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Between Dreams and Realities is one of the important books of the year. The author Sartaj Aziz, who served in important ministerial posts during the 1980s and 1990s, discloses new information, engages in profitable analysis and draws useful lessons. 


Aziz carefully recounts many of the important events he saw from close quarters since his entry into politics in 1984. But what is of greater interest is the time, starting in 1990, he spent in Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif’s cabinets, first as finance minister and later as foreign minister. 


It was during these years (1990-1999) that Sharif first became prime minister, opened up Pakistan’s economy, and was booted by President Ghulam Ishaq Khan. The Supreme Court declared the president’s act unconstitutional and restored the prime minister’s government. Both then resigned in a deal brokered by the army. 


Sharif was elected as prime minister again in 1997. After a confrontation with the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, he came close to being booted by President Leghari, who had dismissed Benazir Bhutto’s government only a year earlier. But Sharif was saved by General Karamat. Both President Leghari and the Chief Justice resigned. 


Sharif then booted General Karamat and appointed General Musharraf as the army chief. A year later, General Musharraf sent Sharif packing, first into prison and later into exile. All this, plus nuclear explosions, economic sanctions, and the Kargil war, Sartaj Aziz saw from close quarters but kept his sanity, as is clear from his book. 


Aziz devotes 38 pages of his book to the Kargil fiasco. (Musharraf devotes only nine pages to it in his memoir.) Aziz claims that the army made a ‘full disclosure’ to the government of its activities in Kargil only on May 17, 1999, after ‘the Kargil operation burst into the open’. The full disclosure meant the generals telling the prime minister that the Frontier Corps Northern Areas (FCNA) had not only crossed the Line of Control (LOC) but had also occupied, two months earlier, land on the Indian side of the LOC. 


Aziz says he was present in the two other meetings with the military, one held on February 5 and the other on March 12-13, 1999, and categorically states there was no mention in those two meetings of Pakistan army’s plan to cross the LOC. (Musharraf claims that the prime minister was told about the Kargil operation in the February 5 meeting.) 
Aziz also says the military wanted to arm the Kashmiri mujahideen with Stinger missiles at that time and that in the face of great loss of military men later in the conflict, Musharraf pleaded for ‘an early meeting’ between Prime Minister Sharif and President Clinton to arrange a cease fire. 


The debate about the Kargil fiasco will, of course, not end with this book. But Aziz has made a sound contribution to our understanding of what he rightly calls ‘an extra-ordinary event in the country’s history’.  


Aziz says the way Pakistan responded to the ‘dilemma’ of whether or not to conduct nuclear tests ‘has become a landmark example of decision making in Pakistan’s history’. He claims that he ‘learnt only two hours before the actual test that Pakistan was about to go for the nuclear option’. He, therefore, as finance minister, had no choice but to order the freeze of the foreign currency accounts as ‘proposed’, but not decided, on May 20, 1998 by the prime minister. 


Aziz’s account of the historic 17 days, from May 11, 1998, when India conducted nuclear tests, to May 28, when Pakistan followed suit, is one of the weaker sections of the book. 


Aziz neither tells us exactly when the decision to conduct the tests was made nor how he found out about the decision. He mentions that, after a debate on May 14, the cabinet left the decision to test or not to the prime minister, but we do not learn whether Sharif was resolute or indecisive, calm or agitated, during the time leading up to the nuclear tests. Aziz says little about the mood in the army at the time and is quiet about the role of Dr A.Q. Khan in reaching the decision. 


Aziz refrains from describing the idiosyncrasies of many of the politicians and generals he mentions in his book. He does, however, characterise Nawaz Sharif as impulsive, who thrives on dramatic moves and considers personal power and loyalty of great importance. Hardly new insights, really. 


One is left wondering though whether Aziz is being modest or unwilling to upset the apple cart, when he says of Sharif: ‘I cannot claim that I understand him fully.’ 


However, Aziz, who was finance minister during most of the time Sharif was in power, does a good job of describing the economic reforms that were initiated during the first and second governments of Nawaz Sharif. 


Between Dreams and Realities is replete with references to the constitution and the role of the army in politics, both when in power and when in the barracks. 


Towards the end of his book, Aziz says: ‘In each of its tenures the military has failed to create a durable political structure. If anything it has weakened the political structure, by manipulating and dividing various political parties, managing elections and giving a bad name to politics and politicians.’


Aziz sees many silver linings about ending ‘the tyranny of a gun’ and establishing ‘the supremacy of the rule of law’ in Pakistan. 


Between Dreams and Realities can leave the reader puzzled. Though the first chapter book is completely autobiographical, starting with the author’s birth in 1929, the rest of the book is an odd mixture of memoir and textbook history. Aziz is often repetitive and does not dwell at all on the years (1971-84) which he spent overseas as an international civil servant. 


That said, Sartaj Aziz has produced a measured and important account of Pakistani politics and economics during the last decade of the 20th century.
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