Sovereignty at long last
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THERE is great news out of Islamabad after months of depressing developments. The United States has acknowledged Pakistan is a sovereign nation.
The visiting Secretary of State Hillary Clinton agreed with army chief Gen Ashfaq Kayani that Pakistan wasn’t a pushover like some other countries. Prime Minister Yousuf Raza Gilani also informed Clinton of the tough stance taken by the APC (all-party conference).

It still isn’t clear whether the Americans were told that Pakistan would now act as a sovereign nation too and won’t do their bidding as we have been doing for more or less our entire existence starting with allowing their U2 spy planes to operate from the Badaber base in Peshawar.

My own memory doesn’t go back to the joining of Cento and Seato alliances or the crisis triggered by the U2 spy planes flying over the erstwhile Soviet Union but I do vividly recall the glee with which Gen Ziaul Haq jumped on the US bandwagon after the Red Army marched into Afghanistan in 1979.

While the ‘Free World’ rejoiced in the dismantling of the Soviet Union some 10 years later after the humiliating defeat of its army in Afghanistan, the resultant vacuum and the civil war in Pakistan’s western neighbour left us catering to a lot more than just three million refugees.

A country where the weapon of choice for criminals till the late 1970s was a knife, or at most an antiquated single-barrel shotgun or a rusty revolver, now became awash with automatic weapons firing hundreds of rounds a minute.

Before we signed up to the US-led holy war against the Soviets those with homicidal tendencies did kill in Pakistan but lacked the means to indulge in mass murder; however, soon violence of genocidal proportions became possible and did happen.

Where there were hardly any known heroin addicts in 1979, conservative estimates put the number at between two and three million and all in less than a decade. We all know the effect of one heroin addict on the entire family even where the addict isn’t the sole breadwinner.

Perhaps, the most toxic long-term fallout was that the Saudi-funded (and US-backed at least for a time) extremist version of Islam took root in a land which prided itself on its Sufi heritage of Bulleh Shah, Shah Latif, Sachal Sarmast and Rehman Baba.

It wasn’t that there weren’t voices back then which were warning that our policies would lead to a disaster of titanic proportions, but guess what? Those voices were dubbed godless, foreign-funded, communist and what not.

Against this backdrop, Pakistan’s latest stance and the acknowledgment by the US that it is indeed a sovereign state is a welcome development and a huge relief not least to those who have always believed that toeing the line of a superpower
blindly is fraught with dangers.

The development spurs optimism now we’ll be able to focus on issues that make so many around the world and within Pakistan believe and say we are a failed state.

Will the nationalist-patriotic consensus now ensure that the rule of law is held supreme and all citizens including women, Ahmadis, Christians, Hazaras and Baloch, among others, actually enjoy rights the constitution guarantees them?

Can we now have the railways, the national flag carrier, public utilities and yes that symbol of an independent, sovereign nation, the steel mills, function as they should, efficiently and deliver to the ultimate stakeholders, the people.

Can we banish that scourge of our lives, corruption, not just of the monetary kind but equally significantly of the intellectual variety, from society and also shun hypocrisy like we have American supremacy?

There can be no doubt now that no politician will seek shortcuts to power and wait patiently, in line with constitutional provisions, for the next election rather than keep an eye out for the possible opening of the back door. And when in power deliver good governance.

Now with doubts about our sovereignty having been removed, our talk-show hosts will anchor objective programmes rather than push narrow agendas and shed pretensions of being the keepers of our collective morality.

You may not be but I am extremely optimistic now that the country’s security establishment will not endlessly bask in their hour of sovereign glory and attend to the more immediate challenges as the threatened return of Mulla Radio in Swat.

Having been acknowledged as being no pushovers, they’ll make sure that aberrations such as the militant attack on GHQ, the US SEALs’ mission in Abbottabad to get Osama Bin Laden and the extremist foray into PNS Mehran remain just that,
aberrations.

And of course only a sovereign nation can respect the sovereignty of other nations. So, hopefully, we’ll abandon attempts at nation building across our borders and ensure our kept hordes of fanatics don’t go on solo flights to wreak havoc and carnage
on our neighbours’ soil.

Our commanders have often attributed our embrace of the jihadi ideology to our concerns for our sovereignty and territorial integrity. Now that our tough stance has ensured a public declaration by the US, we will pay attention to how these hordes have of late threatened mostly and mainly us.

Soon, loadshedding will end, ghost schools in large swaths of the countryside will morph into fully functional places of learning for the children of our dispossessed, hunger and disease will be but a bitter memory of the past.

No. I am not dreaming. Sovereignty is surely a concept encompassing more than a flag and an outline drawn on a map. I have merely translated into words what a sovereign state must look like particularly to its own people. That’s all.
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