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The paper attempts to understand causes and effects, mode and 

dynamics of the agitational politics in Pakistan by focusing on the 

movement for restoration of democracy (MRD). The MRD was 

started against the third military rule under Gen. Zia in 1981 by 

the coalition of nine political parties. There is a prevailing belief 

among the historians and the social scientists that the movement 

against Gen. Zia failed but this movement could be studied as a 

perfect model of agitational politics in Pakistan. This research 

paper is an effort to analyze the movement for restoration of 

democracy as a historical phenomenon. Secondly it’s a critical 

evaluation of the movement that how much successfully the 

strategies of agitational politics have been applied. This movement 

was a success in its agitational strategies and objectives. It 

addressed the grievances of the various factions of the society and 

mobilized them to raise their voices against the strict military rule. 

It maintained its strategy of non violence successfully and avoided 

direct clash with the powerful establishment at large. More 

importantly it brought about positive results in the shape of 

restoration of democracy in 1985. The movement perfectly fits in 

the definition of agitational politics. It was a lateral deviance 

agitation to change the system. Therefore it is of great importance 

to reevaluate the MRD with a new perspective of agitational 

politics. The study will try to find out answers to the following 

queries: What is agitational politics and why the framework of 

agitational politics fit in the MRD and was it succeeded in 

bringing change in the affairs of state and society. 

 

Introduction 

 
Since the creation of Pakistan, the political scenario here has been stained with 

four military rules; first from 1958 to 1969 of Gen. Ayub Khan, second from 1969 

to 1971 of Gen. Yahya Khan, third from 1977 to 1988 of Gen. Zia-ul-Haq and 
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fourth from 1999 to 2008 of Gen. Pervez Musharraf. This unstable political set-up 

has played very important role in under-developed or less-developed political 

conscious of the Pakistani masses. Politics of non-issues is still prevalent here in 

Pakistan like the pre-modern Europe, because people are not politically well 

conscious to understand the real issues. Pakistani masses have not gone through 

the evolutionary process of democracy. That is why politics of agitation is very 

common here in Pakistan. It is very easy for the leadership whether political or 

religious to create hype around sometimes even a non issue and get the masses 

infuriated. Agitational politics is usually the result of some significant grievances 

of a politically active group of society which have not been cured by the 

establishment or authority. These unattended grievances leave no space for the 

group but to challenge the social order by using whatever sources available or 

necessary. Leland M. Griffin elaborated on that statement by proposing that 

‘agitation occurs when a group or faction of society is dissatisfied and desires to 

change the very environment of the society which is causing dissatisfaction 

through social, economic, political or religious change and resulting in some 

efforts which may end as a success or failure.’1
  

Our history is also full of such events where some movement aroused on a 

genuine issue but due to the strict control of state on media or other propaganda 

organs, got sabotaged and ended up just as nothing. The first anti-martial law 

movement was launched against Gen. Ayub Khan in 1968 which resulted in 

another military rule under Gen. Yahya Khan in 1969. This second martial law 

concluded itself in the segregation of East Pakistan as Bangladesh in 1971. Then a 

movement was launched under the flag of PNA (Pakistan National Alliance) 

against Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto in 1977 resulting in the overthrow of the PPP 

government and imposing another military rule. The third military rule was 

promulgated by Gen. Zia-ul-Haq is the most important and the most controversial 

military regime till date because of its Islamization policy. This policy on one hand 

supported American interference in Afghanistan’s political turbulence through 

Jihad strategy and on the other hand it brought drastic changes through Islamizing 

the laws like Hudood Ordinance or blasphemy laws and other changes like in 

educational texts and other policies. 

The movement for restoration of democracy (MRD) is also one of the 

momentous events of Gen. Zia regime because of the two reasons; firstly this 

movement was a bold enough step taken by the political parties specially Pakistan 

Peoples Party under the strict state control over all the media organs and political 

parties; secondly it was comparatively a non-violent movement of the history of 

Pakistan. Stephen Zunes has observed that since the time of Gandhi it was one of 

the strongest non-violent movements in South Asia. MRD consisted of civic action 

and resistance, civil disobedience and non-cooperation.  The active engagement of 

democratic forces like civil society at large, and political parties, all helped to keep 

alive a democratic culture in the face of attempts to forge an absolutist 

dictatorship.
2
 So this research is an effort to analyze the movement for restoration 

of democracy as an essential study in the history of agitational politics in Pakistan. 
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To understand the entire movement as a historical phenomenon, its causes and 

consequences the theoretical framework of agitational politics will be applied.   

 

Theoretical Framework 

 
This study is an analysis of MRD (1981) under the theoretical framework of 

agitation. Bowers and Ochs define agitation as a movement that initiates when ‘the 

people who are not the part of decision making authority require some integral 

social or political change and in response face a strong level of resistance within 

the decision making establishment which persuades them to acquire more 

discursive means of agitation.’3
  

In the context of this definition of agitation MRD could better be 

understood. Because it was launched by the political parties outside the 

establishment to advocate genuine democratic system instead of the military rule 

and was encountered by open and severe resistance by the establishment resulting 

in the usage of other means of persuasion like public protests, processions, 

volunteer arrests and so on. Agitation takes place as a movement when efforts to 

bring  a significant political, social, economic or religious change meets strong 

resistance from the establishment and motivates the agitators to use more 

discursive means to gather attention towards their complaints and accomplish their 

desired objectives.  

Agitation could be of two types. 1). When the agitators agree to the 

structural system of the decision making establishment but wants to change the 

division of power within that system is called vertical deviance agitation. 2). When 

the agitators raise objections on the structural system of the decision making 

establishment and launches a movement to change or replace the whole system is 

called lateral deviance agitation.
4
 MRD was agitation based on lateral deviance 

because the basic objective of the movement was to change the political system 

from military dictatorship to genuine democracy. It was an effort to get rid of the 

martial law and a dictator who dealt with political parties, their leadership and the 

constitution very humiliatingly. Unfortunately military leadership in Pakistan has 

never given respect to the constitution as Gen. Zia while addressing a press 

conference in Tehran ridiculed the 1973 constitution with saying that ‘if he tears 

up the booklet who can dare to stop him? For him the politicians like Mr. Bhutto 

were not more than the dogs, who will still follow him with their wagging tails’.5 
This reflects the need for the agitation based on lateral deviance like the movement 

for restoration of democracy.  

Strategies of agitation are as follows: petition, promulgation, solidification, 

polarization, nonviolent resistance, escalation/confrontation, Gandhi and guerrilla, 

and revolution.
6
 This paper will analyze the movement for restoration of 

democracy that how these strategies of agitation were applied but before this we 

have to go through the actual movement.  
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The Movement for Restoration of Democracy (MRD) 

 

MRD was found on 8 February 1981, as a union of nine different political parties 

almost belonging to every province of Pakistan and representing every faction of 

the society. Religion based political parties like the JUI (Jamiat Ulema-i-Islam), 

central opposition parties like the Pakistan Muslim League, anti-nationalist parties 

like the NAP (National Awami Party), political parties with leftist narrative like 

the Qoumi Mahaz-e-Azadi, the National Democratic Party, the Awami Tehreek, 

Tehreek-e-Istiqlal, Mazdour Kassan Party and PPP (Pakistan Peoples Party) all 

types of parties had associated with the alliance
7
.  

 

Objectives of the Movement 

 

The most important and main objective of MRD was to hold transparent and free 

elections in Pakistan
8
 that had been promised by Gen Muhammad Zia, the third 

martial law administrator,
9
 within three months of the military coup d'état but were 

postponed twice (1977 & 1979). This postponement of elections has even created 

suspicions in the pro-government political parties therefore Gen. Zia announced to 

hold non-party elections so that he can easily extend his rule.  

The next important objective of MRD was the reinstatement of the 1973 

constitution, in which article 6 of the constitution evidently indicates that anyone 

who tries to change or suspend the constitution by unconstitutional means or helps 

anybody in doing so will be taken as traitor.
10

 According to article 6 Gen. Zia has 

done an act of high treachery and the penalty of which was death. This is why Gen. 

Zia was reluctant in restoring the 1973 constitution without amendments. He 

wanted to amend the constitution so that he could not only safe his position but 

also bring change in the government system from parliamentary to presidential 

because presidential system could bring him more power and prestige. To 

legitimize his unconstitutional acts he promoted the motto of Islamization and 

changed the shape of the constitution according to his will. According to the 

analysis of Safdar Mehmood the reasons of the failure of MRD in achieving its 

main objectives were; 1). Their demand of midterm elections could not get positive 

response from the public as the general elections were conducted in 1985 on non-

party bases. 2). The leadership of MRD was not united, their differences were so 

significant that the movement went into the leadership crisis.
11

 

 

The Movement and its agitational strategies: 
 

To pass a resolution against the constitutional amendments done by Gen. Zia, a 

meeting was arranged by MRD at Lahore on 26 March 1981, and declared him a 

traitor for suspending the constitution of 1973.
12

 Then they started an agitational 

movement against Gen. Zia regime and involved almost every faction of the 

society. Now this paper will address its main question that how far MRD was 

successful in adopting the agitational strategies and achieving its goals.  



Agitational Politics in Pakistan: Refocusing on the Movement for Restoration of Democracy 1981 
 

 

235 

 

Petition: 

Petition is the first step of the agitational movement that hires different strategies 

like selecting the appropriate appeals, targeting the relevant audience, developing 

the most engaging tone of message, and the use of locally accessible style of 

language construct a sound base for the movement. MRD used this strategy in a 

very effective way because the political parties participating in the movement were 

well aware of the rhetorical political culture of the country. For instance the way 

this movement spread its message and appeals in the interior Sind and urban 

Punjab reflects that the leadership of the movement was well aware how to target 

the relevant audience.  

MRD gained the support of labor unions very effectively. Due to the labor 

reforms initiated by Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto, MRD sought after it conveniently to start 

labor class struggle against Gen. Zia’s despotic rule.
13

 The union of Pakistan 

railway workers’ union at Lahore determined to be in opposition to the government 

of Gen. Zia and on 26th Oct. 1983, they took out a procession of almost ten 

thousand workers chanting anti-martial law slogans. When police in order to 

maintain the law tried to stop them they became hostile and scorched cars, buses 

and the portrait of Gen. Zia.
14

  

Doctors also participated in the movement and joined public discussions 

arranged by MRD about their demands on 27 Feb 1981. Due to their participation 

in MRD processions almost twenty doctors were arrested and this resulted in a 

strike by the doctors all over the country demanding to free the detained doctors.
15

 

The students especially from universities very actively contributed into the 

movement with holding strikes in their institutions. Many students were offended 

in conflicts with the police; several were detained. Students from NWFP 

participated in the movement the most efficiently. Strikes were also held in the 

colleges and universities of Multan, Sheikhupura, Bahawalpur and Quetta.
16

 

 

Promulgation and Solidification 

 

Promulgation is the second step of an agitational movement where the leadership 

tries to engage maximum number of membership to get significance and influence. 

And for this purpose they employ mass media, internet, posters, public processions 

and distribution of handbills and leaflets. For MRD it was not easy to adopt this 

strategy because of the strict martial law rules. They provided the updates about 

the arrests and violence to the foreign news media but the domestic news kept 

quite under strict censorship. A very important tool of promulgation is poetry 

which was used by MRD very efficiently as the renowned poets like Rehmattullah 

Manjothi, Naseer Mirza, Tariq Alam, Adal Soomro were contributing into the 

movement through their poetry.  

For promulgation of its program all through the country, the MRD 

leadership planned to arrange massive public processions to protest on 14 August 

1983 because Gen. Zia had the plan for the nation’s Independence Day to 
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introduce a new political system.
17

 PPP was in close contacts with many elected 

councilors of the local bodies’ elections 1979, who were ready to resign and join 

hands with MRD for their cause of democracy.
18

  

This promulgation helped in solidifying its participants into the causes of the 

movement more effectively. Through solidification the movement also tried to 

shed off the unnecessary attachments like separatist movement of G. M Syed was 

thought to be the part of MRD. The promulgation strategy made the objectives of 

the movement so clear that G. M. Syed clearly shunned the chances of being the 

part of MRD himself and declared it a PPP led feudal struggle to attain power. He 

insisted that MRD is struggling for the restoration of democracy in Pakistan but we 

are fighting for separation from Pakistan.
19

 It clearly reflected that anti-Pakistan 

stance of Sindh was not on the side of MRD but some of the regional political 

parties of Sindh like Sindh Awami Tehrik (SAT) strengthened the hands of 

MRD.
20

 The workers of SAT got arrested on large scales in Dadu, Tharparkar and 

Larkana districts for participating in MRD protests.
21

 

Non-Violent Resistance or Confrontation/ Gandhi or Guerrilla: 

After the promulgation and solidification there are two different strategies which 

could be adopted relevantly by an agitational movement to meet its set targets. One 

popular strategy in recent years has been the use of nonviolent resistance or 

Gandhi strategy. This strategy has been employed by Gandhi, Martin Luther King 

Jr., Cesar Chavez, etc. MRD used this strategy very tactfully. Based on lessons 

learned in previous civil insurrections, including the anti-Ayub movement (PDM) 

of 1968-69 and anti-Bhutto movement (PNA) of 1977 the leadership of MRD 

asked their workers to seek voluntary arrests and rally their followers in the streets. 

Military or police personnel were particularly avoided to minimize the aggressive 

retaliation. 

But the basic tone of the MRD was of confrontation and guerrilla strategy. In 

Karachi MRD organized strong protests and burnt cars, buses and trucks to 

challenge the rule of the state. Although police detained the protestors to stop the 

public demonstrations of MRD
22

 but could not stop them from targeting at the 

authority symbols of the state like police posts, government motor vehicles, 

railway stations and even disruption of railway tracks.
23

 A meeting was arranged in 

Lahore in February 1983 and a decision to observe “political prisoners’ day” was 

made.
24

 After that a full-fledged movement was instigated in August 1983. The 

districts of interior Sindh like Sukkur, Larkana, Jacobabad, Khairpur, Thatta, Dadu 

and Sanghar witnessed agitation like volcanic eruption. The Waderas of Interior 

Sindh could also not resist this movement and not only went against the 

establishment but also participated in agitational politics for the first time.
25

 It was 

because that MRD has involved the peasant class of Sind which left no room for 

Waderas but to participate in the movement.
26

 President of Pakistan National Party 

Sindh, Abdul Hamid Jatoi, while indicating towards the reason of waderas’ 
participation in MRD pointed that it was the pressure from peasants which pushed 

them into the agitation because it became the question of their survival as peasants 

are the backbone of the feudal economy.
27
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During an official visit of Gen. Zia to district Dadu in 1983, he faced such 

an intense resistance from public that forced him to take refuge in the rest house 

for hours and never come back to visit interior Sindh again.
28

 The way MRD got 

its footings strengthened in Sindh, could not be achieved in other provinces, 

specially Punjab.
29

 Ayesha Jalal also confers to the idea that the policy of selective 

patronage of Zia regime earned the support of elite class of the Punjab comprising 

of landlords, industrialists and emerging commercial entities.
30

 But this fact can 

also not be denied that the PPP has always gained power from the middle and 

lower middle class. The workers of labor unions and peasants had not only 

participated actively in MRD but also faced charges and imprisonments by the 

establishment. Major cities like Lahore, Faisalabad and Multan has remained the 

center of successful public demonstrations of MRD in Punjab.  

In Sindh, however, the movement went very successful as rural Sindh had never 

witnessed such a broad based movement that the government sent above 45,000 

troops to hold back the movement. Hundreds of people were killed and thousands 

were arrested, the jails were so overflowed that the prisoners were kept in tents.
31

 

In Balochistan, the people were not interested in MRD and its slogans about 

restoration of democracy because the tribal politicians have no craving for 

restoration of democracy. So they simply declared them the American stooges 

working for the change in status quo. On the other hand Pushtoons not only 

embraced the cause of MRD but also faced jails during their protests.
32

  

 

End of the Movement: 

 

Despite all the agitational strategies and sacrifices the movement could not gain 

national momentum and failed in shaking Gen. Zia regime. He issued an official 

statement on 8
th
 November 1981 that Pakistani masses are still not ready for 

democratic form of government. The statement was criticized by the MRD and 

they denounced the nomination of federal advisory council popularly known as 

Majlis-e-Shura as un-Islamic and un-democratic.
33

 But this could not stop Gen. Zia 

from holding a presidential referendum, in order to legitimize his position and by 

asking a difficult question to the citizens on 19 December 1984 that if they support 

the constitutional amendments brought in by Gen. Zia and consider them according 

to the laws of Quran and Sunnah and for the continuation of the ideology of 

Pakistan then they should vote for his presidency.
34

 

MRD refused to take part in the referendum and rejected to agree to the 

results declared by the government. Official results announced that out of sixty 

seven percent registered voters who casted their votes, ninety seven percent voted 

in Gen. Zia’s favor. But some analysts claimed the voting turnout as low as two 

percent and the workers appointed on polling booths permitted everyone to caste 

the vote. 
35

 MRD took this referendum as their success and determined to boycott 

non-party elections of 1985. Opposite to their hopes voters turned to the polling 

stations and participated well. For national assembly, 17.3 million, out of 33 

million registered voters casted their votes and 18.5 million for provincial 
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assemblies.
36

 MRD realized their mistake of boycotting the election that’s why 

when Gen. Zia proclaimed elections in 1988 they readily announced to participate 

in the elections. A massive public procession was held on 14 August 1988 in 

Rawalpindi against Gen. Zia but his sudden death in an air crash and general 

elections (1988) left no further reason for the movement to proceed.  

 

Conclusion:  

 
The accidental death of Gen. Zia, on 17 August 1988 in an air collapse near 

Bahawalpur left no reason for MRD to proceed further and the MRD could not 

bring any revolutionary change in the political scenario of Pakistan. Instead Gen. 

Zia’s sudden death gave him the status of a martyr. But this does not reduce the 

historical significance of the movement. The movement was systematic and 

compact in its agitational strategies and the leadership of the movement was 

experienced and polished enough to apply those strategies effectively. The third 

martial law of Pakistan’s history is considered the strictest martial law due to its 

harsh censor policies and restrictions on media. But MRD not only developed 

momentum gradually but also expanded its influence in provinces other than 

Sindh. Although it was not thoroughly a non-violent movement as claimed by 

Stephen Zunes but the way it maintained its comparatively peaceful pace was 

remarkable. Confrontation was used as a strategy to build pressure on the 

establishment. The movement could have brought revolutionary changes in the 

political structure of Pakistan if the resistance from establishment would have 

continued as it was in Gen. Zia’s life time. The movement for restoration of 

democracy provided a suitable roadmap for the movements coming up in the 

future. The successful application of the agitational ideas and strategies reflects the 

inner potential in the MRD, of bringing a democratic revolution.
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