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The Pakistan Tehrik-e-Insaaf (PTI, Movement for Justice) was founded by 
Imran Khan in April 1996 as a socio-political movement inspired by the slogan, 
‘justice, humanity and self-reliance’. A year later PTI contested the 1997 elec-
tion hailed as the “third force”1 in Pakistan’s otherwise two-party system. The 
result was disastrous as the party did not win a single seat. The absence of a 
local power base, lack of party organization and inexperience were decisive in 
explaining PTI’s loss. Despite having articulated an alternative political program 
PTI struggled to retain supporters and increase its vote bank. Imran Khan won 
the party’s only seat in 2002 but he struggled to stay relevant relying mostly on 
media appearances to critique the corruption and incompetence of traditional 
politicians. The party’s boycott of the 2008 election further sidelined it from 
mainstream politics (see table 1).
The situation changed in 2011 when PTI gained some political ground by raising 
its voice against the rampant corruption that was corroding the socio-political 
fabric of Pakistan and the downturn in US-Pakistan relations. The unprece-
dented response at PTI’s rally in Lahore later that year signalled PTI’s evolution 
as a viable political party, one that also had the logistical capacity to bring out the 
vital youth vote. At the time Imran Khan was considered to be the most favorable 
leader by 68% of the population.2

Table 1: PTI’s electoral performance 1997-20133

This paper questions whether PTI marks a departure or is a continuation of tra-
ditional Pakistani politics by examining the rise of the party over the last four 
years, the restructuring of the party’s organization, its electoral performance 

1  AHMED KHAN, A. (1996). Third Force or Third Farce? The Herald. May 25.

2  PEW RESEARCH CENTER. (2011). US Image in Pakistan Falls No Further Following bin Laden 
Killing. Global Attitudes Project. Washington, D.C.

3  These results are based on electoral results reported by the Election Commission of Pa-
kistan 1997, 2002, 2008, and 2013.
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and its role in opposition. I argue that while the PTI has 
differentiated itself from other political parties through 
its message of change, electoral considerations and the 
embedded logic of clientelism in Pakistan’s politics has 
prevented it from fulfilling its vision and has instead 
invoked the status quo much to the consternation of its 
supporters. This is not to suggest that PTI will be unable to 
effect change in the future, but that it needs to rethink its 
strategies and maintain performance legitimacy to remain 
relevant to the electorate.
This argument is made in the article through an in-depth 
analysis of newspaper-reporting and opinion editorials on 
the PTI over the last five years. There is very little scholarly 
work on the PTI mainly due to the very recent success of 
the party and this is the primary reason for doing content 
analysis of journalistic accounts. In addition, interviews 
with PTI members conducted in 2012 have also enriched 
the findings of this article.

THE ‘TSUNAMI’:
Observers of Pakistani politics explained PTI’s sudden 
rise as a combination of the following factors: ‘fortuitous 
timing’4, an effective narrative that resonated with a dis-
contented citizenry5 and a charismatic leader who had 
finally “hit his stride”.6 
A national sense of political crisis prevailed in 2011. The 
tenuous US-Pakistan relationship had worsened and was 
accompanied by the failure of the major political parties to 
deliver effective governance. PTI tapped into this wides-
pread disillusionment caused by the blatant abuse of 
public offices for self-aggrandizement at the expense of 
the masses, who were already facing the brunt of conti-
nuous power outages, a declining economy and growing 
lawlessness in the country. The party further capitalized on 
the resentment that had built up over Pakistan’s coopera-
tion in the War on Terror. In particular, the US-led covert 
operation to capture Osama bin Laden, the encroachment 
of Pakistan’s sovereign territory by repeated drone attacks 
and the perceived interference of the US in Pakistan’s inter-
nal affairs gave PTI just cause to criticize the US-Pakistan 

4 RAFIQ, A. (2012). The Imran Khan Phenomenon. Foreign Policy. 
January 12.

5  YUSUF, H. (2011). Explaining the rise of Imran Khan. Foreign Po-
licy. October 31.

6  TAHIR, M.R. (2012). I’ll Be Your Mirror. The Caravan-a Journal of 
Politics and Culture. January 1. Also see articles analyzing Imran Khan’s 
charisma such as BURKI, J.S. (2011). Imran Khan’s Political Rise. Insti-
tute of South Asian Studies. 148 and MISHRA, P. (2012). Imran Khan 
Must be Doing Something Right. The New York Times. August 16.

relationship. The PTI made gains within the electorate by 
advocating the importance of recalibrating the unequal 
alliance to defend Pakistan’s national sovereignty.
While PTI’s message had not altered substantially since 
the early days of its establishment, the circumstances des-
cribed above presented a unique opportunity for the PTI 
to articulate an alternative to the current dispensation of 
power. ‘Naya Pakistan’ (new Pakistan) was envisioned to 
be an Islamic welfare state that was corruption-free and 
stood on an equal footing with the US.
Most significantly however, this message of change with 
populist and anti-American overtones would not have 
readily captured the hearts and minds of the educated 
middle-class, disaffected youth and urban poor had it not 
been for Imran Khan’s “passion and probity”.7 We must 
also acknowledge the electronic media which was not enti-
rely sold on Imran Khan’s vision, but made it its mission 
to put into sharp relief the venality and incompetence 
of tried-and-tested politicians against the possibility of 
change advocated by PTI.
As the captain of a winning team in 1992 at the World Cup 
Cricket tournament, Imran Khan did not have to strive 
too hard to develop a cult of personality. Off-field, his phi-
lanthropy in building a cancer hospital in Pakistan was 
lauded by many as evidence of public service. Although 
similar to other mainstream parties, PTI is also a highly 
centralized organization that is embodied by the party lea-
der’s charisma; the difference is that Khan does not hail 
from a political family. His political clout is not based on 
land-ownership, industrial wealth or being prominent in 
student politics. His spotless financial reputation set him 
apart from the incumbent leadership of Pakistan People’s 
Party (PPP) and Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N). 
Khan’s anti-incumbent status in politics also gave him an 
edge vis-à-vis the other party leaders, because he could cre-
dibly claim to provide alternative leadership.8

WHY THE PTI DID NOT 
CAPTURE ALL HEARTS AND 
MINDS?
As PTI began to be taken seriously as a viable political 
player, three overarching criticisms dogged the party. First, 
by promising a break from the past, Imran Khan seemed 
to be offering something to everybody and in doing so was 

7 ALMEIDA, C. (2011). Change We Khan. DAWN Newspaper. November 3.

8  For an analysis of PTI’s anti-incumbency advantage see AFZAL, M. 
(2013) Can Imran Khan Ride to Victory? Brookings Institute. 
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merely perpetuating the status quo.9 The simplicity of his 
message meant that it resonated widely across the public 
but that it was also not well-developed. In fact analysts 
pointed to the vagueness of his policy ideas and the lack 
of a concrete plan of action to achieve the goals outlined 
in the party manifesto.10 It turns out however, that this was 
also the underlying reason for the party’s initial success. 
The wide appeal of its message and the untested capacity 
to achieve it gave the party much-needed credibility and 
“empathy”11 in the eyes of the masses.
Second, detractors of the PTI claimed that the party’s 
meteoric ascent could not have been possible without the 
backing of powerful allies, especially the army. No conclu-
sive evidence to this end surfaced at the time, but this cri-
tique alluded to the distrust of the party system imbued 
in the citizenry as a result of repeated military interven-
tion.12 Staying on the theme of powerful allies, a number 
of notable politicians, many of whom had served as federal 
ministers in previous regimes, switched political parties 
to join PTI.13 Critics pointed out that many of these politi-
cians were erstwhile supporters of General Pervez Mushar-
raf including the likes of Jahangir Tareen and Khurshid 
Kasuri. Others like Javed Hashmi had started their politi-
cal careers under the tutelage of General Ziaul Haq. Finally, 
many of these politicians like Shah Mahmood Qureshi 
enjoyed personal vote banks owing to their family’s tradi-
tional involvement in politics as prominent land-owners or 
sajida nashins (caretakers of Sufi shrines) and therefore 
had access to primordial kinship networks.14

9  See KHAN, L. (2011). Pakistan: Passions without truths-the myth 
of Imran Khan. In Defence of Marxism. November 14. Also see TAHIR, 
M.R. I’ll be your mirror.

10  JAMAL, N. (2015). Show me the Difference. DAWN Newspaper. 27th March. 

11  FLAMENBAUM, S. (2012). The PTI and Pakistan’s Changing Poli-
tical Landscape. Washington D.C.: United States Institute of Peace.

12  See news cover stories such as HUSSAIN, F. (2011). The Great 
Leap Forward: Imran Khan’s Soaring Popularity. Newsline. November 
30 and SIDDIQA, A. (2014). The Elephant in the Room. Newsline. 
September 17. Christophe Jaffrelot lists evidence of collusion 
between PTI and the military:  First, PTI was advised by former ISI 
chief Ahmed Shuja Pasha. Two, PTI was able to carry out its Long 
March to Islamabad in August 2014 and break into a high-security 
zone because the army let them. Later Javed Hashmi a PTI member 
also furnished evidence of Imran Khan receiving direction from the 
army chief. See JAFFRELOT, C. (2014). Going Back to Rawalpindi. The 
Indian Express. September 13.

13  Other notable names included Mian Azhar of PML, Sardar Assef 
Ahmed Ali, ex-foreign minister for PPP, Masood Sharif Khattak, for-
mer Intelligence Bureau Chief under PPP, Shafqat Mahmood, ex-Se-
nator PPP. Also see HUSAIN, F. (2012). All the Khan’s Men: Imran 
Khan and the Turncoats. Newsline. February 11.

14  See for example JAFFRELOT, C. (2014). Painted into a Corner. 
Washington D.C.: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace.

The party responded by claiming that in 1997, its electoral 
failure was attributed to not having electable candidates 
with local bases of support. Yet in 2013, it was critiqued 
for finally attracting these electable candidates. PTI’s 
challenge was to recruit politicians who cared for the party’s 
agenda for change, which amounted to having reputations 
untainted by corruption, but also a track record for winning 
an election. Furthermore, Imran Khan acknowledged that 
“one man alone without an electable team can only do so 
much”15 and that he could not “find angels to join the PTI.”16 
The problem was not so much that opportunistic politi-
cians were linking themselves to Imran Khan, but that by 
“putting old wine into new bottles,”17 PTI was compromi-
sing its ability to break free from a political system that 
centered on the personalized delivery of patronage by these 
electable politicians to the voters.

THE ATTEMPT TO REFORM 
POLITICAL PARTY 
PRACTICES
Following the onset of the so-called tsunami, the next 
major test for the PTI was translating the groundswell 
of support witnessed at its rallies into actual votes in 
the 2013 general election. PTI attempted to restructure 
itself to encourage internal party democracy and decen-
tralized decision-making.
In preparation for intra-party elections that would 
elect the party’s office-bearers starting from the grass-
roots, PTI launched a membership campaign. In order 
to attract large numbers, the party leadership decided 
to make the process effortless and uncomplicated. 
Members were allowed to register telephonically by pro-
viding their name and national identification numbers. 
At the time, party leaders did not anticipate that this 
would be insufficient information to make electoral lists 
or identify voters during the intra-party election. 
Simultaneously, PTI also provided membership booklets 
to active and prominent members who would physi-
cally register members and upload the details into a 
centralized database. PTI members who aspired for 
local party offices used this opportunity to establish a 
vote base for themselves in the upcoming intra-party 
election. They spent both time and money to have 

15 HUSSAIN, F. (2011). The Great Leap Forward. 

16  RAFIQ, A. The Imran Khan Phenomenon.

17  SATTAR, B. (2011). Khan’s Tipping Point. The News. November 5.
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thousands of members registered, including family 
members and acquaintances with no interest in PTI’s 
politics, thus filling membership booklets without invol-
ving the persons they made members. The flaws of the 
membership drive led PTI to overestimate the size of its 
membership. This was inherently a problem of quality 
control since party membership was bloated by a large 
number of passive members.
PTI was lauded for holding intra-party elections, a major 
departure from the current practice of leadership suc-
cession in mainstream parties. The expectation was that 
the elected office bearers were expected to have a say in 
the party’s candidate-selection procedures. To contest 
the elections for a union councillor’s seat (the lowest 
office), the party fixed a nominal fee. The inability and in 
some cases, reluctance to pay this fee led to candidates 
aspiring for the party’s ticket in the general election to 
deposit the requisite amount for all the union council 
posts in their constituencies, thus giving them total 
freedom to pick the individuals who would assume these 
posts.18 The assumption was that at the time of candi-
date-selection, these party officers would nominate the 
candidates to whom they were indebted for their party 
office.
Holding the intra-party elections so close to the general 
election subjected the entire proceeding to the opportu-
nism of candidates aspiring for the party ticket. Those 
elected to the party office were in many instances recent 
entrants to the party and were not ideologically moti-
vated. As a consequence, the party’s objective to have a 
multi-stage candidate-selection procedure in which the 
input from the district, regional and provincial organiza-
tions would lead to the selection of the party’s candidate 
to be approved by the central party did not play out as 
envisaged.19 First, instant members with questionable 
affiliations could not be trusted to make unbiased selec-
tions. Second, the non-participation of ideologically-mo-
tivated members of the party undermined the meritocra-
tic selection of candidates that the party had hoped for. 
As a result candidate-selection prior to the general elec-
tion was a very centralized process in which decisions 
were made by the party’s leader and his kitchen cabi-

18  This was reported in NOORANI, T. (n.d.) Executive Summary and 
Recommendations of the Tanseem Noorani Review Commission. 
Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf. Islamabad: Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaaf. Al-
though not dated as a publication, this report was released in 2014.

19  For a complete analysis of the consequences of candidate se-
lection practices see HAZAN, R and GIDEON, R. (2010). Democra-
cy within Parties: Candidate Selection Methods and Their Political 
Consequences. New York: Oxford University Press.

net.20 In many instances, electoral considerations superse-
ded merit and party loyalty as criteria for selection. This, in 
turn created dissension within the party between the older, 
more devoted ideologues of the party and the new, more 
politically savvy and opportunistic members of the party.21

An important aspect of PTI’s organizational strategy and 
one at which it excelled was using social media for commu-
nicating with its members and the political mobilization of 
voters. Ammar Rashid rightly observes that PTI success-
fully harnessed the “horizontal integration afforded by 
social media” to overcome the “socio-economic heteroge-
neity” of its supporter base.22

During the election campaign period, Express Tribune 
reported that PTI had some 30 volunteers maintaining the 
party’s official website which got 100,000 hits daily and a 
Facebook account with 500,000 members.23 To put this in 
perspective, competing parties like PPP and PML-N were 
compelled to improve their online presence. Despite this, 
PML-N’s website got only 1200 hits per day. Similarly, 
PTI reached out to Pakistan’s 3 million Twitter users by 
allowing its candidates to bypass media outlets and com-
municate directly with the voters. Thus print and online 
journalists were deprived of their critical agenda-setting 
role giving candidates more control over their own cam-
paigns. 24 Moreover, Twitter was an effective platform for 
promoting Imran Khan’s charismatic persona and for 
generally keeping the electorate updated on the party’s 
campaign activities. Overall, PTI’s online presence allowed 
for the socialization of like-minded individuals who were 
permanently mobilized by the party’s general philosophy 
parallel to traditional campaign activities such as canvas-
sing, rallies and corner meetings.

20  For more on PTI’s party organization see MUFTI, M and WAS-
EEM, M. 2012. Political Parties in Pakistan: Organization and Power 
Structure. Islamabad: The Asia Foundation. An excellent overview 
of intra-party democracy is provided by PILDAT. (2014). Assessing 
Internal Democracy of Major Political Parties of Pakistan. Pakistan 
Institute of Legislative Development and Transparency. p. 19-46.

21  Interviews with PTI members conducted in Lahore in June 2012.

22  RASHID, A. (2013). Politics after Patronage. Tanqeed: a maga-
zine of politics and culture. 4. Available from http://www.tanqeed.
org/2013/05/politics-after-patronage/ [Accessed on June 14, 2015].

23  RIZWAN, M. (2012). Cyberspace-the new battleground for poli-
tical parties. The Tribune Express. April 15.

24  AHMED, S. and SKORIC, M.M. (2014). My name is Khan: the use 
of Twitter in the campaign for 2013 Pakistan General Election. 47th 
Hawaii International Conference on System Science. IEEE Conference 
Publications.  Also see ILYAS, S. and KHUSHI, Q. (2013). Persuasive 
Strategies in Political Discourse: A Study of a Political Party’s Official 
Face Book Pages. Pakistan Journal of Social Sciences (PJSS). 33 (2).
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SUCCESS OR FAILURE 
IN ELECTION 2013?
In the run-up to the General Election in 2013, it was par-
ticularly difficult to predict PTI’s performance because it 
was not clear if PTI would be able to convert its anti-in-
cumbency advantage into votes. Nor was it clear if the PTI 
supporter showing up at the rallies would actually come 
out on polling day.
PTI eventually won 28 general seats and 7 reserved seats 
in the National Assembly.25 At least 65 % of the seats won 
in the National Assembly were from Khyber Pukhtunkhwa 
(KPK). Even though the election results were not the 
tsunami that had been heralded by PTI leaders, one must 
acknowledge that PTI won the second largest share of votes 
after PML-N in the general election, thus edging out PPP. 
PTI candidates were runners-up on 76 National Assembly 
seats, losing by an average margin of 27%. In some consti-
tuencies the margins of victory were so close (as low as 
1.4%) that PTI claimed electoral rigging had taken place. 
The unexpected victory of PML-N that led it to form a 
single-majority government further fostered this allegation 
of rigging.
However, another explanation for PTI’s electoral per-
formance was given by internal party reviews conducted 
by Tasneem Noorani and the intra-party tribunal led by 
Justice Wajihuddin (retd).26 These reviews furnished evi-
dence on how the flaws and unintended consequences of 
the intra-party elections; the arbitrariness of the candidate 
selection decisions and over-centralization in party deci-
sion-making were also to blame for the weakness of PTI’s 
subsequent electoral performance.
One could plausibly argue that PTI’s electoral perfor-
mance revealed the deeply entrenched logic of clientelism 
in Pakistan’s political system. In Punjab, which makes up 
more than 50% of the seats in the National Assembly, the 
delivery of patronage is the primary measure of a candi-
date’s competence. Voters elect politicians who have a 
proven record for protecting the interests of their consti-
tuents in thana-katchery (police and courts), delivering 

25  This result is based on the gazette issued by the Election Com-
mission of Pakistan on June 5, 2013. Subsequently PTI vacated a 
number of seats under Article 223 of the constitution and after the 
results of by-elections PTI now has 26 general seats and 7 reserved 
seats in the National Assembly.

26 NOORANI, T. (n.d.) Executive Summary and Recommendations. 
Also see Tribunal Consisting of Justice Wajihuddin Ahmed and Yu-
suf Malik Gabol. Available at http://pkpolitics.com/wp-content/
uploads/2014/11/PTI-Justice-Wajiuddin-report.pdf [Accessed on June 
14, 2015].

public utilities and providing jobs. While there was cer-
tainly an anti-PPP sentiment in Punjab, PML-N’s perfor-
mance in the provincial government was still perceived to 
be effective. PML-N candidates were known to the voter in 
comparison to PTI’s relatively inexperienced candidates. 
PTI’s campaign of ‘hope and change’ had convinced voters 
on the importance of their vote but failed to change their 
risk-averse and pragmatic mindset that made them vote for 
the delivery of patronage instead.

THE POLITICS 
OF OPPOSITION
Historically opposition parties have hindered democracy 
in Pakistan by engaging in adversarial politics, instead of 
posing as a credible alternative and holding the ruling party 
accountable. In the post-election period, opposition parties 
have not easily consented to the electoral results. Once 
elected, opposition parties have set about to destabilize 
the government and bring about its downfall as rapidly as 
possible under the pretext that it was illegitimately elected. 
This especially holds true for the 1990s, when instead of 
holding the government accountable through oversight 
procedures, opposition parties chose to support the Pre-
sident’s initiative under Article 58(2b) of the constitution, 
backed by the Army, to dissolve the National Assembly. 
This undermined democracy because it interrupted the 
electoral cycle but also created a perverse set of incentives 
which limited voter choice and gave opposition parties an 
anti-incumbency advantage.
On the floor of the parliament, opposition parties have 
resorted to fiery rhetoric instead of offering counter-propo-
sals to government-backed legislation. Outside the parlia-
ment, opposition parties have indulged in street agitation, 
mobilizing mass support through rallies, long marches, sit-
ins, or wheel jams to protest government action.
These same trends have been observable in PTI’s per-
formance as an opposition party. PTI began by calling 
attention to the government’s lack of capacity to deal with 
domestic issues in the National Assembly. However, it did 
not break out of campaign mode continuing to organize 
political rallies to keep its grassroots support permanently 
mobilized. Ultimately PTI launched an anti-rigging cam-
paign claiming that the results of the May 2013 election 
had been manipulated and that the party’s mandate to 
govern by the public had been stolen. Adding fuel to fires 
already being lit by PTI were the unfortunate shootings on 
June 17, 2014 by the Punjab police against Paksitan Awami 
Tehrik (PAT) workers in Model Town Lahore, highlighting 
the mismanagement of the PML-N government. On August 
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14, 2014 PAT and PTI embarked on a long march in the 
name of azadi (freedom) from Lahore ending up in front 
of Parliament house in the nation’s capital, Islamabad. PTI 
demanded an independent inquiry into electoral rigging 
and insisted that the party will continue its agitation until 
Nawaz Sharif resigned from power.

This move by the PTI was widely seen by the intelligentsia 
and media as being detrimental to Pakistan’s democratic 
evolution for three reasons:

First, PTI had chosen to not be a genuine opposi-
tion party. Many acknowledged that protesting electoral 
rigging was warranted. But the protracted dharna (sit-in) 
outside Parliament house distracted the PTI provincial 
government in KPK from dealing with the fall out of Zarb-
e-Azb, a Pakistan Army operation against religious mili-
tancy in FATA. PTI’s stubbornness to not end its dharna 
unless the prime minister resigned, and the PML-N’s ina-
bility to negotiate terms agreeable to both parties created 
the perception of irreconcilable differences between 
government and opposition, which could only be resolved 
through drastic action such as regime change. Mobilizing 
the masses purely through negative rhetoric and no actual 
discussion of policy alternatives only served to halt debate 
and action that could have alleviated the problems at stake. 
Critics pointed out that if PTI’s complaint was that it had 
not been meted justice by the Election Commission or the 
judicial system as laid out in the Representation of People’s 
Act 1976, then as a serious opposition party it should have 
proposed amendments to the laws instead of placing a 
gridlock on the political process.27

Second, irreconcilable differences between PTI 
and PML-N brought the army back into politics. 
Army Chief, General Raheel Sharif although not constitu-
tionally empowered to do so, was compelled to step in to 
mediate between the government and opposition as nego-
tiation attempts between the two parties repeatedly failed 
and the protests became violent. The army also released 
statements to warn the Sharif government that insuring 
state security was paramount and that the army would not 
hesitate to step in unless the conflict was resolved satisfac-
torily. Although the army denied that it was backing the 
opposition, evidence released by senior PTI member Javed 
Hashmi suggested that the Imran Khan was instructed by 
the army to coordinate his protests with PAT.28 To explain 

27  See articles such as SATTAR, B. (2014). Seeking justice by force? 
DAWN Newspaper. July 7.

28  ASIF, B. and SHAH, A. (2015). Pakistan in 2014: Democracy under 
the Military’s Shadow. Asian Survey. 55(1).

the army’s motivations is beyond the ambit of this paper 
but suffice it to say that once again, the army projected 
itself as a “referee and the only institution concerned with 
national interest rising above the disputes of power-hungry 
politicians.”29

PTI’s protest and the army’s controversial role made ana-
lysts question if opposition-led dharnas were the new 58 
2(b)?30 Barring a no-confidence motion, a difficult feat to 
accomplish in a single-majority government, how could a 
sitting prime minister be dislodged? Reminiscent of the 58 
2(b) era, where a President backed by the military and a 
weak opposition could dissolve the National Assembly, it 
seemed as if this time an opposition party backed by the 
military could place a stranglehold over the government by 
refusing to negotiate.

Third, PTI’s actions highlighted the party’s own 
inherent weaknesses. Another aspect of PTI’s agitation 
was the en masse resignation of PTI elected representatives 
on the direction of Imran Khan. At least three representa-
tives who refused to resign were expelled from the party 
for breaching party discipline.31 This raised suspicions that 
the party leadership had coerced resignations from its 
party members, an illegal act under Article 43(2b) of the 
constitution.32 This was ironic seeing that PTI had differen-
tiated itself from other parties on the basis of internal party 
democracy and decentralized decision-making. Even the 
PTI was unable to check unilateral decisions made by the 
party chief.
PTI’s agitation also exposed how the party was shaped by 
the exigencies of the political system. Interviews with PTI 
members prior to the election revealed that gaining access 
to state resources for the delivery of patronage was the 

29  JAFFRELOT, C. (2014). Going Back to Rawalpindi.  For an analysis 
of the army’s motivation to intervene in Pakistani politics see recent 
books by SHAH, A. 2014. The Army and Democracy. Boston: Harvard 
University Press and HUSSAIN, E. 2013. Military, Agency, Politics and 
the State in Pakistan. Delhi: Samskriti.

30  Article 58, section 2b of the Pakistani constitution otherwise 
known as the Eighth Amendment empowered the President of Pa-
kistan to dissolve the National Assembly at his discretion provi-
ded that in their opinion the Government could not be carried on 
in accordance with the provisions of the constitution.  The Eighth 
Amendment was officially overturned by the Eighteenth Amendment 
in 2010.

31  Gulzar Khan from Peshawar, Mussarat Ahmedzeb from Swat and 
Nasir Khan Khattak from Karak refused to resign saying this decision 
would adversely affect the PTI government’s performance in KPK. 
They further argued that it was an unprincipled for  the party leader 
to make unilateral decisions.

32  This article requires the Speaker of the Assembly to ascertain if 
the resignation by a member of the National Assembly is voluntary 
and genuine. 
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primary motivation behind contesting an election.33 As a 
party in opposition PTI did not have access to state funds 
and was therefore irrelevant to the constituents, creating 
an urgent need to return to power. Was PTI merely an elec-
toral vehicle to mobilize public opinion through a charis-
matic leadership?
PTI stepped down from its dharna on December 16, 2014 
after the bombing of a public school in Peshawar killing 150 
people including children. It did however, negotiate the 
formation of a three-member judicial commission headed 
by Chief Justice Nasirul Mulk to investigate poll rigging in 
the 2013 election. The judicial commission completed its 
inquiry on July 3, 2015 and much to PTI’s chagrin ruled 
that instances of electoral rigging were not evidence of 
systematic manipulation of electoral results. Even though 
the rigging allegations were not proven and Nawaz Sharif 
did not step down PTI indirectly achieved two strategic 
goals. One, it edged out the PPP as PML-N’s main com-
petition in the Punjab. By sustaining a four-month sit-in, 
PTI succeeded in creating the perception that the next elec-
toral contest will be between PTI and PML-N. Two, PTI 
increased its party identification with the Punjabi voter 
especially among the middle class which previously voted 
squarely for PML-N. 
Instinctively analysts have criticized the PTI for hinde-
ring democracy. But can one really fault Imran Khan for 
demanding a transparent inquiry into electoral rigging? In 
fact he was the only one to state that a rigged election was 
unacceptable and that the Pakistani voter deserved better. 
For better or worse the party opened up a “new space for 
dissent.” 34 The means used were certainly problematic but 
they sparked a nation-wide conversation about how far 
an electorate’s patience with the political system could be 
tested, politicized a despondent citizenry and provided an 
outlet to vent dissatisfaction.

33  Interviews with PTI members who wished to remain anonymous 
were conducted by the author from May to July 2012 in Lahore, 
Pakistan. 

34  IQTIDAR, H. and MUNIR, K. (2014). Inquilab in Pakistan: the 
Containers and those Contained. Economic and Political Weekly. 
49(39). See also AMIR, A. (2014). Triumph of the will…the power of 
determination. The News. September 23.

PTI: A NEW PHENOMENON?
PTI has strived to differentiate itself from other political 
parties and brand itself as a force for positive political 
change in Pakistan. However, this article argued that PTI’s 
leadership has time and again fallen back on strategies 
that have invoked the political status quo. It succeeded in 
earning the second largest vote share, but because it was 
driven by primarily electoral considerations it routinely 
compromised on its promises of internal party democracy, 
meritocratic candidate-selection and decentralized deci-
sion-making. It chose to embrace ‘electable’ politicians 
overlooking its own criteria for party membership and can-
didacy. PTI campaigned mostly on rhetoric and not on a 
programmatic agenda for reform even though it claimed 
to break away from citizen-state linkages based on clien-
telism. As a party in opposition, PTI demonstrated its poli-
tical expediency behind the guise of demanding an inquiry 
into electoral rigging. Although it is too soon to assess 
PTI’s performance as a party in government, it has become 
increasingly clear that effective governance is perhaps the 
only fool-proof strategy that PTI should rely on to prove 
its difference from other political parties to the Pakistani 
electorate.
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