: consensual politics facilitates
democratic consolidation where there is some inter-party accommodation that is institutionalized
into enduring constitutional arrangements, parliamentary procedures and a legitimate opposition
and predictable transition of governments. Where it is still predominantly strategic and elite-
driven, it serves the consolidation of democracy, rather than a process of consolidation, where it's
still mostly strategic and elite-driven, it serves the consolidation of democracy, not a process of
consolidation.

73
© 2025 The Authors, Published by The Women University Multan. Date of Acceptance: 27 June 2025

Thisisan Open Access Article under the Creative Common Attribution Non Commercial 4.0 Available Online: 30 June 2025



Perennial Journal of History,Vol.6No.1,2025

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework: From Political Rivalry to Democratic Consolidation
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Note: The framework illustrates how the transformation of PPP-PML-N relations from rivalry to consensual politics can foster political development
through equality, capacity and differentiation, ultimately contributing to democratic consolidation.

Literature Review and Research Gap:

Political parties play a vital role in representative democracy in that they bring together interests,
select leaders, get people involved and organize political competition. However, their attitude
towards democratic consolidation is ambiguous. Parties can institutionalize competition while at
the same time centralizing decision making and delegitimizing internal participation and/or
sowing the seeds of patronage network. Parties' institutional behavior thus becomes a crucial part
of the democracy of a party system, as well as competition amongst parties.

The democratic-consolidation literature highlights the importance of political actors accepting
the legitimacy of the institutional mechanism used to solve the conflict (Linz & Stepan, 1996). In
this regard, civilian to civilian transitions are significant as they may be a normalizing experience
that governments can be changed through electoral and parliamentary processes. The post 2008
experience of Pakistan is noteworthy in this regard because of the fact that there was never direct
military government in the country; PPP and PML-N had been in power alternatively.

Single governments, party tactics, constitutional change and civil-military relations, are some of
the themes that have been explored in the literature on the subject of Pakistan. Research on the
reconciliation strategy of the PPP highlights the need for coalition building and constitutional
amendments, especially the 18th amendment and the importance of parliamentary politics (Jamil
et al., 2025). The research that focuses on the opposition role of PML-N shows that PML-N was
involved in constitutional amendments, parliamentary oversight and federal arrangement in the
period 2008-2013 (Ud Din &Naazer, 2025). The studies of PML-N governance are also related
to the link between electoral politics, PML-N governance and the development of the democracy
from 2013-2018 (Igbal & Begum, 2025).
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A more general literature also warns that competition is not synonymous with deepening of
democracy. Party-state links and party monopoly control over administrative institutions, for
example, is capable of producing authoritarianism in ostensibly competitive politics, as
demonstrated by Javid (2020). This is a reminder that there are two concepts in play: democratic
procedures and democratic institutionalization.

The current article is based on this body of literature, but looks at the unit of analysis differently.
PPP and the PML-N are not studied in isolation but are rather analyzed in relation to each other
throughout the various configurations. The intent is to determine the extent to which repeated
interactions led to institutional learning and bargaining capacity.

The Relation of Charter of Democracy with Sustainable Development Goals:

The politics of reconciliation came to the fore in relation with the Charter of Democracy (CoD)
signed by Benazir Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif in 2006. The agreement was an attempt by two
traditionally opposing groups to find consensus on a number of principles, such as the principles
of democratic continuity, constitutionalism and opposition to extra-parliamentary methods to
attain power. In the scholarship on the CoD, it has been recognized as one of the significant
bases on which the politics of reconciliation would benefit from. (Ali & Shahid, 2022)

The meaning of reconciliation is not just in the lack of confrontation. It rests on the recognition
of legitimate political competitors by each other as parts of the political order they share. This is
especially crucial in situations where parties have traditionally tried to marginalize opponents by
means of institutions and extra-constitutional means.

This change is reflected in the 2008-2013 data. Recent studies have suggested that, besides
boosting coalition governance, reconciliation helped to boost legislative output and constitutional
reforms, and that reconciliation was open to subsequent political polarization and elite-driven
practices (Jamil et al., 2025). One of the 18th Amendment is particularly significant as it
highlights the possibility of establishing lasting institutional change through inter-party
consensus. Scholarship also points to it as an important facet of the sub-systemic and normative
institutionalization (Mirza & Fatima, 2021).

But the literature also indicates that, reconciliation is not synonymous with democratic
consolidation. There are ways to maintain democratic continuity without centralizing party
structures within the elite pacts. The present study explores this tension — inter-party
democratization can proceed more rapidly than intra-party democratization.

The additional dimension is added by the coalition management. Coalitions need frequent policy
and legislative negotiation and the allocation of offices. They can thus be used to enhance their
bargaining power, but they can also be motivated by primarily by parliamentary arithmetic. This
ambiguity is observed in the 2024 PPP-PMLN coalition: although the election was inconclusive,
negotiations successfully led to a coalition government, which shows the ability of the parties to

75
© 2025 The Authors, Published by The Women University Multan. Date of Acceptance: 27 June 2025

Thisisan Open Access Article under the Creative Common Attribution Non Commercial 4.0 Available Online: 30 June 2025



Perennial Journal of History,Vol.6No.1,2025

form government through parliamentary bargaining, and at the same time, the lack of clarity
regarding the legitimacy of the election result (Reuters, 2024).

Research Gap:

Thus, there is already a good deal of evidence on the reconciliation and constitutional reform
process, both on party competition and on the relationship between PPPs and individual
governments, but there is little research that examines the PPP—PML-N relationship as a
longitudinal process, from reconciliation to party competition and coordinated opposition to
coalition. This article fills that gap by examining the possibility of an institutionalization of
consensual politics through cycles of interaction and the notion that this consensual politics
might contribute to the consolidation of democracy.

The article does not make any case for PPP and PML-N becoming permanently cooperative.
Instead, it recognizes a new set of political relationships. The rivalry continued, but the ability of
the two sides to engage in rivalry and to accommodate at the same time grew. This is why the
resilience of democracy can be accompanied by ongoing democratic deficits.

Methodological Approach:

The research method used in the study is the qualitative approach of historical-institutional. Its
main analytical focus is on a political interaction between PPP and PML-N between 2008 and
2024. The study spans four politically salient phases, chosen as the time periods where key shifts
occurred in the nature of the institutional relationship between the parties: time of reconciliation
and constitutional collaboration (2008-2013); phase of competitive coexistence (2013-2018);
phase of joint opposition and PDM collaboration (2018-2022); and coalition governance (2022-
2024).

Evidence base includes the original research that underlies this article, scholarly literature,
constitutional and parliamentary records, materials relating to the election itself and material that
is publicly documented and made public by the parties through the course of political
developments. The approach is not a statistical one. It reconstructs sequences of political
interaction and asks what happened, how was cooperation and/or conflict organized, what the
institutional outcome was, and whether that outcome bolstered the consolidation of democracy.

The analysis is based on the purposive selection of political significant episodes. Special focus is
placed on constitutional cooperation, parliamentary negotiation, parties' coordination of the
opposition, alternation of government and coalition building, and moments of disagreement. This
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method is suitable because the study question concerns change over time of the institutions not

Figure 2. Analytical Framework: Pye’s Dimensions of Political Development
and Democratic Consolidation

[ Linking Inter-Party Cooperation (PPP-PML~-N) to Democratic Consolidation in Pakistan (2008-2024) ]
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of political devel lity, capacity and differentiation) and

The study also has a process-tracing logic. Process tracing is useful for analyzing the process of
decisions and interactions that lead to politics outcomes (George & Bennett, 2005). The goal
here is not to create causal links between repeated inter-party interaction and institutional
resilience, but to point to plausible causal pathways. This key mechanism is institutional
learning: experience of competition, accommodation and parliamentary bargaining can enhance
the ability of political actors to control competition via formal institutions.

One of the main constraints is that it is not possible to capture informal bargaining or private
reasons for the elite. Strategic and normative consensus must be therefore be deduced from what
is observed in the political, institutional and public spaces. The article thus makes a tentative
statement: its argument is better substantiated on the level of institutionalized accommodation
than on the level of private interests of political actors.
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Figure 3. Evolution of PPP-PML-N Relations, 2008-2024
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Reconciliation and Constitutional Cooperation between PPP and PML-N (2008-2013)

The 2008 changeover was a turning point in the relationship between PPP and PML-N. The two
have been endemic rivals, and both came into the post-election era with an interest in
maintaining civilian constitutional politics. The Charter of Democracy had already developed a
‘normative language' of reconciliation and the restoration of elected government was an
institutional context that could enable the test of this commitment.

The first relationship was friendly but with strings attached. The result was a victory for PPP as
the biggest parliamentary party and the coalition government. The PML-N had joined the
governing setup initially but later on, the party became opposed to it due to various issues such
as the restoration of judges. The sequence is significant since it shows that there was no intention
of reconciling away political differences. Rather, there was increasingly a clash of views within
the parliamentary and constitutional framework.

The most successful examples of institutional collaboration are in the constitutional reform
process. The 18th Amendment came to be a significant indicator of the parliamentary and federal
reorganization. It is not just the nature of devolution that is important, but also how agreement
was reached by the political actors in the process of bargaining. Because of this, the amendment
can be used as evidence of Pye's capacity dimension, that is, the capacity of political institutions
to process disagreement and bring about substantial institutional change (Pye, 1966). It also
encourages the differentiation dimension in so far as government and opposition actors did not
view political competition as illegitimate but rather through special roles in parliament.

This is corroborated by recent scholarship. The reconciliation politics between 2008 and 2018
have helped to build coalitions, produce legislation and constitutional changes, Jamil et al.
(2025) conclude. Ud Din and Naazer (2025) also highlight PML-N's contribution to the
constitutional amendments and parliamentary oversight as significant during the opposition
period in the process of democratic consolidation.
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During the same time, the prospects of elite reconciliation are also exemplified. Bargaining
between politicians did not necessarily increase in-party participation. PPP and PML-N
maintained a centralized leadership system and the political system was further marked by
institutional struggles. So it is not that consensus solved Pakistan's democratic problems but that
the parties had to acquire a capacity to manage some of their disagreements in the parliamentary
institutions.

The period from 2008-2013 can thus be called 'constitutional accommodation’ instead of a
complete democratic consensus. Its importance is in the transformation of the inter-party
competition into institutional negotiation. The move was significant in terms of political
attitudes; it set the precedent that opposing political parties could safeguard the democratic
sphere without opposing the government itself.

‘Competitive coexistence' of PPP-PML-N relations, 2013-2018

The 2013 elections changed the institutional positions of the parties. PML-N had a role in
forming the federal government and PPP emerged as a significant opposition. The alliance
shifted to a state of partial cooperation to competitive coexistence. It is analytically significant in
this phase because it will turn out whether or not prior reconciliation was possible once the
forces were again pitted against each other for control of government.

This power change from PPP to PML-N which took place via the electoral process was
historical. It was a continuation of civil government and a proof that the ideas of competitive
elections could lead to a shift in the government without resuming direct military rule. It is the
co-existence of competition and continuity that is significant. Democratic consolidation does not
mean a lack of conflict but rather an increasing degree of channeling conflict through accepted
institutions.

The time of course revealed significant deficits. Polarization, accountability issues, conflict
between institutions and civil-military relations persisted. As party-state nexus in Punjab has
become a complex matter, it is evident from Javid (2020) that this blurs the line between
electoral competition and democratic deepening. The experience confirms the author's separation
of resilience and consolidation from the article.

From Pye's viewpoint, it was further enhanced by ongoing electoral competition and opposition
participation. The parliamentary government and the eventual transition to elections were an
example of the capacity shown. There was some differentiation in the separation of government
and opposition. However, the institutionalization of these roles was still incomplete as there was
sometimes conflict outside of normal parliamentary opposition.

The 2013-2018 period was also shaping the way up for a new strategic configuration. Post 2018
Election, both PPP and PML-N were on the opposite side as PTI became the primary ruling
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party. They had already experienced entering contests within the confines of the parliamentary
system, so the ability to work together could be built upon without the loss of competition.

Competitive co-existence should not be considered as a failed consensus phase. It was a
transitional period where the parties got used to alternating in government and opposition. This
experience helped develop the notion of political differentiation, and facilitated subsequent
institutional cooperation.

Joint Opposition and the Pakistan Democratic Movement 2018-22 and the Pakistan
Democratic Movement.

The 2018 elections have dramatically changed the strategic landscape. PTI emerged as the chief
governing body with PPP and PML-N being opposition parties. The loss of federal control
encouraged coordination, and the extent of cooperation was more complicated than would be a
return to the reconciliation politics of 2008.

A framework for opposition cooperation was provided by the Pakistan Democratic Movement.
The alliance not only put forth demands on supremacy of the Constitution and democratic
elections with Parliaments, it also tried to achieve the strategic goal of attacking the PTI-led
government. The PDM thus exemplifies how there can be a blending of normative and strategic
motives.

The difference is of analytical value. The democratic aspects of the alliance would have been
confined to the goal of changing government if it were only a tactical coalition. However, where
opposition coordination was an asset in enhancing the legitimacy of parliamentary avenues for
government change, it could help consolidate democracy even in the context of strategic
interests.

The ultimate no-confidence initiative proved that opposition coordination could be put into
action within parliament. The meaning of the process is institutional — it was a vote of the people
that changed the government and not extra-constitutional action. But this incident also exposed
the extent to which consensus was possible. Different political parties had differing strategies,
timing and political goals. Cooperation was thus to be put in abeyance.

It is therefore important to recognize that the PDM phase is an institutionalization of opposition,
and not an absolute democratic consensus. Competitors were able to counter a single governing
competitor and still maintain separate organizational identities, as shown by former competitors.
This is a type of political differentiation: opposition parties can work together without forming a
single party.

The experience here also indicates that strategic alliances can induce unanticipated institutional
outcomes. Parties can work together for immediate gain while, over time, the norm of making
change in the government through constitutional means is established in the parliament(s). Thus,
strategic cooperation has a democratic element, which is partly a function of the institutional
mechanisms for achieving strategic goals.

Joint Opposition to Coalition Governance 2022 — 2024

The 2018-2022 period was the capacity extension of Pye's model, showing that parliamentary
opposition could be mobilized and effective. It also revealed the shortcomings of equality and
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normative consensus as party cooperation remained in the hands of elites and polarization
remained high. The phase thus continued to build democratic resilience, rather than
consolidation.Another change occurred in April 2022 when the parliament changed hands. PPP
and PML-N, who have been allies in the opposition, were now in a coalition to rule as a
government after a successful vote of no confidence against the then-Prime Minister Imran
Khan. Shehbaz Sharif was appointed prime minister and PPP came to play a significant role in
the governing set-up.

The transition is important because it shifted the consensus in opposition to one of those in
government. In some cases, opposition coordination may be reasonably simple if it has as its
goal a challenge to a government. Co-governance demands more on-going negotiation on policy,
appointments, legislation and political accountability. The 2022—2024-time frame is therefore a
better indicator of the extent to which accommodation is becoming institutionalized.

There are indications of growing capacity for negotiated power-sharing. The parties engaged in a
sort of governing system, exercised parliamentarian functions and stayed within constitutional
structures. The shift proved that political rivals could cooperate in opposition before being
chosen for government and then quickly become their partners in government without losing
their distinct identities.

Although coalition means this doesn't automatically imply a democratic consolidation. The
desire to form a coalition could be more for the purpose of parliamentary arithmetic than
democratic norms. This is particularly noticeable in the 2024 election. No party won a clear
majority and following the elections, PPP and PML-N struck a deal on a coalition government.
The two sides reached an agreement on forming a government, with Shahbaz Sharif as the
prime-ministerial candidate and Asif Ali Zardari as the presidential candidate (Reuters, 2024).
The process illustrated the parliamentary bargaining capacity and was taking place amidst
disputes of electoral legitimacy.

Thus, the coalition is a symbol of consensual politics. On one hand, it is a matter of institutional
differentiation and capacity, as parties engage in negotiation, responsibility allocation and form a
government in accordance with parliamentary procedures. On one hand, it is a question of
institutional differentiation and capacity; parties negotiate and allocate responsibilities and form
a government in accordance with parliamentary procedures. On the other, the arrangement is not
a solution to larger issues of democratic legitimacy, but strategically motivated.

This is also characterized by a duality in the process of democratization, with inter-party and
intra-party democratization. PPP and PML-N were very adept at negotiating each other, but both
were found to have leadership and a dominating elite structure. Thus, the process of inter-party
bargaining took place before intra-party democratization.

The 2022-2024 period is thus best understood as an institutionalization of the coalition without
the finalization of the democratization process. It demonstrates that consensual politics had

81
© 2025 The Authors, Published by The Women University Multan. Date of Acceptance: 27 June 2025

Thisisan Open Access Article under the Creative Common Attribution Non Commercial 4.0 Available Online: 30 June 2025



Perennial Journal of History,Vol.6No.1,2025

become a regular element of political competition but that the democratic nature of that
consensus would require that bargaining could be linked to wider participation, accountability
and legitimate electoral competition.

Discussion: Consensual Politics, political development and democratic consolidation

Figure 4. From Reconciliation to Coalition: Four Phases of PPP-PML-N Interaction (2008-2024)
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The four phases illustrate that it is not only cooperation or conflict in the relationship between
PPP and PML-N. From 2008 to 2024, the relationship went through the stages of reconciliation,
competition, opposition and coordination and coalition government. Pye's model can help to
understand the importance of this series in the context of political development.

Numerous contests for elected office and opposition engagement and representation in
parliament reflect the equality dimension. The parties have gone to war over elections and held
contrasting institutional roles on numerous occasions. However, the level of equality is not yet
full since there is less party participation than competition between parties. The party's
centralized selection of candidates and leadership reduces the opportunities for party members to
be involved in political decision making.

The area that has the greatest potential for growth is the capacity dimension. The parties have
been repeatedly in charge of negotiating constitutional changes, forming coalitions and changing
government via parliamentary bargaining. The 18th Amendment is especially convincing
evidence of the production of institutional output through political competition. The No
Confidence process of 2022 and the Coalition negotiations of 2024 are further evidence of
institutional capacity.
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There has been an increase in differentiation too. PPP and PML-N have been government,
opposition and coalition partner and electoral competitor. The outcome of elections and
parliament more and more defines these roles and roles are no longer political exclusions.
However, there is still a lack of differentiation as the parties themselves are still very centralized.

This leads to a differential or uneven political development as a result. Pakistan has been more
successful in courting competition and bargaining among the political parties than in fostering
the democratization of political parties and grassroot inclusion. This is in line with the general
literature that cautions that there can be formal democratic institutions, which can coexist with
the authoritarian practices in political organizations (Javid, 2020).

Classifying Consensus

The evidence points to an important conflict between strategic consensus and ‘normative’
consensus. Cooperation that is strategically consensual is when it is useful to political short-
termism. In this category are opposition coordination against PTI, coalition formation and
discussion about government seats. Normative consensus refers to the acceptance of
constitutional supremacy, parliamentary government, and electoral competition, peaceful transfer
of political power and legitimate opposition.

There is evidence of both in the relationship between the PPP and PML-N. The Charter of
Democracy set out the normative principles, and subsequent alliances were made time and again
on tactical considerations. The PDM emphasized constitutional and parliamentary concepts and
concepts and at the same time tried to oppose the ruling party. In 2024, the coalition was a
pragmatic compromise that was negotiated by sharing power.

One of the key issues in the central democratic question is how strategic cooperation evolves into
normative institutional commitment. There is evidence of movement towards this, but not
towards completion. Opportunities for institutional learning are afforded by repeated
cooperation, but polarization and contested legitimacy suggests the normative consensus is still
tenuous.

This distinction also helps to account for the ways in which cooperation may be conducive to and
undermining of democracy at the same time. It supports democracy as it upholds parliamentary
processes and peaceful transfer of power. Can undermine democratic deepening when
agreements of the elites replace more widespread participation. Consensus is not necessarily
democratic, but rather depends on its content, mechanisms and inclusiveness.

Findings and Results:

The overall findings suggest that the following are markers for democratic progress: multiple
electoral contests, civilian-to-civilian transitions, term limits, constitutional amendment by
parliament, civic opposition, and changes of government in parliament and the formation of
coalitions. The institutional resilience is seen in these developments.
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Meanwhile, significant areas of weakness remain: polarization, electoral legitimacy, institutional
conflict, civil-military tensions, elite-centered party structures, intra-party democracy is weak,
decentralization is limited, and there is only strategic and not program-based cooperation. These
constraints will mean that full democratic consolidation will not be achieved.

The correct answer is then the democratic resilience and partial institutional consolidation. The
result aligns with recent studies which focus on the institutional benefits of reconciliation and the
ongoing shortcomings of the democratic system in Pakistan (Jamil et al., 2025; Igbal & Begum,
2025). It also provides an account of the importance that Linz and Stepan (1996) place on the
need to have democratic processes as the usual and legitimate means by which political conflict
can be resolved if consolidation is to occur.

The main result can be expressed as progression:

Political competition — reconciliation — constitutional cooperation and co-existence —
coalition government — institutional bargaining and capacity building — differentiation and
resilience of the democratic process — partial consolidation.

Figure 5. Strategic and Normative Consensus: Analytical Pathway in PPP-PML-N Relations
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Note: This figure illustrates the analytical pathway between strategic (instrumental) and normative consensus in PPP~-PML-N relations and their implications
for democratic consolidation in Pakistan.

The sequence is not consecutive. There are reversals and conflicts in each stage along with some
strategic calculations. It is important because of the build-up of institutional experience. While
the actors are still rivals, constitutional processes can over time grow more comfortable and
politically useful.

Theoretical Contribution:
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The paper is a small but useful attempt at a theoretical linkage of consensual politics to Pye's
multidimensional theory of political development. The relationship indicates that consensus
between the parties can be a mechanism whereby political capacity is built. Conflict is processed
through institutions because there is a frequent need for parties to handle conflict in a manner
other than permanent exclusion or extra-constitutional intervention.

This argument is not the same as that of simply a consensus/conflict model. Democratic
consolidation can take place in a conflictual manner, as well as in a more cooperative one,
without the elimination of competition. Competitive politics can also be an institutionalizing
force as it can be assumed that all are entitled to govern and oppose each other.

Figure 6. PPP-PML-N Cooperation and Democratic Consolidation: Integrated Model

From Political Rivalry to Democratic Resilience and Partial Consolidation in Pakistan (2008—2024)
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partial consolidation, while constraints and contextual affect

The second aspect is the differences between inter-party and intra-party democratization.
Pakistan proves that there is no reason why a party cannot learn to negotiate with each other and
get better without being more democratic within. This produces a critical analytical imbalance: a
differentiation of systems can take place without significant democratization of organizations.

The third is to look at strategic cooperation not as something normatively enough but as having
the potential to be consequential. Institutional effects in strategic alliances can be democratic
when they do it via parliamentary rules. The democratic value of their action, then, is not so
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much a function of the purity of their motives as of whether they are repeated actions, which
consolidate constitutional processes and legitimate competition.

Other Dimensions of Democratic Transition in Pakistan:

The findings have implications not only for the bilateral relationship between PPP and PML-N,
but also for the relationship between the two parties in the future. First they propose that the
consolidation of democracy can be analyzed in terms of the quality of the interaction between the
different political actors. In fragile and/or transitional democracies, institutional development
goes beyond the design of the rules of the game and involves repeated behavioral learning. With
the alternation of government and opposition, and the regularity of parliamentary bargaining, the
parties over time come to expect that conflict is acceptable and can be managed without the
permanent displacement of the opposition. This is a learning that may not happen, but the
experience in Pakistan indicates that it can be accumulated over time.

Second, the findings suggest that there is a need to look at coalition politics in institutional rather
than only governmental contexts. A coalition can be temporary, or it can be negotiated for
strategic reasons, but if negotiations are limited to constitutional processes, they can increase the
capacity of parliamentarians in the event. In contrast, coalition politics can generate elite
accommodation while at the same time failing to enhance representation and accountability. This
is why the democratic nature of coalition building relies on the idea of strengthening institutional
rules, transparency and legitimate contestation.

Thirdly, the imbalance in democratization between parties and within parties needs to be given
more attention. PPP and PML-N have shown a lot of ability in negotiation;however, this is not
necessarily the case within the parties. This implies that the process of democratic consolidation
may not be evenly spread out within the political system. A nation could build up the inter-party
bargaining while having centralized organization with limited internal contestation. A nation
could establish deeper tendencies of inter-party bargaining without having intra-party
contestations. The discovery adds a new wrinkle to theories of political parties as single,
democratic units.

Fourth, the analysis underscores the need to differentiate between democratic survival and
deepening. Although the experience of Pakistan's survival is far from complete, there are
significant examples to be found in the experience of the past five years, including: elected
governments served out their terms, power was transferred via electoral and parliamentary
processes, and constitutional changes were negotiated through parliament. However, survival
does not answer the issues of accountability, electoral legitimacy, party democracy and civil-
military relations. This is especially relevant for comparative studies as a system might be made
more resilient without being fully consolidated.

Lastly, the study recommends that future studies consider the continuation of the patterns found
here beyond 2024 and the program of consensual politics. Now the concern is not only that PPP
and PML-N get together once again but that cooperation gets tied to the policy-based bargaining,
more effective parliamentary controls, more party internal democracy and more social
participation. Should these changes take place, strategic consensus can progressively take on
more of a normative and institutional tone. Otherwise, consensual politics could continue to be
largely a device of the elites for “parliamentary arithmetic.”
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This more general understanding extends the discussion on durable democratic institutions, also
putting Pakistan in a comparative discussion on the subject. The evidence indicates that
institutionalization is a process that can begin because of a series of contestations, and not only
because of consensus. Parties can be competitors with one another, and yet have expectations
about how the competition will be done. But the durability of those expectations and not the fact
that there is no conflict yet is the more important sign of democracy.

Conclusion: Political Rivalry to Consensual politics:

The study sought to determine if the shift was from political competition to consensual politics
between PPP and PML-N helped consolidate democracy in Pakistan in the period of 2008-2024.
Four stages were identified in the analysis, namely: reconciliation and constitutional cooperation,
competitive coexistence, joint opposition and coalition governance.

The results show significant change in the political relationship. PPP and PML-N have joined
hands in numerous ways as allies without giving up electoral contestation. Their engagement has
helped build a more stable parliamentary process, negotiated government changes and coalition
building, and provided some support for constitutional reform, and for coordinating opposition.
The development are indicative of growing institutional resilience and political capacity.

There is no, however, evidence that consensual politics led to full democratic consolidation. The
cooperation was still largely “strategic” and "elite”. Democratic deepening is constrained by
centralized party leadership, the lack of intraparty democracy, polarization, civil-military
tensions, and a degree of political illegitimacy. There has thus been more inter-party cooperation
than intra-party democratization.

The main contribution of the study is a qualified understanding of consensual politics. Although
PPP and PML-N have not been consistently a democratic partner, the frequent interaction has
helped in establishing some institutional arrangements that allow for managing political
competition without the need to end parliamentary government. This is best viewed as a
resilience of democracy and a partial institutional consolidation.

The overall message is that democracy consolidation in Pakistan should be understood not as a
process of moving from competition to consensus. It is more commonly recognized as being an
ongoing process of reconfiguration where rivalry, accommodation, competition and cooperation
are repeated and continually influence institutional expectations. Strategic cooperation can gain a
normative importance when it is repeated and strengthens constitutional procedures, a legitimate
opposition and peaceful governmental changes.

The future potential role of consensual politics will be shaped by how inter-party accommodation

moves toward a more programmatic form, how electoral competition is more widely recognized

as legitimate, how constitutional mechanisms are still preferred in political conflict, and how

political parties are more internally democratic and inclusive to society. If these are not realized,

elite consensus could remain stable of the political system without it becoming fully democratic.
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The main message is thus intentionally tempered: The relationship between the PPP and PML-N
led to the strength and consolidation of Pakistan's parliamentary democracy between 2008 and
2024, but this relationship alone did not create consolidated democracy. Rivalry to consensual
politics is an important political capacity and differentiation process, but consolidation of
democracy is still an unfinished political process.
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