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This study examines the political role of the Pakistan National Congress in the early phase 
of Pakistan (1947-1958). The PNC was one of the first organized groups of opposition in 
the first Constituent Assembly of Pakistan but it has been neglected in the historical 
narrative. Although the party had a representation in parliament, it started to have 
problems retaining its political influence in the newly founded state. Demographic shifts 
after Partition, distrust of its Congress credentials, schisms in minority politics and a lack 
of organizational growth all influenced its trajectory. Economic difficulties came at a time 
of constitutional unrest and the centralization of political power. This research examines 
the effect of these interrelated developments on the PNC's political marginalization from 
1947 to 1958. 

The research underscores the role of the PNC as an advocate for non-Muslim minorities, 
especially the Hindu community of East Pakistan, as well as for more general democratic 
causes like the rights of the Bengali language, provincial autonomy and parliamentary 
accountability. The overall purpose of this research is to analyse the contribution of the 
Pakistan National Congress as an opposition party and the process of democratic 
contestation in the Pakistani fledgling parliamentary system between 1947 and 1958. This 
parliamentary position is followed up in the study to explain why the party failed to retain 
its influence and to expand its political base. It examines the impact of migration, the lack 

of a cohesive minority voice, and the role of leadership and organizational constraints, 
along with the shifting political landscape. It also examines, using historical analysis, the 
impact of institutional instability, centralization, and the erosion of parliamentary 
government in 1958 on the PNC's opportunities. This marginalization is therefore looked 
at in the light of both internal problems and broader changes in the political structure of 
Pakistan. 

Introduction 

The founding of Pakistan in 1947 began a period of constitutional development and constitutional politics as well as political 
reorganization and debate on the basis of the new state. Parliamentary institutions emerged as significant platforms for citizenship 
negotiations, representation and relations with the central and provincial governments. But these institutions were set up amidst 
the effects of Partition, competing national identities and political power disparities. In this context, opposition parties were 

challenged to assert legitimacy and also to shape the new political realities. The Pakistan National Congress (PNC) provides a telling 
example about parliamentary engagement and subsequent political exclusion and marginalization (Talbot, 2009). 

PNC was one of the first organized opposition groups in Pakistan, which took part in the First Constituent Assembly and raised 
questions regarding the constitutional trajectory of Pakistan. It had representatives speak on the issue of minority protection, equal 
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citizenship, and recognition of language, provincial autonomy, and parliamentary accountability. While it was much concerned with 
the representation of non-Muslims, especially Hindu communities in East Pakistan, its parliamentary agenda also included 
questions which had wider political ramifications. This participation provided the party with a forum to present alternative 
positions when creating the constitution. However, the parliamentary voice did not guarantee the continued strength of the 
organization, its wider public legitimacy or a durable influence on political decisions (Awan, 2022). 

Social and political upheavals that accompany independence must be taken into account in the PNC's shifting posture. The party's 
own support base was impacted by migration and insecurity, and its Congress associations faced suspicion of being lack blooded 
and of lacking a sense of nation. But the party's own base was impacted by migration and insecurity, and its Congress associations 
were threatened with accusations of lack blood and lack of sense of nation. Its representation of diverse constituencies was 
complicated by differences within minority politics. The pressures create questions regarding the link between community 
representation and political scope: how could the party maintain its support base while forging new contact with the outside? This 
article does not assume that minority status automatically brings about a decline, but looks at how the demographics, political 
suspicion, and organizational difficulties played off each other during this period (Chowdhury, 1980). 

This is particularly true of the broader institutional context. The opportunities for political parties were hampered by constitutional 
uncertainty, conflicts between central and provincial governments, shifting alliances and interruptions to representative 
government. The PNC's influence in parliament was partly derived from institutions whose powers and continuity were 
questionable. It is thus essential that its marginalization be analyzed in the context of the decline of parliamentary politics 
culminating in the imposition of martial law in 1958. As the closing of parliamentary space must be separated from the party's 
previous problems, assessment must be able to detect shifts in influence before the deep institutional fracture (Choudhry, 1969). 

From the analysis of between 1947 and 1958, this article looks at how the PNC became marginalized from parliament while in the 
margins of politics during this period. It is an amalgamation of questions on demographic shift, political legitimacy, internal 
divisions, and reach of organizations, alliance politics and the link with institutional instability. It is designed to address the 
combination of these pressures, rather than focus on one cause for the party's decline. The focus on the PNC highlights an opposition 
movement that may not have received much attention from the descriptions of governing elites and constitutional crises in the 
early parliamentary phase of Pakistan's history, helping to build an understanding of political exclusion in the country's early 
parliamentary years. 

Literature Review 

There are several explanations for the constitutional instability and party competition, and the erosion of representative institutions 
in Pakistan's formative years. These studies provide the historical background against which the Pakistan National Congress (PNC) 
functioned, but vary in their focus on the opposition organizations. Their importance for this particular article is in their ability to 

account for the ability of the PNC to maintain its influence from 1947 to 1958, in terms of political legitimacy, organizational 
constraints, minority representation and institutional change. 

The Politics of Pakistan: Role of Opposition 1947-1958 (2013) by Kausar Parveen is a book of special relevance since it addresses 
the topic of opposition politics directly. In the discussion of the thesis, Parveen examines the functioning of the PNC, their work in 
the Parliament and advocacy of the rights of minorities and constitutional safeguards. Her research has proved that the party was 
actively involved in the early political picture of Pakistan. It also offers a starting point in a study of marginalisation, in the sense 
of examining the pressures which restricted the continuation and expansion of this parliamentary role (Parveen, 2013). 

The PNC is included in the emerging party system in M. Rafique Afzal's Political Parties in Pakistan, 1947-1958. The Congress's 
position can be compared to other political organization in its discussion on party organization, political activities and political 
competition. Parveen and Afzal help readers to appreciate the PNC's unique challenges as opposed to those for opposition parties 
in general. The current study extends this distinction by analysing the relationship between parliamentary involvement and 
organizational scope, political salience and access to opportunities for influence (Afzal, 1976). 

The Political System of Pakistan by Khalid Bin Sayeed and Government and Politics in Pakistan by Mushtaq Ahmad offer general 
treatments of the shortcomings of parties and executive authority and of political institutions respectively. They are not only used 
in descriptions of unstable governments, but they also point attention to the circumstances in which smaller parties tried to exert 
influence. A party might hold legislative representation, while at the same time the power of the legislature was becoming less and 
less clear (Ahmad, 1963). 
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Najma Chowdhury, The Legislative Process in Bangladesh: Politics and Functioning of the East Bengal Legislature, 1947-58, 
highlights the provincial aspect of legislative practices and party relations. The significance of its importance is to place the PNC 
into the political context of East Bengal where there was a cross-over point between minority representation and language 
requirements, and between provincial interests and competition among political parties. But a report on the legist activity needs to 
be supplemented with some evidence on the organization and the relationship between the PNC and its constituents in order to 
account for the PNC's marginalization (Chowdhury, 1980). 

The histories of Ian Talbot offer a broader understanding of the events of Partition, the formation of the state and regional tensions. 
These conversations point to some avenues that could be explored when thinking about the party's support base and how migration 
and insecurity influenced it. They do not, on their own, provide any evidence of the level of organizational decline that needs to be 
linked to changes in demography and membership, leadership and electoral participation, as well as political resources (Talbot, 
2009). 

Research Methodology 

The present study has taken a qualitative historical approach to discuss the marginalisation and demise of Pakistan National 
Congress during 1947-1958. It relied on debates of the Constituent Assembly, the legislative proceedings of East Bengal, 
constitutional documents, official reports and contemporary newspapers, as well as historical analysis on the development of 

political parties and parliament. 

Authorship, purpose and historical context of sources were evaluated. The evidence was analysed chronologically and the themes 
were identified and focused on the themes of demographic change, political legitimacy, organisational division, alliances and 
institutional instability. Where possible, claims were compared and contrasted between sources to see if there was agreement and 
if there were any contradictions and gaps. 

The analysis was differentiated from other issues in parliamentary politics under martial law, in that the PNC's influence was 
already declining before 1958. Limitations in documentation and in partisan reporting were recognized, and conclusions were only 
drawn from the evidence available. 

Analysis and Discussion 

Parliamentary versus political longevity needs to be differentiated when it comes to the Pakistan National Congress (PNC) in decline. 
Representatives were involved in debates about the constitution, and voiced views on citizenship, minority rights, and language 
recognition and provincial autonomy. These activities were not, however, always viewed as having access to the organizational 
assets, broader acceptance or institutional power required to preserve its political standing. According to literature reviewed in this 
study, social pressures, contested legitimacy, organizational problem and the erosion of parliamentary government are the four 
factors to be examined for the marginalization of the party. 

Parliamentary Participation 

The Pakistan National Congress (PNC) was one of the first organised opposition parties to form in the new state within this 
turbulent political climate. The Pakistan National Congress (PNC) played one of its most prominent roles in the constitutional 
debates in Pakistan in the early years of the formation of the state. 

Pakistan National Congress and Constitutional Role 

The significance of the constitutional importance of Pakistan National Congress (PNC) was so great that it was at the onset of the 
fundamental principle within which the state would be organised. The Assembly debates were not only on constitutional matters 
but also on various fundamental issues like sovereignty, citizenship, religion, representation, fundamental rights and political power 

allocation. The Pakistan National Congress (PNC) was one of the first organised opposition parties to form in the new state within 
this turbulent political climate. The Pakistan National Congress (PNC) played one of its most prominent roles in the constitutional 
debates in Pakistan in the early years of the formation of the state. One of the early reasons why the PNC was important was because 
of its members who were present in the first Constituent Assembly. With the inclusion of Parliament, its members could raise 
concerns on the Constitutional base of Pakistan and challenge government positions (Parveen, 2013). 
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The PNC and the Objectives Resolution of 1949 

The Pakistan National Congress (PNC) was not as politically active in West Pakistan, but it was significant as an opposition party 
in the Objectives Resolution debate. The Resolution, which set out the fundamental principles and objectives which were to guide 

the drawing-up of Pakistan's future constitution, marked an important step in the constitutional development of Pakistan 
(Chowdhury, 1980). 

The discourse on the Objectives Resolution, therefore, is important for the discussion of the PNC's contribution to the initial 
constitutional politics of Pakistan. The party's interventions did not just focus on opposition to a specific constitutional document. 
They expressed a wider political agenda based on popular sovereignty, equal citizenship, religious freedom, minority rights, 
democratic government, and fundamental rights and constitutional oversight. 

The Pakistan National Congress and the Struggle for Minority Rights and Equal Citizenship 

In the initial phase of Pakistan's development (1947-1958), the Pakistan National Congress (PNC) was a significant voice in the 
cause of minority protection and equality of citizenship. The PNC was an opposition party which opposed policies and political 
practices seen as infringing the rights of religious minorities and advocated for a citizenship system which is based on equality and 
not religion (Binder, 1961). 

The PNC people also said that separate electorates were inherently incompatible with a democratic political system. They argued 
that such a system would ensure a fixed division between communal majorities and minorities, and may lead to the failure of 
minorities to acquire a deep feeling of equality and political inclusion. They were especially concerned that minority communities 
would continue to perceive themselves as inferior, and be left without a feeling of security through separate electorates (Choudhry, 
1969). 

The Pakistan National Congress and the Bengali Language Question 

The issue of the Bengali language emerged as one of the first and foremost constitutional and political debates of post-Partition 
Pakistan. While the overall thrust of the language movement was for the Bengali language and the culture, it also provided an 
effective platform for the Pakistan National Congress (PNC) to express its dissent with the central government's policy towards 
East Bengal. 

Making of the Constitution of 1956 

The work of the Second Constituent Assembly was the most significant achievement of Pakistan in 1956, marking the end of an 
extended constitutional struggle which had been on-going since the Independence of Pakistan. But the making of the constitution 
was still disagreeable as it raised issues of state, religion and politics, the rights of minorities, and the organizational framework 

for representative government (Awan, 2022). 

The one important issue that was mooted between the PNC and the ruling leadership was the nature of Islamic character in the 
Constitution. The question of Islamization of Pakistan’s state structure continued to be discussed and debated in the constitution. 
The PNC's members were especially against laws that were contrary to the Quran and Sunnah (Awan, 2022). 

The process of the making of the new constitution between 1955-1956 also illustrates the intricate situation of the Pakistan National 
Congress in the early parliamentary system of Pakistan. It was a minority opposition party but it was not politically irrelevant. PNC 
tried to shape the political order in Pakistan through debates, amendments and constitutional arguments in Assembly. During the 
process of drafting the Constitution of 1956, it had one of the most prominent roles in the constitutional history of Pakistan as far 
as ethnic minority participation is concerned (Awan, 2022). 

Declining factors of Pakistan National Congress 

Demographic Changes 

There were a number of interrelated reasons why the PNC declined. The disorder and chaos caused by partition were not just 
political, but personal as well. Migration and insecurity were therefore pertinent to the continuity of PNC's constituency 

relationships since these were close with the Hindu communities of East Pakistan. These pressures are situated within the 
“disorderly processes of citizenship and state formation” as Talbot explains (Talbot, 2009). 
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Its political clout was tied closely to its outreach to minorities, particularly the Hindus of East Bengal. But the shift of demographic 
realities diminished its support base both electorally and socially. However, the impact of migration on politics cannot be drawn 
from an increase or decrease in the population. They assume greater or less importance depending on whether they had an impact 
on party workers, local leadership, party resources and linkages between representatives and constituents. Demographic pressures 
might affect the organizations in an uneven manner, with some areas continuing to be supported and others being affected 
(Choudhry, 1969). 

Minority status cannot, therefore, be accepted as an adequate explanation of decline. The more important question is how the PNC 
responded to the changing conditions in the community and its ability to maintain its organizational networks. If social relationships 
that underpin its parliamentary salience were undermined, its parliamentary salience might become more precariously tenable. 

Congress Associations and Contested Political Legitimacy 

Political suspicion about the nature and ideology of the PNC was another factor that contributed to its marginalisation .Another 
challenge was the PNC's deal with the Congress tradition. It was political legacy that tied it to an organization which opposed the 
Muslim League prior to Partition. This background may leave this group of people in the new state susceptible to worries regarding 
their loyalty, especially if relation between Pakistan and India shaped domestic political perceptions (Awan, 2022). 

This attitude had a significant impact on the PNC's efforts to build itself up as a broader national opposition. Criticism of government 
policy instead of rejection to the state was therefore consequential. Minority equality or provincial rights and secular citizenship 
could be judged by the party and not the substance of their constitution. Its suspicions limited its ability to gain support beyond the 
base. 

That doesn't mean that all the differences between the PNC and others were fuelled by communal prejudice. It does suggest the 
need to look critically at political legitimacy in tandem with electoral and organizational power. If a party wished to expand its 
scope and reach, it required its ideas to be considered as valid inputs to the political development of Pakistan. If only Parliament 

could provide a way for recognition. 

Organizational Limitations and Fragmented Minority Representation 

The political exclusion of the Pakistan National Congress (PNC) was greatly influenced by the restricted institutional space accorded 
to opposition parties in the early years of Pakistan. Afzal's description of political parties focuses on the conditions of party 

organization for smaller parties. One of the main questions for the PNC was whether there was any sense of parliamentary 
leadership, backed by robust local structures that could recruit members, keep in touch and respond to evolving political needs 
(Afzal, 1976). 

There were also differences among the minorities based on caste, class, locality and political preference. They did not have to 
necessarily be represented by one organization. The lack of unity among the various political minorities then, however, led to the 
question of the PNC's representative scope and its ability to cater to differing priorities (Ahmad, 1963). 

It was therefore decided that limited institutional access was a significant reason for the marginalization of the PNC. These are all 
matters that need to be separated from the notion that minority politics was necessarily a disjointed or feeble force. The need for 
internal diversity to the detriment of decline arises when differences reduce coordination, split support and/or keep an organization 
from addressing constituency issues. The PNC's marginalization thus demands proof of how organization challenges were 
experienced instead of being just a sign of weakness due to diversity. 

Regional Politics and the Challenges of Cooperation 

Another important element that helped marginalise the Pakistan National Congress (PNC) from 1947 to 1958 was the erosion of 
political space. East Bengal provided avenues of co-operation in language recognition and provincial autonomy and representative 
government. Chowdhury (1980) has studied the provincial legislature, in which an examination of the interaction of the PNC's 
concerns with other political groups is possible (Choudhry, 1969).Joint appointments might help the party gain relevance on specific 
issues. But an agreement on a constitutional demand, did not guarantee lasting unity. Leaders were negotiated and representation 
and competing political issues were negotiated. Smaller parties may help to form a coalition of opposition but may be dependent 

upon stronger ones. 
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The PNC's political significance was dependent on parliamentary institutions in the early years following Independence. The PNC's 
political stance then was in constant conflict between the need to represent their own identity as a political party and to join in with 
wider opposition. Both of these approaches did not ensure long-term influence. The importance of alliance politics is in whether 
the cooperation helped its organization and its bargaining position or gave it short-term parliamentary opportunities. The PNC's 
power was linked to debates about the Constitution, involvement in the legislature, and institutional interactions, not to mass 
mobilizations (Allen McGrath, 1996). 

Institutional Instability and the Narrowing of Parliamentary Space 

In Pakistan, the Pakistan National Congress (PNC) had some weak foundations, which hindered it from becoming a viable and 
robust opposition party from 1947 to 1958. The party had established some very experienced political leaders and had had an 
important parliamentary presence in the early years of the state, but it was not able to build up a very wide party base to mobilize 

support beyond its traditional minority. The party's organisational weakness hindered its competitiveness in a political system 
dominated by mass parties and regional political movements (Chowdhury N. , 1980). 

The social and electoral basis of the PNC was closely related to organizational difficulties .After the First Constituent Assembly was 
dissolved in 1954, the main platform for the PNC's constitutional positions was lost. The constitutional struggle described in 
Newberg (1995) is a case in point for the fragility of legislative power. These disruptions had a significant impact on the avenues 
for opposition for a party that was strong in the Parliament (Newberg, 1995). 

The other problem that PNC were facing was the lack of a strong network throughout the country. The PNC did not have political 
legitimacy like the Pakistan movement or significant organizational spread or popular mobilization capacity as the Muslim League 
did. Its operations were confined largely to legislative arenas and to certain geographical regions, and did not coalesce into a mass 
opposition movement. Changes in the opposition politics in East Pakistan, too, posed problems for the party in retaining political 
influence. Some groups of people who were inclined towards PNC allegiance turned towards regional political parties, which 
championed the Bengali linguistic sentiment, provincial autonomy and socio-economic issues. These new political forces were more 
broadly popular and organized thus limiting the political space for the PNC (Binder, 1961).The instability of institutions must then 
not be reduced to background noise. It changed the utility and made the process of articulating political issues into actions more 
difficult. The PNC's problems were not just organizational and identity-related, but they were also part of a broader trend of the 

erosion of parliamentary politics. 

Coalition Politics, and the Disappearance of Political Space 

The marginalisation of PNC was inevitably linked to the overall weakening of parliamentary politics in Pakistan during 1956-58. 

The PNC's political strength was linked to the presence of effective parliamentary institutions although it remained as a 
constitutional opposition party and would still have a voice in Parliament. Coalition governments, shifting political factions and 
growing role of the executive powers began to have a negative impact on the parliamentary system in which smaller opposition 
parties could function. Thus, the fall of the PNC has to be understood in the context of the broader institutional crisis in the Pakistani 
democratic system in the late 1950s (McGrath, 1996). 

The repercussions of the end of parliamentary democracy were significant for the Pakistan National Congress. The PNC's influence 
relied mainly on the participation in the legislature and discussion in the constitution, as opposed to the political organisations of 
the masses, which could survive through popular mobilisation. When parliamentary institutions were put on hold, the party lost 

the principal platform it had been using to keep it politically relevant. With the loss of parliamentary space, the PNC's shift from a 
marginal opposition party to a politically silent organisation was hastened (Afzal, 1976). 

Martial Law and the Meaning of Marginalization 

Following the adoption of the 1956 Constitution, the political turmoil gradually intensified and culminated in 1958. Despite the 
introduction of a parliamentary system under the Constitution, the transitions of government between 1956 and 1958 were 
frequent, coalitions were unstable, political parties became divided over some issues, and there were rising tensions between 
constitutional institutions. In 1958, martial law was declared, which provided a clear break from parliamentary government. The 
effects of it, however, have to be separated from the previous troubles faced by the PNC. The closing of representative institutions 
impacted not only on political parties in general, but it was not a direct cause of the PNC's difficulties to establish its position pre-
emptively. 
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A major reason for political uncertainty in 1958 was the continued postponement of general elections. The state of Pakistan had 
introduced parliamentary system of government in 1956, but no country wide elections had been conducted so far based on 
universal adult franchise. Electoral process was seen by political parties, even opposition parties as a means of giving democratic 
legitimacy to the institutions established after Independence. Overall, the analysis highlights the act of marginalisation as a process. 
Social destabilization might undermine continuity of organizations, challenged legitimacy might constrain political growth, divided 
representation and uncertain cooperation might limit bargaining power and institutional instability would limit the influence 
attainable through Parliament. These are the various pressures that explain the PNC's transition from a voice to a marginal presence 

in parliament, and differentiate diminishing influence from organizational erasure. 

Conclusion 

This study has examined the Pakistan National Congress’s movement from parliamentary participation to political marginalization 
in early Pakistan between 1947 and 1958. It argues that the party’s declining influence cannot be explained solely by minority status, 
electoral limitations or organizational weakness. Its political trajectory emerged from the interaction of social disruption, contested 
legitimacy, difficulties in sustaining political organization and the progressive weakening of representative institutions. 

The PNC maintained a parliamentary voice through its engagement with citizenship, minority protection, language recognition, 
provincial autonomy and constitutional government. However, participation did not necessarily translate into sustained influence 

over political decisions. Migration and insecurity placed pressure on its constituency relationships, while suspicion surrounding its 
Congress associations complicated efforts to secure wider political acceptance. Differences within minority representation and the 
challenges of maintaining cooperation with other political groups further affected its capacity to consolidate support. 

These pressures operated within an unstable constitutional environment. Executive intervention and interruptions to parliamentary 
government weakened the institutions through which the PNC pursued its political objectives. The dissolution of the First 
Constituent Assembly in 1954 disrupted an important platform for its constitutional interventions, while martial law in 1958 closed 
parliamentary opportunities more broadly. Nevertheless, this institutional rupture must be distinguished from the difficulties the 
party had encountered before 1958; it intensified constraints rather than providing a complete explanation of its earlier 

marginalization. 

The article’s contribution lies in connecting the experience of a comparatively neglected opposition organization with Pakistan’s 
wider political transformation. The PNC’s history demonstrates that parliamentary visibility can coexist with diminishing 
organizational capacity and limited political leverage. Its marginalization should therefore be understood as a cumulative process, 
without equating reduced influence with complete organizational disappearance. Examining this process broadens understanding 
of early Pakistan by showing how the narrowing of political participation affected opposition actors alongside the struggles among 
governing elites and state institutions. 
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