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INTERNATIONAL law used to refer to states as sovereign, meaning that each one of them is entitled to do with its land and people as it deems fit and no outside power may interfere with its actions, howsoever gruesome they may be.

This theory was based on the premise that all states were equal in law regardless of the quantum of their resources and power. In actual practice, however, international relations did not proceed the way the theory of sovereignty had led students to believe.

Actually, the notion that an entity can be sovereign in the sense that it may do whatever it wants is no more than a useful myth. Even in the case of the mighty all kinds of constraints bear upon one’s choice-making. I will venture to suggest that the myth was created for two reasons. First, contracts are valid if the parties concerned are free and competent to make them. Further, a contract would be hard to enforce if one of the parties were capable of disappearing.

Let us take the case of a king who has borrowed money. If he loses his kingdom, the loans he had taken go with him, for his successor, if any, may not assume them. So, what are the moneylenders to do? Their problem would be resolved if the borrower were an entity in perpetuity, a body corporate, a state, whose obligations would remain in effect regardless of the identity of its rulers. But in that case the borrower, the state, must be presumed to be fully capable of making its decisions.

That states are sovereign is then a presumption and not necessarily a ground reality. The more powerful states do exploit the resources and dominate the resource management policies of the smaller ones. They may do the same where their strategic interests are involved.

Of late, a reformist kind of intervention in the affairs of the more receptive developing countries has emerged under the rubric of ‘globalisation’. Instances abound in the western powers’ relations with Pakistan. Public authorities and the media in America, Britain and the European Union have been sending advice to the government and politicians in Pakistan on the reordering of their governance and politics.

They did accept Gen Pervez Musharraf’s coup in Oct 1999, but soon thereafter, they started saying that the military government should yield to a civilian regime. Following the elections of 2002, they urged the general, almost on a weekly basis, to give up his army post. During the last one year or so they have been saying that the elections — now to be held on Feb 18 — must be fair and honest, and that they will have no credibility if they are rigged.They have periodically condemned the violation of human rights in Pakistan. They denounced the imposition of emergency rule and the sacking of judges and repeatedly asked Musharraf to lift the emergency. Gordon Brown, the British prime minister, has asked the government of Pakistan to release all political prisoners before the elections.

President Bush wanted Pervez Musharraf to remain at the helm in Pakistan. But he also wanted Musharraf to improve his public image and, to that end, allow Benazir Bhutto and the Sharifs to return home and participate in politics. His administration insisted that he conclude a power-sharing deal with Ms Bhutto and sponsored negotiations between them to facilitate it.

American officials and other spokesmen express concern that ‘extremists’ might come to power in Pakistan and take control of its nuclear weapons, implying that some external agency should take charge of them.

I do not recall that American and European officials have burdened other developing countries with as much advice as they have been pouring on Pakistan. And it is inconceivable that the government of Pakistan would ask the American president or the British prime minister to make sure that the next elections in his country are fair and ‘transparent’. Nor is it likely to send such advice to the prime minister of Malaysia or the president of the Philippines.

It may be argued that in the ‘global village’, the domestic affairs of a nation are no longer exclusively its own concern. Pakistani commentators feel free to advise the British, French and German governments to treat their Muslim populations as well as they treat their native sons of the soil. This is not an adequate explanation, or justification, of the amount and frequency of the foreign advice coming to Pakistan. That is the way it is not merely because Pakistan is a relatively weak or poor country. The reason may be that its elites, both in government and opposition, lacking self-confidence and self-reliance, end up soliciting foreign approval, assistance, guidance and intervention.

There are situations in which money and advice come together. The government wants money from international lending institutions and they name the conditions that must be met to ensure that the money being given is spent for approved purposes. Pakistan has also been taking money from foreign governments in return for services rendered. It likes to call itself a ‘frontline’ state which in effect means that its government chooses to act as a mercenary, doing errands for a foreign employer and getting paid for the work done. It has had this type of transactions mostly with the United States.

Governments in Pakistan, both military and civilian, have been authoritarian for the most part. They have treated opponents arbitrarily, violating their fundamental rights. Judges have not been able to protect the victims, and recently (March 2007) when they proceeded to restrain the government, a majority of them in the Supreme Court were sacked.

Opposition leaders can bring their followers out on the streets in protest movements to deflect the government from a certain course of action, but these do not always work. Of late, their other recourse has been to appeal to the international ‘community’ to pressure the government of Pakistan to return to decent and lawful modes of interaction with them. They have been holding meetings with groups of foreign ambassadors in Islamabad to ‘brief’ them on the political situation in the country. Expecting that the coming elections will not be fair, they have been requesting the American and European governments to do something to prevent rigging.

Acting from the mistaken notion that the United Nations is some kind of a world policeman or an investigative agency, the PPP leaders have asked it to investigate the assassination of Ms Benazir Bhutto and tell them who did the deed and at whose behest. They are not satisfied with the inquiry conducted by the Scotland Yard because Musharraf had commissioned it.

Foreign intervention in their internal affairs is something that Pakistanis seem to desire and expect. It is a pity, and a shame, that they are so distrusting of one another that they cannot settle matters among themselves. An outside observer is liable to form the impression, shocking though it may be, that they do not know, or even wish to know, what to do with independence.
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