Talk, talk and no walk 
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CONVENTIONAL wisdom has it that it is better to talk things over than to fight about them; fights can hurt both sides. Pacifists will not fight under any circumstances, whatever the provocation may be. 

This is their way which others may not accept. But then there are situations in which one party may prefer to use force because it is powerful enough to vanquish the other and will settle for nothing except the latter’s unconditional surrender. 

In 1258, when the last Abbasid caliph showed reluctance to surrender, Halaku Khan killed him and his family, sacked Baghdad and his men slaughtered every resident that they could lay their hands on. The same is true of many other kings and generals who invaded other people’s lands. 

Disapproval of fights and preference for talks are not the preserve of ideologically committed pacifists. Politicians subscribe to them also, albeit, more as a tactic than as a moral imperative. Talks are held ostensibly for the concerned parties to gain a better understanding of each other’s position on the issues between them, and to find ways of resolving or moderating them. But this is not always the case. Parties may talk even when each side fully understands the other’s position and has no intention of changing its own. They talk to appear to the outside world as reasonable people. They may also want to postpone the moment when some action one way or the other must be taken. 

Talks can go on for extended periods of time, for months or even years, in the expectation that time will transform the issue or render it obsolete and thus kill it. This was the case with the second stage of Soviet-American negotiations concerning the limitation of nuclear weapons called SALT II which remained inconclusive. The same holds also for periodic India-Pakistan negotiations regarding Kashmir and other issues, as well as India’s negotiations with China concerning their border. 

Parties claiming to have reached agreements don’t always intend to 

abide by them. They may simply go back on their word or break it on the pretext that times have changed and made the earlier agreements irrelevant to the present circumstances. Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru of India assured the world and the Kashmiris that their future status would be decided according to their wishes expressed through a plebiscite. Then he frustrated all attempts to organise such a plebiscite. Still later he simply repudiated the idea of a plebiscite 

Diplomats achieve the same result by using ambiguous language which enables them subsequently to deny that they had made the commitments that the other party attributes to them. The PML-N has launched a mass movement against the present regime. People in large numbers are out on the streets shouting anti-government slogans. Lawyers have also been carrying on a protest movement. Both movements have the objective of getting Iftikhar Chaudhry reinstated as the chief justice of Pakistan. 

Government spokesmen want the sponsors to call off their movements and have a dialogue with the government to reach a mutually satisfactory agreement. Many commentators on public affairs have also been urging politicians to give up confrontation and work towards a settlement through dialogue. 

At times politicians engage in one-sided talk. They make speeches and issue statements on current issues and what they propose to do about them. The present government in Pakistan has considerable expertise in issuing declarations of intent such as: it will control inflation, stimulate the economy, spread healthcare and education, restore law and order, preserve judicial independence, repeal the 17th Amendment, fight extremism and militancy and eradicate the Taliban. 

But almost never do we hear declarations of things actually done, work completed and missions accomplished. This is the case because Yousuf Raza Gilani’s government believes in leaving things alone, letting them take their own natural course. Managing the course of nature requires thinking, investment of energy and work, all of which can be tiresome. 

Those who recommend dialogue tend to exaggerate its efficacy. Generally speaking, talks involve bargaining and mutual concessions. They will work if the differences to be resolved relate to apportionment of material benefits, but they can have no role when the issues involved are those of right and wrong. There is then nothing to talk about. Such is the issue of Justice Iftikhar Chaudhry’s reinstatement. His dismissal was wrong. The right thing to do is to reinstate him. The matter is not amenable to negotiation and bargaining. Mr Gilani’s government does not intend to restore him to his office. Its calls for a dialogue can only have the objective of persuading his proponents to abandon him. 

Advocates of dialogue have another curious inclination. They think that differences and the resulting divisions are bad while agreement, or better still unanimity, are good. These people are misguided. First, unanimity is unnatural and impossible. Humans have different needs, inclinations, preferences and opinions. Second, unanimity, if at all obtainable, is a sure prescription for societal stagnation. There can be no extension of the frontiers of knowledge without differences of opinion and interpretations of ground reality. Third, there is no reason for discussion, debate and democracy if there are no differences and divisions. Democracy calls for majority rule, not government by consensus. 

Good governance and politics in Pakistan does not require comprehensive agreement among all political parties on all issues confronting the country. Consider for instance the matter of repealing the 17th Amendment. The normal way of proceeding with it would be for the government or one of the opposition parties to move a bill in parliament. It can then be considered by the relevant committees, debated on the floor and put to vote. Prime Minister Gilani has indicated he is in favour of the repeal of the amendment if there is consensus. Is this his way of saying that his government will not repeal the amendment in question in as much as the agreement he demands cannot be obtained?
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