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Intra-party elections in most mainstream political parties in Pakistan are mere formalities — little more than family affairs. 
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On April 12, two prominent political parties in Pakistan — the Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP) and Pakistan Muslim League (Q) — held their intra-party elections in Islamabad. Bilawal Bhutto Zardari was elected chairman of the PPP for four years at the party’s central secretariat, while Choudhury Shujaat Hussain was re-elected president of the PML(Q) at the party house. Notably, two of Shujaat’s sons also secured top positions in the party, all unchallenged and unopposed.
No details were shared about the contenders, the voting process, or a number of votes bagged by each contender. A bland handout simply informed us that the ‘kings’ have returned — unchallenged, without debate, canvassing, or any engagement with the workers — the real strength and asset of the parties they supposedly represent. Such charades, especially by a party like the PPP — once rooted in grassroots mobilization — expose the hollowness of our political structures. The show-of-hands method and unopposed victories reflect a deeply flawed process, devoid of transparency and inner-party democracy.
In reality, intra-party elections in most mainstream political parties in Pakistan are mere formalities — little more than family affairs. No one can dream of challenging the Zardaris in PPP, the Sharifs in PML(N), Imran Khan in PTI, the Chaudhrys in PML(Q), or Maulana Fazlur Rehman in JUI(F). Even the Awami National Party (ANP), once considered a progressive voice, has become a fiefdom of the Wali Khan dynasty. These families exercise absolute sway, having reduced their parties to inherited estates. The top positions remain reserved exclusively for a privileged few — inherited rather than earned.
Why, year after year, do the same dynastic names dominate our political landscape? Why can’t staunch, steadfast, ideology-driven, and competent leaders from within these parties rise to the top? In the PPP, why were respected and capable figures like Choudhry Aitzaz Ahsan, Raza Rabbani, Latif Khosa, or Taj Hyder never considered for chairmanship? Similarly, the PML(N) remains an exclusive fiefdom of the Nawaz family, where credible leaders like Ahsan Iqbal, Shahid Khaqan Abbasi, Khawaja Saad Rafiq, and Tariq Fatimi have been perpetually sidelined. In PTI, Imran Khan will likely remain the supreme and sacred leader for life, no matter how competent or ideologically committed a party member may be.
This is the real dilemma we face. Why should the people be forced to reconcile with this elite and dynastic capture? Why must we continue carrying this burden generation after generation? Is there no way out to break this saga, this stranglehold, and move forward with a new vision rooted in real democracy and meaningful change?
Only one major political party breaks this dynastic mold: Jamaat-e-Islami. Here, democracy is not a slogan but a practiced principle. From Qazi Hussain Ahmad of KP to Munawar Hassan of Sindh, from Siraj-ul-Haq — a worker from a humble background — to Hafiz Naeem-ur-Rehman of Hyderabad, Sindh, party leadership is determined through a transparent electoral process. It is a shining example of real democracy, where merit, integrity, and grassroots connection take precedence over pedigree and privilege.
Sadly, the same cannot be said for others. PML(N)’s Nawaz Sharif was elected unopposed as party president in May 2024 via a show of hands in Lahore, while his daughter Maryam Nawaz remains Punjab’s Chief Minister and party vice president — cementing the family’s unchallenged dominance.
PTI, which loudly claims to champion reform, change, and democracy, follows the same centralized and authoritarian pattern. Imran Khan remains all-powerful, egoistic, and unapproachable. Those who question or challenge him, like Justice Wajihuddin, who exposed vote-buying in the party, are swiftly shown the door. Dissent is alien and stifled; loyalty to the supreme leader is the only currency.
This system — masquerading as democracy — is, in truth, a vehicle for elite capture and dynastic hegemony. Party workers who have toiled and sacrificed for decades are denied real opportunities to rise. Genuine voices, often from humble backgrounds, are silenced or ignored, lacking the wealth and influence to assert themselves in an unfair, elitist structure.
It is time to ask the question every patriot must confront: Why are the same families allowed to rule over us endlessly? Why do the Bhuttos, Sharifs, Maulana Fazals, and other dynasts remain the only choices, cycle after cycle, despite their broken promises and repeated failures?
If India, our neighbour, can elect a ‘chai wala’ from a modest background — Narendra Modi — for three consecutive terms, breaking the Nehru-Gandhi dynasty after 38 years, why can’t Pakistan break its own shackles? If leaders like Morarji Desai, Lal Bahadur Shastri, and Arvind Kejriwal can rise from humble origins, why can’t we create space for our own struggling class?
The UK, our colonial master, saw commoners like John Major, Jim Callaghan, and Margaret Thatcher reach the highest offices. In the US, great leaders like Abraham Lincoln, Lyndon Johnson, Eisenhower, Nixon, and Bill Clinton emerged from modest beginnings. These nations have shown the world what democratic access and opportunity can produce.
Why, then, is Pakistan the exclusive preserve of political elites and dynasties?
This obsolete, stagnant system must be uprooted. The Election Commission of Pakistan (ECP) must be empowered to intervene — to formulate and enforce robust, uniform rules for intra-party elections. Secret ballots and direct participation from party workers must be mandated nationwide. It should not be political party constitutions, but ECP’s own laws and regulations that supervise these elections transparently. The days of show-of-hands and procedural farces must come to an end.
Only then can the struggling class break the glass ceiling and find a voice in the corridors of power. Only then can political parties genuinely claim to represent the people. And only then will parliament shine with fresh faces — faces etched with the lived experiences, pains, and hopes of the people they serve.
Until we break the stranglehold of dynasties and empower real, grassroots leaders, Pakistan will remain trapped in an endless cycle of stagnation, betrayal, and broken promises.
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