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THE DILEMMA OF BOOK PIRACY IN PAKISTAN 
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ABSTRACT 
Piracy is generally known as the deliberate infringement of copyright 
and an absolute disregard for the ownership or authorship of literary 
works. The phenomenon of book piracy stems from social, economic, 
academic and legal backgrounds. This work is an attempt to study 
the dilemma of book piracy in Pakistan through literature review. 
The study finds that various factors are contributing to the 
phenomenon of book piracy; including misconceptions about piracy, 
low level of literacy on the part of users, difficulties in accessing 
legitimate works in under developing country like Pakistan, and 
complicated legal procedures. The study suggests large level 
awareness programs about copyright laws and book piracy among 
the general public and the intellectual property owners by all 
available means. The government should take initiatives to improve 
the legislation relating to copyright to cope up with the socio-
economic and technological developments. The study further 
suggests that Intellectual Property laws may be included in the law 
curriculum for establishing the academic background of students and 
faculty in Pakistan. 
Keywords: Intellectual Property, Copyright, Piracy, Book Piracy, 
Pakistan 
1. INTRODUCTION 
Intellectual property law relates to those rights that arise from 
incorporeal or intangible property. The owner of property has certain 
exclusive rights recognized by law, to control the utilization and 
disposal of intellectual property. If an author creates a literary work, 
then that author comes to possess certain rights that affirm the 
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ownership just like ownership in corporal or tangible property. In 
certain cases, authors also acquire moral rights to their works and this 
prevents other person from altering the nature of the work, even if 
property rights in the work have been sold to such other person. 
The concept of intellectual property is not a new one. This subject 
has gained importance all over the world. In the last century, with 
changing needs of the society, the importance of intellectual property 
has been enhanced because it is now the major form of wealth. Like 
any other property right, intellectual property can be assigned or 
licensed, that is sold or rented. It can be passed on to legal heirs and 
assigns or mortgaged as is done with other movable and immovable 
property. It can be a source of income and is considered as an asset. It 
can be said that the extent of material property is limited, while that 
of intellectual property is unlimited (Basit, 2013).  
The object of copyright law is to safeguard creators and other 
producers of intellectual property by granting them certain exclusive 
right to restrict the use made of those productions. Generally, 
countries frame their intellectual property law to give statuary 
expression to the moral and economic innovations, and to promote, 
as a deliberate act of Government policy, creativity and 
dissemination and application of its results and to encourage fair 
trading that could contribute to economic and social development 
(Jain and Rai, 2005). 
Intellectual property law is concerned with the legal rights associated 
with innovative and creative efforts or commercial reputation and 
goodwill. This law deals with creative ideas and expressions of the 
human mind that have commercial value and receive the legal 
protection of a property right. The major legal mechanisms for 
protecting intellectual property rights are copyright, patent, and 
trademarks statutes. Intellectual property enables owners to decide 
who may access and use their property and to protect it from 
unauthorized use. Thus intellectual property law is widely concerned 
with the legal right established through it (Basit, 2013).   
Copyright is the right of property, has occupied the thought of man 
for several centuries. Copyright and other forms of intellectual 
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property play an important role in an information or knowledge 
economy. During the last two decades the importance of the 
copyright law has increased manifold and its influence is 
revolutionary in the field of information technology. Copyright law 
affects information itself and all means by which information is 
collected, processed and distributed. Piracy affects the today’s 

commerce and industry of the country thereby the economy and 
revenue of the State; therefore, this falls in the ambit of the economic 
offence (Basit, 2013). 
The copyright constitutes an essential element in the development 
process of a country. It has assumed significance in the context of 
contemporary scientific, economic, social, political and legal 
environment not only in Pakistan but in the entire world. The scope 
of copyright has now been broadening because of technological 
innovations which took place in the last two centuries. Information 
and telecommunication technologies have posed challenges to 
copyright laws, forcing nations to amend their laws from time to 
time. The laws of copyright govern intellectual property and aims at 
protecting authors and persons engaged in intellectual creativity. 
Copyright is one such intellectual property right which prevents the 
appropriation of the fruit of a man’s creative work or skill by another 
person. Copyright prohibits any person from reproducing or copying 
artistic works, dramatic, musical or literary work, including computer 
software, cinematographic films, or pre-recorded cassettes, records of 
music etc. the rights which are conferred on the owner of the 
copyright does not merely include the right to make copies of the 
work, but also grants other consequential rights such as to translate, 
publish, broadcast or dramatize the work. Such rights are called 
neighboring rights (Basit, 2013). Copyright law, toady, not only 
protects the right of the copyright owner but also deals with the 
subject of public interest and tries to strike a balance between the two 
in the current era digital age.  
The main argument behind the about mentioned statements is to give 
a brief detail of intellectual property and specially the copyright of 
Pakistan and to study the dilemma of book piracy in Pakistan through 
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literature review. Controlling and preventing book piracy in Pakistan 
is a serious issue having economic and political impact. 
Implementing laws in Pakistan is very difficult and making it more 
difficult to control piracy. This is the reason that Pakistan is on the 
special 301 watch list since 1989. Therefore, this study is an attempt 
to study those factors which are contributing to book piracy in 
Pakistan 
2.  COPYRIGHT, THE PIRACY PHENOMENON AND 

THE CASE OF PAKISTAN 
Copyright is a private property and any unlicensed use is “piracy” 
(Netanel, 2007). Piracy is basically the unauthorized reproduction or 
distribution of the creative, protected work of author(s), as a whole or 
a substantial part of it. The warnings against the sins of copyright 
violation emit from every direction in order to ingrain into people the 
inviolable nature of copyrighted works. In fact the idea of originality 
and authorship is inviolable and it is therefore more important to 
protect it from pirates. If we failed to do so then it would mean 
“serving a death warrant on creativity” (Shah, 2005). Book piracy is 

an illegal and illegitimate reproduction of others’ work for any reason 

without the consent or authorization of the owner of intellectual 
property (Nkiko, 2014).  
The history of piracy is as old as the publishing industry itself. It is 
generally believed that piracy phenomenon stems from social, 
economic and legal backgrounds. Expansion in the higher education 
sector of Pakistan has increased the need of reading materials in 
educational institutions. The textbook boards are trying to overcome 
the deficiency at school level however; there is dearth of books on 
professional subjects such as engineering, medical, business and law 
etc. To meet the educational requirements of local institutions 90% of 
books are imported from abroad especially from U.K and U.S.A 
(Haider, 1993). Teachers in most of the public and private sector 
educational institutions, rely on foreign editions of pirated books. 
However, under normal circumstance an average Pakistani student 
cannot afford to buy the copyright protected version of foreign 
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books. This in return increases their dependency on the pirated 
versions of foreign books (Shah, 2005).  
In order to facilitate researchers and academicians in their study and 
research related endeavors, the Government of Pakistan established 
National Book Foundation under a special act in 1972 (NBF Act No. 
XIX of 1972). National Book Foundation was tasked to reproduce 
renowned national and international reading material in a limited 
range to cover the cost factor of foreign and local materials. 
However, this objective was not achieved in its true letter and spirit 
because of high demand and low supply of reading material. The gap 
created in the industry was filled in by book pirates and they 
established a very strong industry. Piracy of published material is 
rampant in Pakistan. The country is perhaps the worst book piracy 
haven in the world. Large-scale photocopy piracy and print piracy 
make the market virtually untenable for legitimate publishers. 
English language novels and other trade books are popular among 
pirates, and as a result, U.S. publishers of mainstream are struggling. 
The academic market in Pakistan has been completely overrun by 
piracy. Elementary and high school courses taught in English 
routinely feature pirate versions of books. Piracy at the university 
levels is even worse, with rates soaring over 90%. By contrast, 
publishers report a higher rate of legitimate sales of reference 
materials to libraries. This is likely attributable to the high cost of 
producing these materials and the relatively small market over which 
to spread production costs, making this market unattractive to pirates 
looking to turn a large profit. This may also be due to the Pakistani 
government’s “National Education Policy 1998-2010” which states 

in part, “School, college and university libraries shall be equipped 
with the latest reading materials/services.” Contributing to this 
increase in business in Pakistan are the increased imports of Indian-
printed “technical” and “religious” titles. The problems inherent in a 

system generating demand from India include: reason to suspect 
shipments from India are mixed, containing pirate books, Indian-only 
reprints, and copies that are legitimate for distribution in Pakistan; 
and general hostility among many to having India supply Pakistan 
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with books on cultural/social/political grounds. Nonetheless, it may 
be that in the short term providing authorized texts from India is a 
way for legitimate right holders to gain a toehold in a previously 
impenetrable market (Polar Star Report, 2010). 
Pakistan, being a signatory to Berne Convention, Universal Copy 
Right Convention 1952 and TRIPS agreement (Hassan, 2014) is bound 
to comply with rules and regulations as envisaged in the manifesto of 
these conventions. The Copyright Ordinance, 1962 with its 
amendments in 1991 and 2000 supported by the Copyright Rules, 1967 
are the applicable copyright law in Pakistan. Pakistan is a member of 
the Berne Copyright Union and by virtue of the International 
Copyright Order 1968, issued under the Copyright Ordinance, 1962, 
therefore, any work which is published in a country which is a member 
of the Berne Copyright Union and the Universal Copyright Convention 
will have protection under the Copyright Ordinance 1962 (Malik and 
Malik, 2019).The US urged Pakistan to strictly implement copyright 
laws to control book piracy. There has been a tremendous pressure 
from European Union and US on Pakistan to look into this issue to 
protect the interests of foreign authors (Mahmood and Illyas, 2005).   
The basic legal instrument governing the copyright law of Pakistan is 
the copyright Ordinance, 1962. Different provisions have been made 
available in this ordinance which determines when a work is in 
violation of copyright. The Copyright Rules 1967 was framed for 
proper working of the ordinance. Major changes were made in it 
through the Copyright (Amendment) Act 1992 and the Copyright 
(Amendment) Ordinance 2000. The amendments made in 2000 
Copyright Ordinance provides a much more stronger platform and 
tools to control piracy by increasing powers of the office of the 
registrar and the amount of fine to 1680$. Although one amendment 
was criticized by the international publishing industry, which was the 
permission given by the government of Pakistan to NBF to reprint 
reading material without permission of the author(s) or paying 
royalty (Mahmood and Illyas, 2005). This provision apprehended 
foreign publishers of being at risk of their copyright protection and 
incurring great financial loss on litigation and chasing pirates. 
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3.  MAJOR CAUSES OF BOOK PIRACY IN PAKISTAN 
There are various reasons of book piracy in Pakistan. Among the 
most common contributing factors are lack of public awareness, lack 
of vigilance and enforcement mechanisms of copyright laws, high 
prices of foreign books, high profit, technological factors and 
difficulties in the import of foreign edition of books (Bashir and 
Khan, 2016). However, this phenomenon has become more persistent 
because of our disregard for copyrights. Piracy is promoted through 
non-implementation of law against those who are involved in such 
activities. Legislation in Pakistan related to intellectual property is 
very clear and strict but the enforcement mechanism is weak and 
legal redress is time consuming and expensive. The government 
should take strict action against those who are involved in this trade 
and implement the Copyright Act if it really wants to promote a book 
culture in Pakistan (Younas, 2011). 
The review of literature depicts  various causes of piracy in Pakistan 
including misconceptions about piracy as public often considers 
piracy  a mean of having access to cheaper just as good version of 
books but they totally ignore the effects of  piracy on creativity, 
secondly, there is a very low level of public awareness, people don’t 

realize  that it is a criminal activity and how a common man is 
contributing to the spread of unlawful practices, thirdly, access to 
legitimate work is difficult and fourthly, pirates find it easy to make 
huge and easy profits through book piracy (Bashir, 2015). 
4.  THE PROBLEMS  
4.1  Low Level of Literacy about Copyright  
In a society rich with information and exponentially expanding 
reservoirs of accessible resources, it is usually believed that 
awareness about copyright law would be satisfactory. However, in a 
study of ethical issues in copyright compliance and fair use 
guidelines in teacher education, Vicki S. Napper found that more 
than 50% of the students entering Weber State University, USA did 
not know about the copyright law applied to educators. This shows 
that level of literacy has a co-relation with the copyrights. The case 
of Pakistan is not different; most of the publishers, authors and 
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general educated public community are believed to understand local 
copyright laws. But the case is other way round. Moreover, it is most 
likely to believe that those who are engaged in the business of 
publishing and the copyright holder (authors/publishers) would 
definitely know about the copyright laws of the land.  However, 
different reports show that general public, publishers and even 
authors lack literacy about the copyright law of Pakistan (Bashir, 
2015). The study of book piracy and legal lacunae in Pakistan, found 
that more than 40% of publishers in the province of Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa were unaware of local copyright laws. The study 
further observed that none of the publishers knew about the 
international copyright laws. This is a genuine response of surprise. 
Analyzing the results of the study, 60% of the publishers who were 
aware of copyright laws of Pakistan did not know its importance in 
the field of publishing. This is a very disturbing idea to emerge out of 
any population of publishes. The conclusion is inescapable; the 
reason behind the rampant book piracy in Pakistan is mainly because 
of low level of literacy about copyrights among the publishers, 
authors and general mass (Shah, 2005). 
4.2  The Cost-Benefit Factor  
Ram D. Gopal and G. Lawrence Sanders (2000) narrated that “In the 

fight against piracy, the legislative and educational weapons may win 
a few battles, but the overall war against piracy cannot be won 
without addressing the current draconian pricing policies”. In 

Pakistan high prices of original edition of books, attractive profit, and 
their non-availability in market and inclusion in curriculum are the 
prominent factors. As compare to local edition of books this issue is 
more alarming in foreign reading materials. Due to the absence of 
international publishing houses, the prices of imported books are 
high and are equal to international level. This encourages book piracy 
in Pakistan. Apart from it, pirated books are cheaper and attract book 
lovers. Even the educated communities in Pakistan are interested in 
books of cheap material than standard. Therefore, they are always 
inclined towards buying pirated copies of books. This issue can be 
resolved if the Government of Pakistan provided facilitation on the 
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import of foreign books and encouraged international publishing 
houses to establish their offices which will bring down the cost of 
foreign books (Younas, 2011).  
At first the entire system may seem to be an unwarranted 
infringement of the personal rights of authors who are unable to 
make a living due to these pirated copies; this is in fact not the case, 
for foreign publishers have no intention of selling their books in these 
countries. The only foreign publisher operating in Pakistan is the 
Oxford University Press. The only legal recourse left for people is to 
import books from abroad. The cost of these books is extremely 
prohibitive, for example a new A-level book imported from abroad 
can cost as much as 2500 Rupees, a local version of the book costs 
between about 400-500 Rupees; an English novel will cost around 
700 Rupees but a counterfeit copy can be bought for around 100 
Rupees. The local prices may seem like bargains but even these are 
considered to be quite expensive, the reason for this is the fact that 
the minimum wage in the country is set at 3500 Rupees a month. The 
foreign publishers have made no attempt whatsoever to provide their 
books to the local population and have shown no intention of 
publishing books in the country as there is not much economic 
incentive for them to do so. The imported books are outside the 
economic grasp of most Pakistanis and it is likely that if there was no 
access to counterfeit copies of these books, people would simply not 
be able to access them in any form (Shah, 2005).  
The argument that foreign publishers are losing money due to the 
infringement of their copyright protected material, or that authors are 
not getting their due, is disingenuous. This however, has not hindered 
publishers to take legal action against local counterfeiters; the charge 
that they put forward is that without these protections they cannot 
enter the market and that the counterfeited copies may find their way 
into the international market. This is extremely unlikely to happen as 
the locally published books are usually nothing but very bad 
photocopies. The government though has come under pressure and is 
now taking a sterner stance against copyright infringement of books 
(Shah, 2005). 
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4.3  Frustration about Lack of Available Materials for Study 
and Research 

In Pakistan the state of institutionalized education is hardly any better, 
bereft of any facilities; students simply rely on a teacher’s ability to 
reach out to them enabling them to grasp the complexities of a subject 
without being able to step into library or laboratory. As inadequate as 
this grotesquely underfunded and exploited education system is, at the 
very least it allows children with an opportunity to gain some knowledge 
from books that they have read. In Pakistan, the teachers in public and 
private schools rely on foreign text books. However, it is almost 
impossible for any of their students to buy the copyright protected 
version of these text books and they must rely upon pirated versions of 
the book. The same is true for those attending colleges and universities, 
or those simply wanting to buy a good book to read (Shah, 2005).  
4.4  The Legal Discourse 
The copyright owners often get involved in shady deals with 
publishers. They carry out most of their deals/businesses through 
undocumented and oral arrangements. Authors are interested only in 
the publishing of their books and the accruing profits and do not pay 
attention to the credentials of publishers. The publishers for avoiding 
government taxes often do not register themselves that makes it 
easier for them to evade the eye of the law (Bashir, 2015). In the 
study of Bashir and Khan one of their respondent, who was a legal 
practitioner narrated that once his client discovered that her book was 
pirated and sold in the market. The person distributing the pirated 
copies turned out to be her own publisher who was doing this for 
extra profit on the side. So it is not difficult to see how a person in 
such a position could easily get away with an act like that. And 
unfortunately, there is no dearth of dubious book publishers and 
printers in the local markets in Pakistan (Bashir and Khan, 2016). 
In case of legal action the cases related to copyright violation are 
mostly boils down to the role of prosecution agencies. In the first 
instance, the cases are poorly investigated because of different 
internal and external factors. The courts have to deal with a severe 



Journal of Law and Society Law College 
Vol. L, No. 74 University of Peshawar 
      January 2019 
 

41 

lack of evidence. Secondly, due to multiple factors the prosecution 
ends up the cases by not completing the investigation on time and it 
takes a severely long time for the cases to be put up before the court. 
Even when it is eventually put in courts, the case suffers from poor 
evidence and a lackluster prosecution performance. The judges in 
such cases have no choice but to set the accused at liberty without as 
much as a slap on the wrist (Bashir and Khan, 2016). 
The onslaught of legal action and government action may bring about an 
end to copyright infringement; suffering most will not be the few 
economic opportunists but an entire generation of children unable to buy 
school books, and several generations of readers who simply cannot 
indulge in the expensive luxury of reading a book (Shah, 2005).  
5.  THE COUNTRY’S IMAGE AT INTERNATIONAL 

LEVEL 
The International Intellectual Property Alliance represents as many as 
1300 U.S companies producing and distributing materials protected 
by copyright laws throughout the world. Mahmood and Illyas (2005) 
reported that because of book piracy in Pakistan, the U.S companies 
are sustaining billions of dollars annually. Controlling and preventing 
book piracy in Pakistan is a serious issue having economic and 
political impact. Implementing laws in Pakistan is very difficult and 
making it more difficult to control piracy. Pakistan is on the special 
301 watch list since 1989 (USTR, 2018). Looking to this situation 
Pakistan in 2005 established Intellectual Property Organization of 
Pakistan (IPO-Pakistan) with the aim to safeguard rights of the 
authors and other intellectual property related issues and control book 
piracy. The IPO is the sole body which deals with all the Intellectual 
Property Rights (IPR) in Pakistan. It aims to consolidate issuance and 
enforcement of trademarks, patents, copyrights in one governmental 
body (www.ipo.gov.pk). 
6.  THE LEGITIMACY OR ILLEGITIMACY OF BOOK 

PIRACY 
There are different opinions regarding the legitimacy or illegitimacy 
of book piracy. One school of thought is of the notion that it has a 
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severe impact on the intellectual capabilities of intellectuals. This 
could be the main cause of disappointment among the creative people 
and may cause a brain drain which is quite lethal for the knowledge 
based economy of a country. Creativity always demands 
encouragement that could be in the form of verbal statements or 
monitory benefits which further adds to the creativity of intellectuals.  
Pakistan is a piracy heavy country, is that so bad? However; 
discusses that there is an upside to piracy as well. Research shows 
that pirates are the biggest buyers of legal contents (Abdurab, 2018). 
There are individuals who are of the opinion that piracy actually 
boosts book industry. Notable author of The Alchemist, Paulo 
Coehlo calls it a medal to any writer who understands that there are 
no better rewards than to be read. Paulo Coehlo is the one who 
embraces piracy as a boon not a ban and encourages people to pirate 
anything he’s ever written. “The more people ‘pirate’ a book, the 
better. If they like the beginning, they’ll buy the whole book the next 

day, because there’s nothing more tiring than reading long screeds of 

text on a computer screen” (https://www.techdirt.com/articles/20120123/ 
11385017516/ paulo-coelho-sopa-pirates-world-unite-pirate-everything-ive-
ever-written.shtml). 
In a developing country like Pakistan where the average wage of a 
normal citizen is less than 100 dollar per month which is hardly 
sufficient for their livelihood so how could a person afford a book 
bearing a price tag of 100$. Suppose hypothetically, if we make our 
copyright laws stronger and completely control piracy and in return it 
creates educational deprivation then does that mean we would be 
successful in safeguarding the intellectual assets and heritage of 
individuals. Now think the other way round and take a different view 
of this situation. So there is no wrong about pirating the repository of 
knowledge. The developed nations are putting in more amounts in 
weapons than they are losing in the business of book piracy. 
Therefore, according to an interesting saying “beg, borrow or steal” 
but you must have a book.  
No doubt it is a moral obligation and human act not to snatch 
anybody brainchild or at least creativity. Humans are bound to 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Alchemist_(novel)
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protect the rights of one another under natural law. Conquering the 
battle against piracy does not mean deriving people of education or 
information or losing this battle does not mean bringing 
discouragement for the creative people. No we should take and 
perceive things into their real perspectives and context. Yes, if 
someone is stealing, then it is wrong but if someone is using 
something for their benefit without harming anyone in anyway and 
acknowledgement then it can find justification.  
There are certain exemptions in copyright laws which need to be 
followed under fair use. Copyright law, toady, not only protects the 
right of the copyright owner but also deals with the subject of public 
interest and tries to strike a balance between the two. 
7. CONCLUSION 
Copyright infringement is the violation of copyright laws. The most 
common infringement of copyright is piracy. Piracy is deliberate 
infringement of copyright on Intellectual Property and an absolute 
disregard for ownership or authorship of literary work (Mahmood and 
Illyas, 2005). The study finds that various factors are contributing to this 
phenomenon; including misconceptions about piracy, low level of 
literacy on the part of users, difficulties in accessing legitimate works in 
under developing country like Pakistan, and complicated legal 
procedures. In case of foreign materials, piracy has been causing to the 
image of Pakistan at international level. Some experts are of the opinion 
that Pakistan is a heaven for pirated books, international and local. 
The study suggests large level awareness programs about copyright 
laws and book piracy among the general public and the intellectual 
property owners by all available means. The government should take 
initiatives to improve the legislation relating to copyright to cope up 
with the socio-economic and technological developments. The IPO-
Pakistan should play its part to safeguard rights of the authors and 
other intellectual property related issues and control book piracy in 
Pakistan. The study further suggests that Intellectual Property laws 
may be included in the law curriculum for establishing the academic 
background of students and faculty in Pakistan. 
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