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Abstract

The disintegration of Pakistan in December 1971 represents one
of the most significant cases of state failure and political
fragmentation in modern history. The separation of East
Pakistan and the emergence of Bangladesh cannot be attributed
to a single military defeat, constitutional dispute, or political
event. Rather, it was the culmination of interconnected and
long-term deficiencies in governance, federal administration,
political representation, constitutional development, civil-
military relations, economic management, intelligence
assessment, crisis response, and nation-building processes.
From an institutional perspective, the 1971 crisis reflected the
progressive erosion of state capacity and the inability of
political and administrative structures to effectively manage
regional grievances, political competition, and demands for
equitable participation. The crisis exposed systemic weaknesses
in decision-making, inter-institutional coordination, policy
implementation, and conflict-resolution mechanisms, ultimately
undermining national cohesion and political stability. The
Hamoodur Rahman Commission Report, established in the
aftermath of the conflict, remains one of the most important
official inquiries into the causes of national disintegration.
Beyond its examination of military performance and political
accountability, the report provides valuable insights into
broader institutional failures, governance deficiencies, strategic
miscalculations, and organizational weaknesses that contributed
to the collapse of state authority and the fragmentation of the
federation.
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Introduction

The collapse of states rarely occurs suddenly. Most episodes of state failure emerge through
prolonged processes in which political institutions lose legitimacy, governance structures
become ineffective, social cohesion weakens, and state authority becomes increasingly
contested. The 1971 separation of East Pakistan represents one of the most important examples
of this phenomenon in post-colonial history.

Unlike conventional interstate wars, the 1971 crisis combined elements of constitutional
breakdown, civil conflict, regional nationalism, governance failure, military confrontation,
international intervention, and institutional collapse. The resulting disintegration of Pakistan
challenged prevailing assumptions regarding religion as the primary basis of nationhood and
raised fundamental questions concerning state-building in diverse societies.

The Hamoodur Rahman Commission Report occupies a unique place within this historical
experience. Although much attention has focused on military operations and battlefield
outcomes, the Commission's findings extended beyond military matters and identified failures in
political leadership, governance, decision-making, accountability, intelligence assessment,
institutional culture, and national integration.

Understanding these dimensions requires moving beyond descriptive history toward a
multidimensional analysis of how state institutions functioned—or failed to function—between
1947 and 1971.

Conceptualizing State Failure

State failure is generally defined as the inability of state institutions to perform their essential
functions, including governance, security, legitimacy, representation, economic management, and
conflict resolution.

Modern scholarship identifies several dimensions of state failure:

Loss of political legitimacy.
Weak institutional capacity.
Governance inefficiency.
Security deterioration.
Economic marginalization.

e Failure of national integration.
e (Constitutional instability.
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The Pakistani case illustrates that state failure may occur even when military institutions appear
strong. A state may possess substantial coercive capacity while simultaneously suffering from
declining legitimacy and weakening social cohesion.

Dimension Expected Function Emerging Weakness Long-Term
Consequence
Political Representative Electoral exclusion and L
. Public distrust
Legitimacy governance delayed democracy
Constitutional Stable rules of Repeated constitutional Institutional
Order governance interruptions uncertainty
Federal Integration Reglonal. Perceived dorgmance of one Alienation
accommodation region
Economic Equitable . D . .
Regional disparities Grievance formation
Governance development
Civil-Military . o . . . .
. Balanced authority Military predominance Political distortion
Relations
National Identity | Shared citizenship | Competing regional identities Fragmentation
Crisis Management Peaceful cpnﬂlct Escalation of disputes Systemic collapse
resolution
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The table demonstrates that national disintegration was not simply a military outcome but
reflected simultaneous deterioration across multiple dimensions of state performance

State Formation and the Founding Contradictions of Pakistan
The creation of Pakistan in 1947 represented a remarkable political achievement. However, the
new state inherited several structural challenges.

Most notably, Pakistan consisted of two geographically separated wings divided by
approximately 1,600 kilometers of Indian territory. East Pakistan contained a demographic
majority, while major political, bureaucratic, military, and economic institutions were
concentrated in West Pakistan.

This created an unusual state-building challenge: how to construct a unified national identity and
effective federal structure across geographically separated regions possessing distinct linguistic,
cultural, and historical characteristics.

The founding elite largely emphasized Islamic identity as the primary integrating force. While
religion provided a powerful basis for state creation, it proved insufficient as a sole mechanism
for managing regional diversity.

Nation-building requires not only symbolic unity but also equitable representation, constitutional
inclusion, institutional participation, and perceived fairness in governance.

Nation-Building Theory and the Pakistani Experience
Nation-building theory emphasizes the creation of a shared political community capable of
transcending ethnic, linguistic, regional, and cultural divisions.

Successful nation-building generally requires:

e Inclusive political institutions.

o Fair representation.

e Shared economic opportunities.

o Constitutional legitimacy.

e Respect for diversity.

o Effective communication between center and periphery.

Pakistan's experience illustrates the limitations of relying primarily on ideological unity while
neglecting institutional integration.

The assumption that religious identity alone could overcome linguistic, cultural, and regional
differences gradually became increasingly difficult to sustain.

Nation-Building Variable| Theoretical Requirement Observed Challenge
Shared Identity Inclusive citizenship Regional differentiation
Representation Political participation Perceived exclusion

Language Policy Accommodation Linguistic controversy
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Nation-Building Variable| Theoretical Requirement Observed Challenge
Economic Integration Balanced growth Regional disparities
Constitutional Stability Predictable governance Recurrent instability
Institutional Trust Accountability Declining confidence

The gap between theoretical requirements and institutional realities became increasingly
significant over time.

Federalism and the East-West Relationship
Federalism provides mechanisms through which diverse societies manage competing regional
interests while preserving national unity.

Federal systems typically seek to balance:

e Central authority.

e Regional autonomy.

o Political representation.

o Fiscal equity.

e Administrative coordination.

In Pakistan, federalism faced unique challenges due to demographic asymmetry. East Pakistan
contained the majority of the population, while significant political and institutional power
remained concentrated in the western wing.

This generated a persistent tension between democratic representation and concerns regarding
political dominance.

Federal theorists note that stable federations require institutional arrangements that
simultaneously protect majority rights and minority interests. The inability to establish a broadly
accepted constitutional balance became a major source of political conflict.

Federal Issue East Pakistan Perspective West Pakistan Perspective
Population Majority Basis for representation Concern regarding dominance
Resource Distribution Perceived inequity Developmental necessity
Political Authority Demand for majority rule Preference for parity
Administrative Power Decentralization Central coordination
Constitutional Design Democratic federalism Strong center

These competing visions remained unresolved throughout much of Pakistan's early history.

Political Legitimacy and Institutional Development
Political legitimacy refers to the public acceptance of governing institutions as rightful and
authoritative.
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According to political legitimacy theory, states maintain stability when citizens perceive
governance structures as:

e Fair.
e Representative.
e Responsive.
e Accountable.
Repeated constitutional interruptions weakened institutional legitimacy in Pakistan.

Between 1947 and 1971, prolonged delays in constitution-making, frequent political instability,
and recurring institutional conflicts reduced public confidence in formal political processes.

Legitimacy deficits are particularly dangerous in divided societies because they encourage
alternative forms of political mobilization based on region, ethnicity, language, or ideology.

East Pakistan increasingly became a focal point for such alternative mobilization.

Constitutional Development and Structural Instability
The constitutional history of Pakistan reveals persistent difficulties in establishing durable
political arrangements.

Period Constitutional Status Major Challenge
1947-1956 Interim arrangements Delayed constitution
1956 Constitution Parliamentary framework Weak implementation
1958 Martial Law Constitutional suspension Democratic interruption
1962 Constitution Presidential system Legitimacy concerns
1969 Transition Political uncertainty Institutional crisis
1970 Elections Democratic opening Constitutional deadlock

Each transition introduced new institutional uncertainty.

Constitutional instability reduced the predictability of governance and hindered the development
of democratic norms.

From an institutional perspective, repeated constitutional disruption prevented the emergence of
strong political parties, parliamentary traditions, and mechanisms for peaceful conflict
resolution.

Governance Theory and Institutional Capacity
Governance theory emphasizes the ability of public institutions to formulate, implement,
coordinate, and evaluate policies effectively.

Effective governance requires:
e Accountability.
o Transparency.
e Administrative responsiveness.

e Public participation.
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o Policy coherence.

Many governance challenges facing Pakistan emerged not from the absence of institutions but
from limitations in institutional responsiveness.

A key issue involved the perceived distance between decision-makers and regional populations.

As governance becomes centralized, peripheral regions may perceive state institutions as

increasingly disconnected from local needs and aspirations.

The East Pakistan experience reflects many of these dynamics.

Governance Dimension Desired Condition Emerging Concern
Participation Inclusive decision-making Limited influence
Accountability Responsive institutions Weak oversight
Representation Regional inclusion Perceived imbalance
Policy Delivery Equitable implementation Regional dissatisfaction
Coordination Center-periphery trust Declining confidence

Governance weaknesses became cumulative rather than isolated.

Over time, individual grievances merged into broader perceptions of systemic exclusion.

Demography, Representation, and Political Power
One of the central structural issues involved demographic realities.
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East Pakistan possessed a population majority, creating expectations regarding political
representation consistent with democratic principles.

However, political institutions often reflected competing concerns regarding regional balance
and national cohesion.

This produced a fundamental constitutional dilemma:

Should political representation follow population size strictly, or should institutional
arrangements seek regional parity?

Many federal states confront similar tensions. Successful federations typically address them
through bicameral legislatures, constitutional protections, fiscal arrangements, and negotiated
power-sharing mechanisms.

Pakistan struggled to develop broadly accepted solutions to these competing principles.

Principle Democratic Logic Federal Concern
Population Majority One person, one vote [Regional imbalance
Regional Equality Protect smaller units |Democratic dilution
Central Authority National coordination|Fear of domination
Provincial Autonomy Local empowerment [Fragmentation concerns

The unresolved nature of these tensions contributed significantly to subsequent constitutional
crises.

Toward a Crisis of National Integration
By the late 1960s, Pakistan confronted simultaneous pressures across multiple sectors.

Political legitimacy was contested.

Constitutional arrangements remained disputed.

Federal relations were strained.

Economic grievances had intensified.

Governance institutions faced declining trust.

Regional identities had become increasingly politicized.

From a state failure perspective, these developments represented interconnected symptoms of
institutional stress rather than isolated problems.

The significance of the Hamoodur Rahman Commission lies partly in its recognition that
military defeat occurred within a broader context of governance and political failure.

The events of 1971 therefore cannot be understood solely through battlefield analysis. They must
be examined as the culmination of long-term institutional weaknesses that progressively eroded
state legitimacy and national cohesion.
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East and West Pakistan: The Evolution of an Unequal Political Relationship

Geographic
and
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Administrative Separation

One of the most important dimensions of the Pakistani state-building project was the relationship
between its two geographically separated wings. While both East and West Pakistan shared the
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historical experience of colonial rule and participated in the political movement that led to
independence, their social structures, economic conditions, cultural traditions, political
experiences, and administrative realities differed considerably. These differences did not
necessarily predetermine national disintegration. Many successful states contain substantial
regional diversity. However, when diversity is accompanied by perceptions of unequal treatment,
inadequate representation, and institutional exclusion, regional distinctions may gradually evolve
into political grievances and eventually into competing political identities.

The relationship between East and West Pakistan must therefore be understood not merely as a
regional dispute but as a broader question of state design and governance. The challenge facing
policymakers after independence was how to create institutions capable of managing
demographic asymmetry, geographic separation, economic differences, and cultural diversity
while preserving national cohesion. Instead of resolving these tensions through sustained
constitutional negotiation and institutional innovation, many disputes remained partially
addressed or unresolved. As a result, political disagreements increasingly became interpreted
through a regional lens, reinforcing perceptions of divergence between the two wings.

The problem was compounded by the concentration of political, bureaucratic, military, and
financial authority in West Pakistan. Although many policymakers justified centralization on
grounds of administrative efficiency, national security, and state-building requirements, citizens
in East Pakistan increasingly perceived these arrangements as evidence of systemic imbalance.
Over time, perceptions became politically significant regardless of whether every grievance
reflected objective reality. Political legitimacy depends not only on policy outcomes but also on
public confidence that institutions operate fairly and representatively.
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The Language Question and the Politics of Identity

The Bengali Language Movement and State Legitimacy

Among the earliest and most influential controversies in Pakistan's history was the language
question. Language occupies a unique position within nation-building processes because it
functions not only as a means of communication but also as a symbol of identity, culture, history,
memory, and political recognition. Consequently, language disputes often extend beyond
linguistic preferences and become broader contests regarding legitimacy, inclusion, and
citizenship.

Shortly after independence, debates emerged concerning the national language of Pakistan.
Efforts to promote Urdu as a symbol of national unity encountered resistance in East Pakistan,
where Bengali was spoken by the overwhelming majority of the population. For many Bengalis,
the issue was not opposition to national integration but the desire for recognition of their
linguistic and cultural identity within the national framework. The controversy intensified when
language policy became associated with broader concerns regarding political representation and
institutional inclusion.

The Bengali Language Movement of the early 1950s represented a pivotal moment in Pakistan's
political development. The movement demonstrated that many citizens viewed cultural
recognition as an essential component of political legitimacy. From the perspective of
governance theory, the controversy revealed limitations in the state's ability to accommodate
diversity through inclusive institutional arrangements. Rather than functioning solely as a
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language dispute, the movement became an early indicator of a widening gap between state
policies and regional perceptions.

Political legitimacy theory suggests that citizens are more likely to support institutions that
recognize and respect their identities. Conversely, policies perceived as dismissive of local
culture may weaken emotional attachment to the state. The language controversy therefore
contributed to a broader transformation in political consciousness within East Pakistan, where
questions of cultural recognition became increasingly linked to demands for constitutional
reform, political representation, and regional autonomy.

Policy Dimension Intended Objective Perceived Outcome in East Pakistan
Promotion of Urdu National unity Cultural marginalization
Central;z(c)el(iicl}.imguage Administrative cohesion Reduced local recognition
Symbolic nation-building Shared identity Identity-based mobilization
National integration Political consolidation Regional alienation
efforts
State legitimacy Common citizenship Growing distrust

The language issue became one of the earliest examples of how nation-building initiatives can
produce unintended consequences when diversity is not adequately incorporated into institutional
frameworks.

Economic Development and Regional Disparities

Economic Growth and Uneven Distribution

Spending on West Spending on East Amount spent on
Year Pakistan (in millions Pakistan (in millions  East as percentage
of Pakistani rupees) of Pakistani rupees) of West
1950-55 11,290 5,240 46.4
1955-60 16,550 5,240 <
1960-65 33,550 14,040 41.8
1965-70 51,950 21,410 41.2
Total 113,340 45,930 40.5

Source: Reports of the Advisory Panels for the Fourth Five Year Plan 1970-75, Vol. |,

published by the planning commission of Pakistan.

Economic issues occupied a central position in the evolving relationship between East and West
Pakistan. Economic grievances are particularly significant in studies of state stability because
they directly affect perceptions of fairness, opportunity, and citizenship. While national economic
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growth can strengthen legitimacy, uneven distribution of benefits may generate dissatisfaction
even during periods of overall development.

During the 1950s and 1960s, Pakistan achieved notable economic growth and attracted
international recognition for its development performance. Industrialization expanded,
infrastructure projects were undertaken, and economic planning institutions gained prominence.
However, economic success at the national level did not eliminate concerns regarding regional
distribution. Many political leaders, intellectuals, economists, and civil society actors in East
Pakistan argued that development policies disproportionately favored West Pakistan. They
contended that resource allocation, industrial investment, infrastructure development, and public
expenditures reflected systemic imbalances.

Whether measured through income levels, industrial concentration, investment patterns, or
public perceptions, economic disparities became increasingly important within political
discourse. Importantly, grievances were reinforced by the belief that East Pakistan generated
substantial export earnings, particularly through jute exports, while receiving a comparatively
smaller share of development benefits. These perceptions contributed to a growing narrative of

ic exploitation that became politically influential during the 1960s.
e, Gk | A ¢ . . i

Economic inequality alone does not necessarily produce separatist movements. However, when
economic grievances intersect with political exclusion, constitutional disputes, cultural tensions,
and governance failures, they become powerful catalysts for mobilization. The Pakistani
experience illustrates how economic concerns can reinforce broader questions regarding
legitimacy and representation.

Economic Factor East Pakistan Perspective |Governance Implication
Industrial Investment Unequal concentration Perceived favoritism
Infrastructure Spending Regional imbalance Developmental grievance
Foreign Exchange Earnings Disproportionate contribution/Resource allocation debate
Employment Opportunities Limited access to key sectors |Institutional dissatisfaction
Economic Planning Centralized decision-making [Reduced regional ownership

The significance of these grievances lay not merely in economic statistics but in their impact on
political perceptions and institutional trust.

Administrative Centralization and Bureaucratic Dominance
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Governance Structures and Institutional Distance

The administrative architecture inherited after independence contributed significantly to the
evolution of center-periphery relations. In many newly independent states, centralization is
initially viewed as necessary for maintaining order, coordinating development, and consolidating
national authority. However, excessive centralization can weaken responsiveness, reduce local
participation, and create perceptions of exclusion.

Pakistan's administrative system became increasingly centralized during its early decades.
Decision-making authority was concentrated within federal institutions, senior bureaucracies,
and central planning structures. While these arrangements enhanced administrative control, they
also reduced opportunities for regional participation in policymaking. Citizens in East Pakistan
frequently perceived that major decisions affecting their political and economic future were
being made by institutions located far from their communities and insufficiently responsive to
local concerns.

Administrative centralization was reinforced by the growing influence of bureaucratic elites.
Bureaucratic institutions often possessed greater continuity and organizational capacity than
political institutions, particularly during periods of constitutional uncertainty. As a result,
bureaucratic actors acquired substantial influence over governance processes. While bureaucratic
professionalism can strengthen state capacity, excessive bureaucratic dominance may weaken
democratic accountability and reduce public participation.

Governance theory emphasizes that effective states require a balance between administrative
efficiency and political responsiveness. Where institutions prioritize control over participation,
governance effectiveness may decline despite strong administrative structures. In Pakistan's case,
centralization increasingly became associated with perceptions of political exclusion and
institutional imbalance.

Governance Area Centralized Approach Long-Term Effect
Policy Formulation Federal dominance Reduced regional input
Development Planning Central control Perceived inequity
Resource Allocation Limited local influence Growing dissatisfaction
Administrative Appointments Elite concentration Representation concerns
Political Participation Restricted decentralization Weak local ownership

These governance dynamics contributed to a widening gap between state institutions and
regional expectations.

Constitutional Delays and Democratic Deficits

Institutional Instability and Public Confidence

A recurring theme throughout Pakistan's early history was the inability to establish stable
constitutional arrangements capable of commanding broad political consensus. Constitutional
uncertainty weakened institutional development, limited democratic consolidation, and
encouraged repeated disputes regarding representation and authority.

The prolonged delay in adopting a constitution after independence generated uncertainty
regarding the rules governing political competition and federal relations. Although constitutional
milestones were eventually achieved, implementation remained inconsistent and vulnerable to
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interruption. Repeated constitutional crises prevented the emergence of stable democratic norms
and weakened confidence in political institutions.

Political legitimacy depends heavily upon predictable rules and peaceful mechanisms for
resolving disputes. When constitutional arrangements are repeatedly challenged, citizens may
lose confidence in formal political processes and seek alternative forms of political mobilization.
In East Pakistan, constitutional instability reinforced concerns regarding representation and
autonomy. Political leaders increasingly argued that democratic principles were being
subordinated to centralized control and institutional interests.

The absence of durable constitutional consensus also complicated efforts to manage demographic
realities. East Pakistan's population majority raised legitimate questions regarding representation
in national institutions. The inability to resolve these questions through broadly accepted
constitutional arrangements became a persistent source of political tension.

The One Unit Scheme and Federal Tensions

One of the most controversial administrative initiatives in Pakistan's history was the
establishment of the One Unit system in 1955. The policy merged the provinces of West Pakistan
into a single administrative unit, ostensibly to improve efficiency and create parity between East
and West Pakistan. Supporters argued that the arrangement would simplify governance and
strengthen national unity. Critics contended that it diluted regional identities and undermined
federal principles.

From a federalism perspective, the One Unit scheme represented an attempt to address
demographic asymmetry through administrative restructuring. However, many observers
believed that it failed to address underlying concerns regarding representation and legitimacy.
Instead of resolving tensions, the policy contributed to perceptions that constitutional
engineering was being used to manage political outcomes rather than accommodate diversity.

Issue Official Rationale Criticism
Administrative Efficiency  [Simplified governance| = Reduced provincial autonomy
National Unity Balanced federation Artificial parity
Representation Institutional stability Democratic distortion
Resource Allocation Coordinated planning Centralized control
Federal Cohesion National integration Increased distrust

The controversy surrounding One Unit illustrates how institutional reforms may fail when they
are not accompanied by broad political consensus and public legitimacy.

The Rise of Regional Political Consciousness

By the late 1960s, political consciousness in East Pakistan had evolved significantly. Economic
grievances, linguistic disputes, constitutional frustrations, governance concerns, and
representation debates increasingly converged into a broader demand for autonomy and political
recognition. Importantly, many of these demands initially emerged within the framework of
Pakistani federalism rather than separatism. Political actors generally sought constitutional
reform and greater provincial authority rather than immediate independence.

However, the state's inability to address these concerns effectively contributed to a gradual
erosion of trust. Political mobilization became increasingly regionalized. Elections, constitutional
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negotiations, and policy debates were interpreted through competing regional perspectives. As
institutional legitimacy weakened, political polarization intensified.

By 1970, Pakistan faced a complex crisis of governance. The issue was no longer confined to
language, economics, administration, or constitutional design individually. Rather, multiple
grievances had become interconnected, creating a systemic challenge to state legitimacy and
national integration.

Pakistan at the Edge of Constitutional Transformation

By the close of the 1960s, Pakistan had entered one of the most consequential phases of its
political history. The structural tensions discussed in the previous section—economic disparities,
constitutional instability, administrative centralization, representation disputes, and governance
deficiencies—had not disappeared. Instead, they had accumulated and converged into a
multidimensional crisis. Political scientists frequently distinguish between structural causes and
triggering events. Structural causes create vulnerability, while triggering events transform latent
tensions into open crises. The period between 1969 and March 1971 represents precisely such a
transition. Long-standing grievances became institutional confrontations, constitutional
disagreements evolved into political deadlock, and governance failures escalated into a crisis
threatening the survival of the state itself.

What makes this period especially significant is that Pakistan possessed a historic opportunity to
resolve many of its challenges through democratic means. For the first time since independence,
a genuinely nationwide election based on universal adult franchise was organized. The election
created an unprecedented opportunity to establish political legitimacy, strengthen constitutional
governance, and reconstruct federal relations. Instead, the period following the election became a
case study in how failures of leadership, institutional rigidity, strategic miscalculation, and
ineffective crisis management can transform a manageable political dispute into national
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catastrophe.

The Hamoodur Rahman Commission would later identify many of these failures as critical
factors contributing to the eventual collapse of national unity. The Commission's findings
suggest that the military defeat of December 1971 cannot be understood independently of the
political and constitutional failures that occurred during the preceding months.

The 1969 Transition and the Search for Legitimacy

The End of the Ayub Era

The resignation of President Ayub Khan in March 1969 marked a major turning point in
Pakistan's political development. Ayub's government had initially achieved substantial economic
growth and administrative modernization, but growing dissatisfaction regarding political
participation, regional representation, and constitutional legitimacy gradually weakened the
regime's authority. Mass protests emerged across both East and West Pakistan, reflecting
dissatisfaction with centralized governance and limited democratic accountability.

The transfer of power to General Yahya Khan introduced a new phase in Pakistan's political
evolution. Unlike previous transitions, the new administration recognized that the restoration of
legitimacy required elections and constitutional reconstruction. The regime announced plans for
the country's first general election based on universal adult franchise. This decision was widely
welcomed because it promised to address one of the most persistent criticisms of Pakistan's
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political system: the absence of representative democratic institutions.
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From the perspective of political legitimacy theory, elections offered an opportunity to rebuild
public trust by allowing citizens to participate directly in determining the country's political
future. However, elections alone cannot guarantee stability. Democratic processes must be
accompanied by institutional willingness to accept electoral outcomes and negotiate
constitutional arrangements peacefully. The events that followed would reveal the limitations of

electoral legitimacy in the absence of political consensus.
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Governance Dimension|Situation in 1969 Strategic Implication

Political Legitimacy Weakening public confidence|Need for democratic restoration
Constitutional Order Uncertain framework Demand for constitutional settlement
Federal Relations Increasing tensions Requirement for negotiation
Economic Grievances [Persistent disparities Regional dissatisfaction

Institutional Trust Declining confidence Legitimacy deficit

National Integration Growing polarization Risk of fragmentation

The transition of 1969 therefore represented both an opportunity and a warning. Democratic
participation could potentially strengthen national unity, but unresolved structural issues
remained embedded within the political system.

The Legal Framework Order and Electoral Transformation

To facilitate the transition, the Yahya administration introduced the Legal Framework Order
(LFO), which established the rules governing the forthcoming elections and constitution-making
process. The LFO represented an attempt to create a procedural pathway toward constitutional
government while preserving national cohesion.

The significance of the LFO lay in its recognition of demographic realities. Representation in the
National Assembly was allocated largely on the basis of population, thereby granting East
Pakistan its numerical majority. For many Bengalis, this arrangement represented the realization
of democratic principles that had long been demanded. For others, particularly within segments
of the political and bureaucratic establishment in West Pakistan, the prospect of a single region
controlling the constitution-making process generated considerable concern.
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The LFO thus exposed a central dilemma that had existed since independence: how could
Pakistan reconcile democratic majority rule with concerns regarding regional balance? This
question was not unique to Pakistan. Federal states throughout the world have confronted similar
tensions. However, successful federations typically develop institutional mechanisms capable of
balancing majority representation with minority protections. Pakistan entered the election period
without a broadly accepted consensus regarding how this balance should be achieved.

The Six-Point Program and Competing Visions of Federalism

Constitutional Reform or Confederation?

A central issue during the election period was the Six-Point Program advanced by the Awami
League under the leadership of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman. The Six Points proposed a far-reaching
restructuring of Pakistan's federal system. Key elements included substantial provincial
autonomy, limitations on federal authority, separate fiscal arrangements, and enhanced regional
control over economic affairs.

Supporters viewed the program as a necessary corrective to decades of centralization and
political imbalance. They argued that genuine federalism required meaningful provincial
authority and that regional grievances could only be addressed through constitutional
decentralization. Critics, however, interpreted the Six Points as a step toward confederation or
eventual separation. They feared that implementation would weaken national institutions and
undermine the state's ability to function effectively.

From the perspective of federalism theory, the debate reflected competing visions of state
organization. One vision emphasized decentralized governance and regional autonomy as
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mechanisms for preserving national unity. The other emphasized a strong center as essential for
maintaining cohesion and security. The inability to reconcile these perspectives became one of
the defining characteristics of the constitutional crisis.

Importantly, both sides framed their arguments in terms of national survival. Awami League
leaders argued that autonomy would strengthen the federation by addressing legitimate
grievances. Opponents contended that excessive decentralization would accelerate
fragmentation. The tragedy of the crisis lies partly in the fact that both perspectives emerged
from concerns regarding Pakistan's future, yet neither side succeeded in developing a mutually
acceptable compromise.

Constitutional Issue Awami League Position Centralist Position
Federal Authority Limited center Strong center
Provincial Autonomy Extensive powers Controlled decentralization
Fiscal Management Regional control Central coordination
Economic Planning Provincial authority National planning
Security Policy Shared responsibilities Centralized authority
National Integration Through autonomy Through unity of
command

The constitutional dispute therefore extended beyond technical legal questions and reflected
fundamentally different understandings of how the Pakistani state should be organized.

The 1970 General Elections

Democratic Mandate and Institutional Shock

The general elections held in December 1970 represented a watershed moment in Pakistan's
political history. They were the first nationwide elections conducted on the basis of universal
adult franchise and therefore possessed considerable legitimacy. Voter participation was
substantial, and the results reflected clear regional political preferences.

The Awami League achieved a decisive victory in East Pakistan and secured an overall majority
in the National Assembly. In West Pakistan, the Zulfikar Ali Bhutto led Pakistan Peoples Party
emerged as the dominant political force. The electoral outcome effectively produced two
powerful regional mandates rather than a single integrated national consensus.

For democratic theorists, the election demonstrated the capacity of electoral institutions to reflect
public preferences accurately. However, the results also exposed the depth of regional
polarization within the political system. The overwhelming success of regionally concentrated
parties indicated that political competition had become increasingly regionalized. Rather than
producing national integration, electoral politics revealed the extent of political divergence
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between the two wings.

1 so.m ami League (AL)
81 Ml :istn Feople's Pary (FPF)

9 -Pakulan Muslim League Qayyum (PML-Q)

7 .lamlat Ulema-e-Islam West Pakistan (JUI-%)

7 .Ma\km Jamiat Ulema-e-Pakistan

7 DPakman Muslim League Council {PML-C)

6 .Nauenel Awami Party Wali (NAP-W)

Al samate-tlaminy

Z.Pakman Muslin League Convention (PML-Con)
Pakistan Democranic Party (PDF)

1
1 slzllmiepen dent

. Election Postponed

RAWALPINDI 4

The election created a new constitutional reality. Democratic principles suggested that the
majority party should play the central role in forming government and drafting the constitution.
Yet significant segments of the political and institutional establishment viewed the prospect with
apprehension. Consequently, what should have been a moment of democratic consolidation
instead became the beginning of a constitutional confrontation.

Outcome Immediate Effect Long-Term Implication
Awami League Majority Democratic mandate Constitutional authority
PPP Dominance in West Pakistan  [Regional political legitimacy| Competing mandate
High Voter Participation Electoral credibility Strong public expectations
Regional Voting Patterns Political polarization Weak national integration
Constitutional Transition Opportunity for reform Risk of confrontation

The election did not create the crisis. Rather, it exposed institutional contradictions that had
accumulated over decades.

Leadership Failures and Political Miscalculation
The months following the election represent one of the most extensively debated periods in
Pakistani history. Scholars continue to disagree regarding the relative responsibility of different
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actors, but there is broad consensus that opportunities for compromise existed and were
ultimately lost.

Political leadership involves more than electoral success or administrative authority. Effective
leadership requires negotiation, coalition-building, strategic flexibility, and crisis management.
The post-election period revealed deficiencies in all of these areas. Political actors increasingly
adopted rigid positions, while trust between key stakeholders deteriorated rapidly.

The failure to establish meaningful dialogue proved particularly damaging. Rather than
functioning as a forum for constitutional bargaining, political interactions became increasingly
adversarial. Public rhetoric hardened. Expectations among supporters intensified. Political
concessions became more difficult. As a result, institutional space for compromise narrowed
dramatically.

Crisis management theory emphasizes that successful conflict resolution often depends upon
early intervention, confidence-building measures, and sustained communication. In Pakistan's
case, these mechanisms proved inadequate. Decision-makers frequently underestimated the
seriousness of the situation and overestimated their ability to control events.

Intelligence Failures and Strategic Misperception

Failure to Understand Political Realities

One of the most important lessons identified by later analyses concerns intelligence assessment.
Intelligence systems are designed to provide decision-makers with accurate information
regarding political, military, social, and security developments. Their effectiveness depends not
only upon information collection but also upon the ability to interpret complex realities
objectively.

The Pakistani crisis revealed significant shortcomings in strategic assessment. Many decision-
makers appear to have misunderstood the depth of political sentiment in East Pakistan. There
was a tendency in some quarters to interpret political mobilization primarily through security
frameworks rather than as expressions of legitimate political grievances. This reduced the
likelihood of political solutions and increased reliance upon coercive approaches.

The failure was therefore not merely informational but analytical. Decision-makers often
possessed information regarding dissatisfaction, electoral trends, and regional grievances. The
problem involved the interpretation of that information and the assumptions underlying policy
responses.

Intelligence Function Expected Role Observed Deficiency
Political Assessment Understand public sentiment Undere.:stlmatlon of
grievances
Electoral Analysis Interpret voter behavior Misreading political mandate
Crisis Forecasting Anticipate escalation Inadequate warning
Strategic Evaluation Assess policy consequences Excessive optimism
Decision Support Inform leadership Weak integration into policy

These failures would later become central themes in discussions regarding accountability and
institutional reform.

The Postponement of the National Assembly
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The decision to postpone the opening session of the National Assembly in March 1971
transformed political tension into open confrontation. For many citizens in East Pakistan, the
postponement was interpreted as a rejection of the democratic mandate expressed through the
elections. Protests intensified, civil disobedience expanded, and political authority increasingly
shifted away from formal institutions.

Political legitimacy theory suggests that governments derive authority not only from legal power
but also from public acceptance of decision-making procedures. Once large segments of the
population lose confidence in institutional processes, governance becomes increasingly difficult.
The postponement therefore accelerated the erosion of legitimacy and intensified demands for
autonomy.

At this stage, Pakistan confronted a full-scale constitutional crisis. The issue was no longer
simply representation, federalism, or economic policy. The central question had become whether
the political system could accommodate electoral outcomes through peaceful constitutional
means.

The answer, tragically, would determine the future of the state.

Crisis Escalation Matrix: March 1971

Stage Primary Issue Institutional Response Result
Structural Grievances |Regional dissatisfaction Limited reforms Persistent tensions
. Democratic . .

Electoral Competition noctatl Successful election  |Divergent mandates
participation
Constitutional . . . .
. Federal restructuring Incomplete dialogue Growing mistrust
Negotiation
Assembly Postponement| Political authority Delayed transition Public outrage
et . .\ .. Administrati
Civil Disobedience Legitimacy crisis dministrative Governance
breakdown collapse
. . . Escalation of
Security Response Order restoration Coercive measures conflict

The progression demonstrates how governance failures, constitutional disputes, leadership
miscalculations, and intelligence shortcomings interacted to transform a political disagreement
into a national emergency.
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The Hamoodur Rahman Commission Report: Origins, Scope, and Historical Significance

Investigating National Failure
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Following the
separation of East
Pakistan and the
emergence of
Bangladesh in
December 1971,
Pakistan confronted
one of the most
profound crises in its
history. The military
defeat and territorial
disintegration
generated urgent
questions regarding
accountability,
responsibility,
institutional
performance,
governance failures,
intelligence
shortcomings, military
decision-making, and
political leadership. In
response, the
government
established the
Hamoodur Rahman
Commission under the
leadership of Chief
Justice Hamoodur
Rahman. The
Commission was

tasked with investigating the circumstances that led to the national catastrophe and identifying

the factors responsible for the collapse of state authority in East Pakistan.

The significance of the Commission extends beyond its role as an inquiry into military defeat.
The report represents one of the most comprehensive official examinations of state failure ever
conducted in South Asia. Although public discussions often focus on its military findings, the
Commission's broader observations addressed systemic weaknesses in governance, political
decision-making, constitutional management, civil-military relations, intelligence assessment,
administrative accountability, and institutional culture. Consequently, the report remains highly
relevant for scholars of political science, governance, security studies, public administration, and

DownTown news

Page 668 of 678



Taha Nazir. DownTown News, 2026

https://consortiumpublisher.ca/

nation-building.
The figure below presents the timeline of local government structures in Pakistan since their

noeption,

Figure % Timeline of LG System in Pakistan

ndepeisdence ConslituBoen 1873

Lol Grsernmeen| Firliche 37 glate ths| Lecal Gouemment Arficle 1404 sisjas o

R VRl ey 1 AEmssamenl

i
shruchire mainly n the Siale shal Drdinancs was daehve polilica
Puniab |Pandhayals endhlitage Local Suspended sdrirfisiratine, and
and Municps Govemmen! Instikition fnancial
Caouncils) mespon=biifes
L & & & & . 4 it

1847 1958-60 1973 1879 1983 2001 2010

L .'.'l E:‘:\'.' .J;I'.' 1 l-".' 1 £8%
Cirdina b wriadl LDevoiation Hlan o
Lad feundation of the ais errpower b Local
Lot Gowernmeent Lol Lxomerminent Gevernmssis
Shuchue Slisciue revived

Bagss Demodr

From a state failure perspective, the Commission attempted to answer a fundamental question:
how did a state created through a powerful political movement and possessing substantial
military, administrative, and economic resources lose control over one of its largest and most
important regions? The answer provided by the Commission was neither simple nor singular.
Instead, it pointed toward the cumulative interaction of political, institutional, and strategic
failures that gradually undermined legitimacy, weakened governance, and eroded national
cohesion.

Major Findings of the Hamoodur Rahman Commission

The Commission's findings reflected a multidimensional understanding of the crisis. Rather than
attributing responsibility exclusively to battlefield outcomes, the inquiry identified weaknesses
across multiple institutional domains. The report suggested that military operations occurred
within a broader context of political mismanagement, governance deficiencies, leadership
failures, inadequate strategic planning, and deteriorating civil-military relations.

One of the most important observations concerned the failure of political leadership to address
legitimate regional grievances through constitutional and democratic means. The Commission
recognized that military force cannot substitute for political legitimacy. Once confidence in
political institutions collapses, coercive measures may intensify rather than resolve conflict. The
report therefore highlighted the importance of democratic participation, representative
governance, and constitutional accommodation as essential components of national stability.

The Commission also identified shortcomings in strategic assessment and intelligence analysis.
Decision-makers failed to appreciate the depth of political dissatisfaction and underestimated the
consequences of coercive responses. The inability to understand political realities resulted in
policies that further weakened state legitimacy and accelerated institutional breakdown.

Administrative failures likewise received attention. The Commission noted weaknesses in
governance structures, accountability mechanisms, and policy coordination. These deficiencies
reduced the state's capacity to respond effectively to escalating tensions and contributed to the
widening gap between government institutions and public expectations.
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Institutional Domain Principal Weakness Identified Strategic Consequence

Political Leadership  |Failure of accommodation and negotiation|Constitutional deadlock
Governance System Weak responsiveness to grievances Loss of legitimacy
Civil Administration Inadequate crisis management Institutional paralysis

Strategic miscalculation
Escalation of conflict

Misreading political realities
Overreliance on coercive approaches
Civil-Military Relations Imbalance of authority Political distortion
Accountability Mechanisms Limited oversight Institutional decline
The Commission's findings collectively demonstrate that the separation of East Pakistan cannot
be reduced to a single policy failure or leadership mistake. Instead, it reflected systemic

weaknesses that accumulated across decades.

State Failure Theory and the 1971 Crisis

The Pakistani experience provides a particularly valuable case for examining state failure theory.
Most contemporary models identify three essential pillars of state stability: legitimacy, capacity,
and cohesion. Legitimacy refers to public acceptance of governing institutions. Capacity refers to
the state's ability to implement decisions and deliver services. Cohesion refers to the existence of
a shared political community capable of sustaining collective identity.

Intelligence System
Military Decision-Making

By 1971, all three pillars had been significantly weakened. Political legitimacy had deteriorated
because constitutional arrangements failed to satisfy competing demands for representation and
autonomy. State capacity was undermined by governance inefficiencies, administrative
weaknesses, and ineffective crisis management. National cohesion declined as regional identities
became increasingly politicized and trust between the center and periphery eroded.

State Stability Dimension | Condition Prior to 1971 Outcome
Political Legitimacy Declining Public distrust
Constitutional Stability Weak Institutional conflict
Governance Capacity Uneven Reduced effectiveness
Economic Equity Contested Regional grievances
National Integration Eroding Identity polarization
Crisis Management Ineffective Escalation
Strategic Coordination Fragmented Policy failure

The interaction among these variables created a self-reinforcing cycle in which each institutional
weakness amplified the effects of others.

Civil-Military Relations and Institutional Balance
One of the most enduring lessons of the 1971 crisis concerns civil-military relations. Modern
democratic theory emphasizes the importance of clearly defined institutional roles, civilian
supremacy, constitutional accountability, and professional military conduct. Stable political
systems generally require a balance between security institutions and representative political

structures.
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The Pakistani experience illustrates the risks associated with prolonged imbalance. When
military institutions acquire extensive influence over political decision-making, democratic
development may be weakened. Conversely, weak civilian institutions often encourage greater
reliance on non-democratic mechanisms of governance. This creates a cycle in which political
institutions become less capable of performing their functions, thereby increasing dependence on
alternative centers of authority.

The Hamoodur Rahman Commission implicitly recognized that sustainable national security
depends upon strong political institutions. Military effectiveness alone cannot compensate for
deficiencies in governance, legitimacy, or constitutional stability. National security is ultimately
rooted in the relationship between citizens and the state. Where that relationship deteriorates,
even powerful security institutions face significant limitations.

Principle Healthy Institutional Model Lesson from 1971
Political Authority Civilian leadership Democratic legitimacy is essential
Military Role | Professional security function Security cannot replace politics
Accountability Constitutional oversight Transparency strengthens institutions
Decision-Making | Shared institutional process Coordination prevents miscalculation
National Security [Whole-of-government approach/Governance and security are interconnected

Governance and Democracy Lessons

The events leading to 1971 underscore the importance of governance quality in maintaining
national unity. Governance involves more than administrative efficiency. It includes
participation, responsiveness, transparency, accountability, and inclusiveness. States remain
stable when citizens believe their concerns can be addressed through legitimate institutions.

Several governance lessons emerge from the crisis. First, democratic participation strengthens
rather than weakens national integration. Citizens are more likely to support state institutions
when they possess meaningful opportunities for representation. Second, constitutional stability is
essential for managing diversity. Predictable rules reduce uncertainty and facilitate peaceful
conflict resolution. Third, accountability mechanisms are necessary to prevent institutional
deterioration. Organizations that operate without oversight often become disconnected from
public expectations.

The 1971 experience also demonstrates that governance failures accumulate gradually. Political
systems rarely collapse because of a single policy mistake. Instead, repeated failures to address
grievances create conditions in which crises become increasingly difficult to manage.

Nation-Building and State-Building Lessons

Diversity Management and National Cohesion

The separation of East Pakistan provides important lessons regarding nation-building in diverse
societies. Modern states often encompass multiple linguistic, ethnic, cultural, regional, and
religious communities. Diversity itself is not a threat to stability. Indeed, many of the world's
most successful states are highly diverse. The critical factor is whether institutions can
accommodate diversity while maintaining legitimacy and cohesion.
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Nation-building should not be understood as the elimination of differences. Rather, it involves
constructing a shared political framework within which differences can coexist peacefully. This
requires recognition, inclusion, representation, and equitable treatment. Policies perceived as
exclusionary may weaken attachment to national institutions and encourage alternative political
identities.

The Pakistani case demonstrates that national integration depends upon both symbolic and
institutional factors. Shared narratives, common values, and national symbols remain important.
However, they must be reinforced by equitable governance, representative institutions,
constitutional fairness, and economic inclusion.
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Nation-Building Requirement Lesson
Inclusive Citizenship All regions must feel represented
Cultural Recognition Diversity should be accommodated
Political Participation Democratic inclusion strengthens unity
Economic Equity Balanced development reduces grievances
Constitutional Stability Predictable institutions foster trust
Regional Representation Federal systems require legitimacy
Shared National Vision Unity must be supported by fairness
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Contemporary Relevance

Although the events of 1971 occurred more than five decades ago, the underlying lessons remain
highly relevant. Many contemporary states face challenges involving regional disparities,
identity politics, governance weaknesses, constitutional disputes, political polarization, and
institutional mistrust. The Pakistani experience therefore offers valuable insights for
governments, policymakers, military institutions, and international organizations.

For developing countries, the crisis demonstrates the importance of inclusive governance and
equitable development. For federal states, it highlights the need to balance central authority with
regional autonomy. For fragile democracies, it underscores the significance of constitutional
legitimacy and peaceful conflict resolution. For security institutions, it illustrates the limitations
of coercive approaches when underlying political problems remain unresolved.

The broader lesson is that state resilience depends upon institutional adaptability. Governments
that recognize grievances early, maintain open channels of communication, and strengthen
democratic participation are generally better positioned to prevent crises from escalating into
systemic failures.

Conclusion

The separation of East Pakistan in 1971 represents one of the most significant examples of
national disintegration in the post-colonial world. The evidence examined throughout this study
demonstrates that the crisis cannot be explained solely through military defeat, electoral disputes,
constitutional disagreements, or external intervention. Rather, it emerged from the cumulative
interaction of political exclusion, governance failures, constitutional instability, economic
grievances, administrative centralization, intelligence shortcomings, leadership miscalculations,
weak crisis management, and declining institutional legitimacy.

The Hamoodur Rahman Commission Report remains a landmark document because it
recognized the multidimensional nature of the crisis. Its findings revealed that national security
cannot be separated from governance quality, political legitimacy, constitutional stability, and
public trust. The report demonstrated that military power alone cannot preserve national unity
when underlying political institutions fail to command legitimacy.

Several major conclusions emerge from this analysis. First, democratic inclusion is indispensable
for national stability. Second, constitutional legitimacy provides the foundation for peaceful
conflict resolution. Third, federal systems require equitable representation and meaningful
regional participation. Fourth, governance effectiveness depends upon accountability,
responsiveness, and institutional adaptability. Fifth, intelligence and security institutions must
accurately understand political realities rather than rely exclusively on coercive frameworks.
Sixth, nation-building requires not only shared ideals but also inclusive institutions capable of
accommodating diversity.

The ultimate lesson of 1971 is that states are strongest when legitimacy, representation,
governance, accountability, and national cohesion reinforce one another. Conversely, when
institutions become disconnected from citizens, grievances accumulate, trust declines, and
political disputes remain unresolved, even seemingly stable states may become vulnerable to
fragmentation. For Pakistan, for developing countries, and for contemporary federal democracies
throughout the world, the experience of 1971 remains a powerful reminder that sustainable
national unity depends not merely upon territorial control or military strength, but upon the
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continuous cultivation of justice, inclusion, constitutionalism, democratic participation, and
effective governance.

Recommendations

Governance Reform Recommendations

Strengthen democratic institutions and ensure regular, credible electoral processes.
Enhance constitutional safeguards protecting political representation and regional rights.
Promote transparent and accountable public administration.

Expand citizen participation in policymaking processes.

Develop effective mechanisms for peaceful conflict resolution.

Federal Governance Recommendations

Improve fiscal federalism and equitable resource distribution.

Strengthen provincial and local government institutions.

10. Enhance intergovernmental coordination mechanisms.

11. Establish institutional forums for addressing regional grievances.

12. Promote balanced regional development strategies.

13. Civil-Military Relations Recommendations

14. Reinforce constitutional civilian supremacy.

15. Strengthen parliamentary oversight of security institutions.

16. Improve civil-military coordination in national security planning.

17. Encourage professional military education emphasizing constitutional governance.
18. Institutionalize accountability and transparency mechanisms.

19. Intelligence and Strategic Planning Recommendations

20. Improve political intelligence capabilities.

21. Strengthen strategic forecasting and risk assessment systems.

22. Enhance integration between intelligence analysis and policymaking.

23. Reduce institutional biases in threat assessment.

24. Develop comprehensive early-warning mechanisms for political crises.

XA B WD =

Future Research Directions

Research Area Key Questions
Comparative State Why do some federations survive while others collapse?
Civil-Military RelationsfHow can institutional balance be sustained in developing democracies?
National Integration ~ |What policies best manage diversity in multiethnic states?
Constitutional Design |Which federal arrangements improve legitimacy and stability?
Crisis Management How can governments prevent political disputes from escalating?
Intelligence Reform  [What institutional structures improve strategic forecasting?
Governance Resilience [Which reforms strengthen public trust in state institutions?

Future scholarship should increasingly adopt interdisciplinary approaches that combine political
science, governance studies, constitutional law, economics, security studies, and public
administration. Such research may provide deeper insights into the relationship between
legitimacy, representation, and state resilience.
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