S. Aziz: Between Dreams and Realities

Aziz, Sartaz: Between Dreams and Realities. So-
me Milestones in Pakistan’s History. Karachi:
Oxford University Press 2009. ISBN: 978-0-
19-547718-4; 408 S.

Rezensiert von: Sadia Bajwa, Humboldt Uni-
versitat zu Berlin

In Pakistan, the political tug-of-war between
the civilian government, the military and (in
recent years) the judiciary and the civil society
not only presents the academia with a com-
plex case to gnaw at, but is also very much
a topic of lively public and private debate in
Pakistani society. Sartaj Aziz’s ,,Dreams and
Reality”, an autobiography of an economist
turned politician who at many points in the
history of Pakistan was at the forefront of po-
litical decision-making, will thus appeal to
scholars and students of Pakistan’s political
history, but especially to the layman inter-
ested in Pakistani politics. While its strength
does not lie in any literary merit, or for that
matter grounded political analysis of Pak-
istan’s history as its book jacket may lead one
to believe, its appeal lies in the fact that it is
a first-hand account of upper-level politics in
Pakistan. Sartaj Aziz, an economist by train-
ing, began his political career as a Minister of
State for Food and Agriculture in 1984 and till
his retirement from politics 1999 held many
key political positions in government includ-
ing that of foreign minister during the 1999
Kargil crisis, an event shrouded in contro-
versy.

Aziz states in the Preface, that he is not a
historian but hopes that this record of events
which he witnessed while participating in the
political life of Pakistan will be of use and in-
terest for historians as well as for future lead-
ers looking to learn from the past. While
this is a realistic estimate of the book’s im-
portance as a memoir, Aziz does however go
on to make lofty claims of having ,explored
some of the causes of failure if democracy in
Pakistan” (xiv). Unfortunately, any historian
or political scientist looking for an in depth
critical analysis of the subject of democracy
in Pakistan in this book will be disappointed.
However, if one reads this book without such
expectations, it does keep its promise of pro-
viding the reader with an insider perspec-

tive on the political and economic policy de-
velopments of the late 1980s through to the
early 2000s in Pakistan. This is a book in the
tradition of political autobiographies written
by players in the upper-echelons of Pakistani
politics, the latest most stirring being that of
Pervez Musharraf.!

Aziz’s career can be divided into four
phases, beginning with his first 20 years as
a civil servant, from 1950-1970, followed by
his time in the international civil service from
1971-1984. The third phase, his political
tenure, lasted from 1984-1999 and is the fo-
cus of this book. Today, in the fourth phase,
Sartaj Aziz is working in the education sec-
tor and holds the position of Vice Chancellor
of a private university in Lahore. The book
has thirteen chapters of which the first five
chapters cover his early and student life and
the first two phases of his career. The bulk
of the book is made up of Chapters Seven to
Thirteen in which Sartaj Aziz traces his po-
litical career, experiences and actions through
the fifteen years of quasi-democracy from the
end of Zia’s regime through the democratic
seesaw of the 1990s up until the fourth mili-
tary takeover by General Musharraf in Octo-
ber 1999.

The first five chapters are relatively brief
and of a sketchy nature and give an overview
of the developments in the period from the
1940s to 1985. In Chapter One, ,Early Life”,
Aziz gives a personal account of his student
life, his encounter as a young Muslim Leaguer
with Mohammad Ali Jinnah and his early
years as a civil servant in the Planning Com-
mission under President Ayub Khan. Chap-
ter Two, ,Milestones and Turning Points”, is
brief introduction to the book and identifies
certain milestones that the author feels are
central to the question of democratic develop-
ment in Pakistan. Chapter Three, , The Shat-
tered Dream (1947-1971)" is short overview
of the creation of Pakistan and the first few
decades after independence. This chapter at-
tempts to give an analysis of the failure of
nation-building in Pakistan and tries to ex-
plain the ideological vacuum that became ev-
ident following independence. This analy-
sis, however, at best scratches only at the sur-
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face. The chapter does nevertheless include a
few interesting first-hand accounts of cabinet
meetings held during Ayub’s tenure as well
as a reference to the author’s role in the Plan-
ning Commission during 1970 and 1971 when
East Pakistan began to exert itself in the face
of West Pakistani domination. Chapter Four
is a brief account of the ,Democratic Inter-
lude” under Z. A. Bhutto between 1971 and
1977 and the reader is left to wonder where
Aziz was during this period. It is in the next
chapter, which deals with the period of mili-
tary rule under Zia-ul-Haq and the revival of
the political process in the mid-80s, that the
reader is related the beginning of Sartaj Aziz’s
political career. This chapter holds a lot of in-
teresting material on ,Zia’s Game Plan” (p.
62), giving accounts of a number of strategy
meeting at which the Aziz was present in the
capacity of minister of state for agriculture.
The following chapters constitute the
greater part of the book and cover the
next fifteen years, the political phase of
Aziz’s career. The author gives an inter-
esting insider’s perspective on the split in
the Pakistan Muslim League (PML) in the
post-Zia scuffle. He covers the ping-pong
politics of the 1990s in great detail, of course,
especially focusing on the Nawaz Sharif
tenures during which he held key positions
in the government. In Chapter Seven, Aziz
makes an insightful analysis of the impact of
Benazir Bhutto’s first two-year government
(1988-90) on the democracy in Pakistan. He
points out that instead of strengthening the
role of democratic institutions, especially
the parliament to counter the clout of the
military-bureaucracy ’Establishment’, she
inserted her main efforts into ,consolidating
and expanding the political space of the
party” (p. 99), the Pakistan People’s Party.
(PPP) In his view, the PPP compromised the
federal democratic structure by trying to cen-
tralize power and neutralize opposition. He
accuses the PPP government of promoting its
interests to the extent of corruption: , During
its twenty-month rule the PPP government
"placed” about 200,000 personnel in different
grades, recommended by PPP members of
parliament and the party leaders.” (p. 101)
Academic studies of Pakistan’s political
system show that party politics are based

on patron-client networks which throughout
Pakistan’s history have been drawn upon
by all leading political parties, including the
PML. Aziz, however, levies this criticism on
the PPP periods of rule while not addressing
the issue when writing about the PML gov-
ernments, clearly showing his bias. The trend
of consolidating the party instead of the in-
stitutions is something that has defined Pak-
istani politics throughout its history, irrespec-
tive of which party was in power.

Chapter 8 deals with the first tenure of
Nawaz Sharif’s PML (1990-1993) which won
the elections that followed the dismissal of
Benazir’s government by the president’s im-
plementation of the controversial Article 58
(2)(b) that had been introduced through the
8th Amendment passed under Zia-ul-Hagq.
The unstable democracy of the 1990s owes
much of its character to the existence of this
clause. Both the PPP and the PML govern-
ments had to contend with a president who
had the power to dissolve the national assem-
bly. Meant to act as an instrument to bal-
ance the power of the Prime Minister it was
abused multiple times by the Presidency with
the backing of the Establishment as well as the
respective opposition party.

Aziz gives one an actor-level insight into
the political tussle between the PPP and the
PML in the 1990s. He includes, for exam-
ple, an account of the crisis leading up to
the dismissal of the Nawaz Sharif govern-
ment, detailed with diary entries of his from
April 1993. Aziz highlights the irony that
the very President who paved the way for
Nawaz Sharif’s entry into office was the one
to dismiss him. In his second tenure, Nawaz
managed to pass the 13th Amendment which
deleted the Article 58 (2)(b), thus reducing the
Presidency to a ceremonial figurehead.

During the Nawaz tenures, (Chapter 8 &
10) Aziz played an active and central role
in politics. As a senator since 1988, he had
developed a ,strong working relationship”
(113) with Nawaz Sharif, especially at the time
when Aziz worked to unite the two factions of
the PML before the 1988 elections. Aziz gives
the reader his personal evaluation of Nawaz
Sharif’s character and is of the opinion that
it in no small way contributed to the person-
alised politics that Nawaz seems to favour to

© H-Net, Clio-online, and the author, all rights reserved.



S. Aziz: Between Dreams and Realities

the detriment of democratic institutions and
processes, a point of criticism in Aziz’s view.
However, Aziz’s political career did take a
leap at under the new Nawaz government as
he was was appointed Minister for Finance
and Economic Affairs, a position which he
also rejoined in the second PML tenure from
1997-1998 when he climbed the political lad-
der further to become the Foreign Minister in
the same cabinet.

The reader is given a description of the eco-
nomic reforms of liberalisation, deregulation
and privatisation which were initiated during
the first, and continued during the second,
Nawaz tenure, Aziz having been their main
architect. According to him, these reforms
did not take place in response to any financial
crisis or pressure from the IMF or any other
multilateral agencies. As we know, the early
1990s are also known to be the time of liberal-
isation in India, but Aziz is sure to point out
that Pakistan’s reforms preceded those in In-
dia. Aziz’s account of the process of drafting
and implementing reforms, especially in the
energy and agriculture sector, draws one’s at-
tention considering that some of the problems
Pakistan faces today have their roots in long-
term planning failure and the lack of continu-
ity in economic planning due to political dis-
continuities. This is a point that Aziz makes
multiple times in the course of the book.

In Chapter 11 ,The Foreign Office: A Melt-
ing Pot of Global Faultlines”, Aziz gives the
reader a sketch of Pakistan’s early foreign pol-
icy and goes into deeper detail from the end
of the 1980s when he joins politics, pepper-
ing the narrative with anecdotes from first-
hand experience. He goes into the follow-
ing three main foreign policy concerns of Pak-
istan: Afghanistan, the United States and In-
dia. In writing about the emergence of the
Taliban in Afghanistan, Aziz merely repeats
what is by now general knowledge. He men-
tions the role of the ISI (Inter Services Intel-
ligence) and the (military) Establishment in
influencing and outright steering Pakistan’s
foreign policy decision-making. For example,
with regard to Pakistan recognizing the Tal-
iban government in 1997 he states ,Appar-
ently the instructions to recognise the Taliban
government were received by the foreign of-
fice from DG ISI, General Rana...” citing Mur-

shed’s "The Taliban Years’ (2006) as his source.
The reader is given the impression that the
civilian government had a sense of resigna-
tion, helplessness in the face of the more dom-
inant military.

Aziz also talks about the Lahore Process
of diplomacy with India which was started
ironically when right of center parties were
in power in both Pakistan and India (BJP).
There is a detailed account of the negotiation
process, the Chenab Formula, and the Lahore
declaration. He expresses his regret that the
genuine intentions of moving forward on the
Kashmir issue were foiled by the fall of the Va-
jpayee government. Aziz writes: “..when I
met Vajpayee in New Delhi on 12 June 1999,
he said with a voice choked with emotion:
‘T had traveled to Pakistan with such sincer-
ity and with high hope for durable peace be-
tween India and Pakistan. The real casualty of
the Kargil crisis is trust between the two coun-
tries.”” (p. 230).

Aziz dedicates an entire chapter to the
Kargil which was the biggest challenge he
faced during his time as foreign minister. The
Kargil operation, Aziz states, ,prepared the
ground for a prolonged military takeover”
as well as causing ,irreparable damage to
Pakistan’s principled and legitimate stand on
Kahsmir...” (p. 250). He contradicts Mushar-
raf’s version of events? in which he states that
the Prime Minister was briefed on the Kargil
operation before its commencement. Aziz
states that he was present at the briefing and
that ,,there was no mention of the Kargil sec-
tor”. (p. 259) Aziz makes the perceptive ob-
servation that the Kargil , misadventure” is ,a
sad reflection of the on Pakistan’s governing
structure, the civil military relationship and
the total absence of an effective infrastructure
for decision-making in national security is-
sues.” (p. 258) Furthermore, it is interesting
to note that the civil government (including
Aziz) was under pressure to support the ide-
ologically popular move to 'stand-up’ to In-
dia in Kargil even though the operation was
initiated more or less without its knowledge
by the military. The ideological might of the
"Indian threat” has time and again maintained
the supremacy and legitimacy of the military
as a politically powerful institution.

2Narrated in ibid.
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While Aziz criticizes this state of affairs, he
obviously sees himself as having been pow-
erless to do anything against it. In his ac-
count, he comes across as a passive witness
of the important decisions being taken and
the foreign office seems to be at most an in-
strument for their implementation rather than
formulation. It is at time difficult to discern
whether Aziz is writing from his own expe-
riences or from hearsay and of course hav-
ing been part of the cadre of the big decision-
makers, whether it was during Zia-ul Hags
time, or later under the PML governments,
the authors seems to be in a constant strug-
gle to absolve himself of any responsibility.
All in all, the book is an interesting read be-
cause of its chapters on the Nawaz tenures,
the Kargil operation and subsequent military
take-over. Like many events in Pakistan’s his-
tory, whether the 1971 debacle or the 1965 war
with India, Kargil still poses many uncomfort-
able questions. Accounts such as Aziz’s shed
some light on these controversial events.
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