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Perilous misstep

31 HE federal government on Sunday made good on its threat
to dismiss an elected government and impose governor’s

.. rule and emergency in KP. The president obliged. The head
of state, the only civilian elected twice to that office, has now
1mposed governor’s rule three times: Punjab in 2009, Balochistan
1in 2013, and now KP — though the ruling PML-N is the main
driver behind the latest move. His party, the PPP, has done so six
times in the short history of Pakistani democracy, the others being
1in 1973 (Balochistan), 1975 (the then NWFP), and 1994 (again,
KP). There 1s, therefore, nothing novel about Sunday’s move.
However, 1t 1s a measure that has never achieved what its authors
intended, and has more often than not backfired. That, perhaps, is
why even those unsympathetic to the PTI government in Peshawar
had been warning Islamabad not to take this step. In going ahead
with it, the centre assumes responsibility for anyv blowback.

The imposition of governor’s rule in Balochistan in 1973 1s
instructive. In February of that year, the then prime minister
Zultikar Ali Bhutto dismissed the Balochistan government
led by Sardar Attaullah Mengal, and also removed the then
governor, Mir Ghaus Bakhsh Bizenjo. The centre ruled directly
through Nawab Akbar Khan Bugti and sent in the army, fuelling
an already smouldering insurgency. Many elected Baloch
leaders turned separatist. The province never really recovered.
KP 1s not Balochistan; and the PT1 is no separatist movement.
But the parallel of an elected leadership being swept aside
on the pretext of security is unmistakable. The experience of
the 1973 decision should be seen as a warning that this 1s how
estrangement from the federation begins.

There 1s no political justification for governor’s rule. If the
authorities felt terrorism was increasing in some tribal districts and
adjolning areas, thev could have limited themselves to imposing
a targeted emergency under Article 232, as they have already
done. To deprive an entire province of its elected government i1s
not only undemocratic; it can also be severely counterproductive,
as history shows. The stated reason for Sunday’s decision is
terrorism. The real target 1s percelved to be the only provincial
government the opposition held, and the agitation it was leading.
The PTI government may have faltered on several fronts, but in
a democratic society, those failings are supposed to be addressed
through the electoral process, not through executive fiat. Under
Article 234, the proclamation lapses within two months unless
parliament approves it. That 1s where this 1ll-considered action
should be challenged on principle: lawmakers would do well to
scrutinise it, and the courts to test whether the constitutional
threshold was actually met. Islamabad must extricate itself from
this quagmire before it deepens, and leave KP’s governance to
those 1ts people have elected to oversee it.
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Import traud

I HE under-invoicing of imports from China 1s not an

l allegation. It 1s an open secret 1n Pakistan’s markets —
-. one that has been known for years. The gap between
1mports recorded from China and what China itself reports
exporting is estimated to be in the range of $3.5-5bn in any
single year. The Faisalabad loom owners have described this
practice as one of the reasons thelr business is suffering. Yarn
and cloth are the visible case, but the practice runs through
the entire import trade from China — from machinery parts
and chemicals to electronics, tvres, and household goods.
Traders declare a fraction of the true value, pay duty and
sales tax on that fraction, and sell at prices no domestic
competitor can match. It could not happen at this scale without
Customs. Valuation 1s checked at the port. When the same
understatement recurs across the same products, importers,
clearing agents, and officers who pass the consignments, year
after vear, 1t points past carelessness to facilitation.

The damage 1s easy to trace. The exchequer loses duty and tax
every day. LLocal manufacturers are forced to compete against
goods whose prices have been shaved by a pen stroke. Mills
close, looms are soeld, workers go home. Then the same industry
1s told to become competitive and increase exports. It cannot,
while its heme market is being undercut by tax evasion that
the state declines to acknowledge. It also corrupts what the
country knows about itself. Imports are undercounted, so the
trade deficit and the revenue gap are misstated, and policy 1s
built on wrong numbers. The tools are already in place. Pakistan
and China operate an electronic data exchange between their
Customs administrations, and Islamabad has asked Beijing for
real-time data. Applied to every shipment, not just textiles,
comparing the Chinese export declaration with the Pakistani
goods declaration would show mismatches 1n value and quantity
at once. Large gaps should mean 1investigation, penalties, and
prosecution. It 1s an argument for collecting what the law
already requires, from everyone, equally. Cheaper power and
easler credit mean little to a producer who 1s underpriced at the
border. The government has assured the loom owners that their
problems will be resolved. Controlling under-invoicing at the
Pakistan-China border should be a good start.
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Paralysed prisons

T B AKISTAN’S overcrowded jails distort the intention

“ “ of imprisonment — rehabilitation, education, and
—. occupational development. The Armual Prisons Data Report
2026, compiled by the National Commaission for Human Rights
and _]ustlce Project Pakistan, reveals that attention to lengthy
confinement, delays in trials, and difficulties in obtaining
bail has been long overdue. It also finds that Pakistan’s jails,
built for 68,832 people, were operating at over 160pc of their
capacity. The prison system currently holds 41,681 more people.
As aresult, 110,513 are packed 1n tight, squalid spaces. Three
out of every four inmates are caught in legal paralysis and are
awaiting trial. Punjab and Sindh have witnessed a substantial
rise in inmate numbers, with prisons in KP and Balochistan still
operating within capacitv.

That the prison system 1s fractured is no surprise. Dismal
sanitation, malnutrition, absent healthcare, and overcrowding
define it. Not only are inmates compelled to devise sleeping
rosters, they also face mental health hazards. Those with
psvchosocial debilities face endless jail time and abuse
without medical care. Troublingly, the number of women in
jail 1s on the rise. Since 2024, their numbers have gone up by
46pc; a number of children, too, await trial. These conditions
1llustrate how easily citizens are deprived of civil freedoms. For
decades, there has been little meaningful change. The crisis
1s worsened by overreliance on custodial measures. While
the various 1nitiatives to improve the jail infrastructure must
be appreciated, an overhaul in the bail and surety processes,
along with speedy trials, can actually reduce the under-trial
population. Meanwhile, serious health concerns are widespread,
with reports of cases of hepatitis, HIV, and diabetes. Insight into
how 1ndividual conditions — such as mental health issues and
drug addiction — worsen without treatment is the hallmark of a
system that cares for its people, prisoners included.
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Why stability 1s elusive

Using coercive measures and undermining institutions do not produce stability.

RECENT events are another reminder of how
elusive political stability remains in the coun-
try. The confrontation between PT1 and the gov-
ernment escalated after an effort at dialogue
between them ended in mutual recriminations.
PT1 pressed ahead with its protest march that
the federal government tried to stop by threat-
ening to oust the KP government through impo-
sition of governor’s rule. The usual wave of
arrests of party activists preceded the opposi-
tion’s march. The Shehbaz Sharif government 1s
now set on imposing an emergency and gover-
nor’s rule in KP in a move that is likely to
inflame sentiment in the province and exacer-
bate the situation.

This is a rerun of a familiar script, except it is
set against a backdrop of deepening authoritari-
anism. It also marks a dangerous phase in con-
frontational politics with the federal authorities
and the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa government at
loggerheads. Inflammatory rhetoric by federal
ministers was matched by fiery speeches from
KP’s Chief Minister Sohail Afridi.

Other than the brief interlude of dialogue, the
government responded to the opposition protest
by its usual mix of coercion, threats, and incendi-
ary statements. It took the consequential deci-
sion to impose an emergency in KP and bring the
province under federal control. The cabinet has
approved this while parliament has been con-
vened to sanction the move. The most egregious
use of coercion was the reported abductions and
incommunicado detention of over eight P11 MPs,
including three members of the National
Assembly. Using coercive means to manage the
opposition has only reinforced the government’s
slide into authoritarianism, which hasresulted in
the country’s democratic decline. This has been
evidenced in the past couple of years in actions
taken against the opposition and other
critics:banning public gatherings, breaking up
protest demonstrations, arresting opposition sup-
porters, raiding homes of political leaders, filing
cases against them, policing the media, imposing
internet restrictions and criminalising free
speech. Another telling indicator of democratic
regression is the undermining of judicial inde-
pendence by controversial amendments and defi-
ance of court orders. The erosion of institutions
meant to check executive power has contributed
to growling autocratisation. 1The shell of democ-
racy remains, but it is increasingly hollowed out.

The aim of these actions is to tighten the gov-
ernment’s grip on the political system and the
country. But it does not make the government
strong. It signals weakness, not confidence.
Some argue there is nothing new in this phase of
repression, that it continues a familiar tradition
and borrows from a well-worn playbook. Previous
civilian governments, too, were gullty of undem-
ocratic conduct, intolerance of opposition, jail-
ing rivals on trumped-up charges, marginalising
parliament, curbing press freedom, and under-
mining judicial independence. All of this is true.
But the scale and scope of the repressive meas-
ures today go bevond anything seen under a
civilian government before.

Public space 1s being encroached upon in an
unprecedented manner. Because there i1s more
to control in the digital era, especially social
media, the present governmment has gone much
further than its civilian predecessors in 1mpos-
ing digital space curbs and censorship and
micromanaging the electronic media.

The rationale offered by spokesmen of the
hybrid government, when pressed to justify such
measures, is that they are necessary for political
stability. But does the veneer of calm imposed by
force bring stability? On the contrary, it is a recipe
for instability. Coercion does not produce stability.
It deepens polarisation, erodes the social contract,
divides the country further, and fuels uncertainty.
The opposition represents a large section of soci-
ety, has a significant parliamentary presence, and
runs the government in KP. To suppress and
demonise it does not promote stability. It guaran-
tees the continuation of political confrontation.

The economic cost of relentless political ten-
sions and government-opposition conflict is plain
to see. Frequent shutdowns and blockade of cit-
ies hit businesses hard. 1t vitiates the business
climate. This at a time when recovery has yet to
take hold, economic growth remains anaemic
and stabilisation is still fragile. Jittery investors
hold back, deterred by the spectre of turmoil
and unrest, Celebrating every tranche received
from the IMF doesn’t obscure the reality that
the economy 1s yvet to embark on the path to sus-
tainable growth. Meanwhile, all recent surveys
— Gallup, Ipsos — show declining public confi-
dence 1n economic conditions and pessimism
about the country’s economic future. Clearly, the
country’s economic problems cannot be tackled
in a politically volatile environment.

Political stability requires a reset on several
fronts. It needs the creation of a peaceful and
predictable political environment resting on a
truce and mutual accommodation between the
government and opposition. A divided and polar-
ised country cannot be stable. Genuine dialogue
1s needed that 1s aimed at a lasting modus viv-
endi, not driven by short-term expediency to
stop the next protest march. It also means the
government relenting in its inhumane treatment
of PTlleader Imran Khan in defiance of court
orders. The recent talks were doomed when the
government wasn't even willing to allow opposi-
tion leaders to meet Khan for consultations on
the negotiations. It also remains unwilling to
grant him his entitlement under the law. Such an
attitude cannot form the basis for serious nego-
tiations, let alone a political settlement.

Political stability is also achieved by governing
the country inclusively by consensus and not by
excluding other political actors who command
substantial electoral and public support. A ‘win-
ner-takes-all’ approach has long characterised
Pakistan’s politics. This has rested on the mis-
taken assumption that the party that wins an
election (almost always on a minority vote and, in
the case of the present government, in a disputed
poll) is the ‘sole representative’ of the people. This
stance leads to inherently unstable and exclusion-
ary governance. Unilateral rule not only erodes
democracy; it also undermines effective govern-
ance. The country’s federal nature makes inclu-
sive governance essential. The centre must work
with and not against opposition-run provinces.

Political stability is also built by ensuring an
environment where the rule of law prevails. It
involves strengthening institutions and not
weakening them in pursuit of ephemeral ‘con-
trol’. Strong institutions ensure predictability —
the bedrock of stability. They provide the checks
and balances that are essential to prevent the
abuse of power and protect fundamental rights
and civil liberties.

To those who believe stability can be achieved
by ousting an elected provincial government,
concentrating power and discarding democratic
freedoms, Pakistan’s history stands testimony to
how disastrous that path has been for the coun-
trv and its people. m

The writer is a fonrmer ambassador fo the US, UK
and UN.
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BORN in Karachi in 1945, Anwar Shaikh, a
giant of Marxian economics and professor at The
New School in New York, passed away last week.
His father served in the Foreign Service as a
result of which his family moved around fre-
quently, through Malaysia, Canada, Kuwait, and
finally the US. It was in Kuwait, he would later say
in a biographical note from 2016, that economics
first claimed him: standing amid the gleaming
infrastructure of an oil economy, he could not rec-
oncile the scale of wealth with the poverty of
those who produced it. The obvious question was
why. He spent the next half-century building an
answer to this and its related questions.

I came to Shaikh’s work first through an under-

graduate class: Aasim Sajjad Akhtar’s Political
Economy of Development and Underdevelopment
course, which featured Shaikh’s short fourpage
elaboration of Marx’s theory of exploitation pub-
lished in a 1990 reader on Marxian economics
compiled by Eatwell, Milgate, and Newman. It
was only later on, after having joined academia
myself, that I picked up a more sustained interest
in his political economy contributions. Many of
these were based on the workings of the advanced
capitalist world, but to me it felt possible — via a
universalist understanding of the capital-labour
relation that characterises our shared modernity
— that one could recover a broader insight and
logic extendable to other contexts as well.
His magnum opus, Capitalismm: Competition,
Conflict, Crises, published by Oxford in 2016 after
nearly 20 vears of writing, 1s not an easy book. It
runsinto nearly 1,000 pages and l have only been
able to digest parts of it, a process aided greatly
(and almost singularly) by his video lectures on
You'lube. However, its central propositions are
clear enough to state plainly — capitalism is
driven by the pursuit of profit as a structural
consideration. Firms invest, hire, fire, pollute,
underpay, and cut corners not out of some moral
imperative or ethical inadeguacies, but because
competition demands it.

Competition, Shaikh insisted, 1s guite unlike
the “decorous ballet” of textbook economics. It
1s a war, fought with prices, wages, lobbying, dis-
information, and whatever else gives one firm an

<-4 A theorist of crisis

edge over another. In this universe, marked as it
1s by war, it’s a bit difficult to model markets as
tending towards equilibrium (as orthodoxy usu-
ally claims). Shaikh, instead, argued that rather
than any form of stasis, capitalism fluctuates,
overshoots, crashes, recovers, and overshoots
again.

Mainstream accounts tend to view these as
‘failures’ (of regulation or rationality). Someone
like Shaikh, on the other hand, would see these
as systemic features of a mode of production
built on separating the producers of value from
the means of production.

What 1s worth celebrating in
Anwar Shaikh’s work 1s his
1nsistence. that economics

1S never neutral.

His writings on so-called externalities gener-
ated by this systemic feature of competition are
worth dwelling on, given the cost-of-living and
ecological crises plaguing the planet. Orthodox
economics treats pollution, low wages, and dan-
gerous working conditions as costs that firms
Impose on society from outside the market, ie, as
unfortunate side effects, correctable with the
right regulations.

Shaikh went as far as calling this view of
externality a conceptual fraud. Rather than by
accident, a firm pollutes because the alternative
—investingin cleaner production — costs money
that would otherwise be profit. The extraction
and pollution are thus internal to how profit
works. The same point has also been made at a
more philosophical level by theorist Alysa
Barttistoni, who argues how nature 1s classified as
a “‘free gift” under capitalism, ie, as something
that doesnot carry with it the moral force of reci-
procity or care (unlike a real gift).

Beyvond the intricate debates with the main-
stream, what is worth celebrating in Shaikh’s

work 1s his insistence that economics 1S never
neutral. In his own words, he asserted that
“there is no such thing as a value-free or socially
neutral economics”. Every model encodes
assumptions about how society works and who it
works for. The amnesty schemes, the short-lived
consumption-led booms, the stabilisation pro-
grammes that periodically arrive with the IMEF,
the growth targets announced at press confer-
ences, the optimistic narratives about investor
confidence and trickle-down are all conse-
gquences of choices made 1in a particular direc-
tion and for particular interests.

Shaikh spent his career mapping those choices
with a view to uncovering their systemic root in
the unceasing motivation for profit. By implica-
tion, he ends up showing how reformist ‘tinker-
ing’ that seeks to curtail externalities and fall-
outs is ultimately futile, and how a far more fun-
damental overhaul is required.

Shailkh was educated partly at St Patrick’ in
Karachi, before finishing his schooling in New
York, his undergraduate at Princeton, his doc-
toral studies at Columbia, and a long career of
teaching and research at the New School for
Social Research in New York. During that time,
he was always on the heterodox edge of the disci-
pline, and concerned with abstract theory, which
explains why his work never found the same rec-
ognition in a society that otherwise rushes to
embrace high-achievers with even the most
ephemeral of connections to Pakistan.

However, that biography — from Karachi to a
position of heterodox criticality in American
academic life — carries a relevant resonance
right now. In the face of geopolitical and eco-
nomic reordering, the questions of whose eco-
nomics we use, the viability of its long-held
orthodoxies, and what they are actually deployved
for, matter more urgently in Pakistan and the
world at large than at any point in the recent
past. It 1s then truly unfortunate that we have
lost one of the clearest thinkers available on
such questions. =

The writer feaches politics and sociology af Lums.
X: @umairjav
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