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Long Live Benazir
The Underreported Pro-Life Feminist Herstory of 

Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto, 1953-2007

 “I come before you as a 
Woman; as a Mother; and as  
a Wife.

 “I come before you as 
the democratically elected 
Prime Minister of a great 
Muslim nation—the Islamic 
Republic of Pakistan.

 “I come before you as 
the leader of the ninth largest 
population on earth.”

���������	�
��������������������
Bhutto, Prime Minister of Pakistan, before 
the 1994 United Nations International 
Conference on Population and 
Development in Cairo, Egypt

Mohtarma Benazir Bhutto, 
born on June 21, 1953, was 
no stranger to politics or 

personal danger. Political reformer 
�������	
����	������	���	����	
democratically elected prime minister 
�	��������	��	�����	���	���	��������	
�����������	���	!"������������	
daughter planned to follow in his 
�����#�$	%�	�����	�&	&����	�����	

���'��(�	������	���	�����	�������	
Bhutto was arrested in a bloodless 
coup, and his daughter was placed 
under house arrest. 


���'��	�#���	���	��"�	�)	�����	��	
and out of house arrest, trying to muster 
support for her father. On April 4, 1979, 
she and her mother embraced each 
other in a police camp prison cell while 
���	������	&��	�"������	�*	���+��+$	-�	
25 years of age, Benazir became chair 

�	���	�����������	��������	��#��(�	
Party (PPP) her father had founded. 

The young leader of her party spent 
���	��"�	��"	*����	��	�	������	�	#�����	
and house arrest placements. In her 
autobiography, Daughters of Destiny, 
���	���������	���	������*	���������	
in a desert cell in the Sindh province of 
��������	�����+	���	������	�	��)�6 
“The summer heat turned my cell into 
��	���$	8*	����	�#���	���	#������	
coming off my hands in sheets. Boils 
erupted on my face. My hair, which  
���	��&�*�	����	������	��+��	�	���	
out by the handful.” Released in 
:�����*	��);	��	�������	�������	���	
������	�	���	���	��������	��	�"���	��	
London, raising her voice against the 
human rights violations of General Zia 
and his regime until martial law was 
�����*	������	��	��������	��	��)<$	 
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=��	��������	�	���������	��	���	&���	����	�����	�����	 
“to right a wrong.”

Bhutto later recalled the bitter reactions of some to her 
political aspirations in an interview with the BBC. “I found 
that a whole series of people opposed me simply on the 
grounds that I was a woman,” she said, adding, “I found that 
my opponents reduced themselves to verbal abuse rather than 
discuss issues. The very mere fact that I was a woman seemed 
to drive them into a frenzy. So that was the biggest challenge. 
%	��(�	��&	�&	�	����	&���	����$	%	���	����	&���	#�������	
differences, but how do you deal with it when someone says 
>%	��(�	����	*�	�������	*�(��	�	&���	���	*�(��	�����	�	
man’s place’?” 

-�	�	���������	
����	������	���*	&���	���	����#���	��	
�����+��	������+�	�	-���	-��	�������	��	��)�$	@%	�����(�	
����	�	���	������D	
����	�"#������$	@%	&��	�����	�	����	
�������*$	%�	�*	����	���	����	������	&���	�	����	��	&���	
have destroyed my political career. Actually, I had reconciled 
�*����	�	�	����	&�����	������+�	�	��������	��	���	����	
�	�*	������$$$$	=�	���#��+	��	����	����	���*	#�#��	��	
��������	����	�	���	%	�������	�	����	�	#������	��������	
in what I thought would be, more or less, a loveless marriage, 
a marriage of convenience. The surprising part is that we are 
very close and that it’s been a very good match.” 

Choosing her marriage and the children that followed 
presented new political challenges for Bhutto. “[In November 
��))E	F������	���	������	���	����	���������	��������	�����	
����	&���	��	�������	����	%	&��	#��+�����	�������+	����	�	
pregnant woman couldn’t campaign; I could, I did, and I won, 
so that disproved that notion…I was brought up to believe 
that a woman can do anything that a man can,” she 
�"#������	�	���	

K$ “But there are certain things that 
only women can do, such as carry a child, and I found 
myself in a very strange position because each time I was 
pregnant my political opponents somehow thought I would  
be paralyzed and would plot particularly against me at  
those points.” 

%�	Q�������	��))�	8������	
���'��	
����	������	���	
����	������	�����	8�������	�	��������$	@UVE��	���	�"�����+	
moment in my life was when I was sworn in as Prime 
8��������D	
����	����������$	@%	��������	&�����+	�&�	
the red carpet in the presidential palace and I felt as though 
��	���������	���*	�	���	����	&�	���	����	�+����+	��	
������	&�����	&���	���	���	��	&��	�	���������	�����	�	
����������$	%	���	����	�	���������	�����	����	��������	���	
showed the way for other Muslim countries, that a woman 
����	��	�������	��	�����	�"�������$D

Even after she was elected, not everyone accepted a woman 
as Prime Minister—especially a woman with a family. “When 
&�	����	�������	��	%	�����	����$$$&���	���	�	��&	���*	
were as tough as men. I certainly felt that I was a woman 
operating in a man’s world, and so I had to prove to the 
men that I had all the male qualities, and so I could be quite 

aggressive, particularly in terms of speech,” she later told  
the BBC.

Rather than accept the limitations others would have forced 
on her, Bhutto made the choice to juggle both her family 
responsibilities and her leadership duties as prime minister. 
She persevered, even when her political opponents subjected 
her to tear gas while she was pregnant with her youngest 
child. She and her husband eventually had three children, a 
��	�����	
���&��	���	�&	���+�����	�����	
����&��		
and Aseefa. 

“When I was growing up I thought a woman could have it all 
���	�&	%	���	�����	*���	�	&���	���	����	��	����	���	���	���	
�	��	#��#����	�	#�*	���	#�����D	���	����$	@=	*�	���	*�	
can have a husband, you can have a family, you can have a 
career, but…you have very little time left for yourself. That’s 
a choice I made and it brought me a lot of satisfaction, but…I 
would say there is a price that has to be paid.”

In a society dominated by men, Bhutto forced those in her 
own nation and around the world to remember women 
and children. During her two terms as prime minister, she 
advocated a holistic approach to addressing their  
unmet needs. 

The 1994 United Nations International Conference on 
Population and Development, held in Cairo, was rife with 
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cleansing,’” calling it “as depraved as it is reprehensible.” 
Deeply affected by the pain and sorrow felt by victims of 
war, she declared, “The enormity of the tragedy dwarfs our 
other issues—urgent though they are. This Conference must 
��������	�"#����	���	��#����	��������*	&���	��	�������	���	
���+�����	&�	���	�������	�	�����	��]����	##������	���	
��������*$	V����	����������	����	��	��	����	#�����*$D

Bhutto refused to choose between meeting the needs 
of women and protecting their unborn children from 
abortion. At the Beijing conference, she noted, “To please 
���	��������	�	&���	&����	�	��$	V	���#	���	�������	
from abandoning her, a woman wants a son. And, too 
�����	&���	�	&���	�"#����	�	+����	���	�����	���	�������	
in abandoning or aborting that innocent, perfectly formed 
child. As we gather here today, the cries of the girl child 
reach out to us.” Bhutto challenged UN delegates “to 
create a climate where the girl child is as welcomed and 
valued as a boy child.”


����(�	��������	�	��#&������	�����	���	��+	����	�	
rights for women outlined by Elizabeth Cady Stanton, who in 
�);)	�+���'��	���	����	&���(�	��������	��	=�����	^�����	
_�&	 ̀��$	
����(�	�������	�������	&���	���	�����������	
of the great feminist organizer Susan B. Anthony, who 

debate over issues of population control and family planning. 
%�	���	��������	
���'��	
�����	��	�	��*	�&	&���	�	
�������	���	���������	����+�����	�#��	��	�	#������	��������6	
@%	�����	�	�	���������	�	��	-����	�	�	&����	&����	&�	���	
commit our social resources to the development of human 
life and not to its destruction. That dream is far from the 
reality we endure,” she said. The champion of progressive 
solutions warned participants that “this conference must not 
be viewed by the teeming masses of the world as a universal 
�����	�������	������+	�	��#��	�������*�	������� ��" 
education and other such matters on individuals, societies and 
religions which have their own social ethos.” She said that 
@���	���������(�	�������	�������	������	]�&�	��	�������+	
at the heart of a great many cultural values,” and added that 
����	����	���*	8�������	��k�����	@������	��	�	�����	�	
population control.”

Bhutto sought to address the question of population 
control by promoting development and the empowerment 
�	&���6	@�*	�������+	������	�������*�	�*	#������+	
�����+��	&���	��������������	�*	������+	��	���*	�	
women...to educate our mothers, sisters, daughters in 
child welfare and population control, by setting up a 
����	���	�*	&���	��	&����	�	���#	&���	�������	
economic independence, and to have the wherewithal to 
����	����#������	������$D

V��	���&��+	*����	
����	�+���	��	�#	���	�����	�	
&���	��	���	^����	x���	K��������	�	x���	��	
Beijing, because, as she said, “women are denied rights all 
over the world, whether developed or developing....Today 
more women than men suffer poverty, deprivation and 
discrimination…. All over the world women are subjected 
�	�������	�������$	!����	�	&���	���	��	&���	���	
for she has nowhere to go.” Bhutto called for the protection 
of women from the violence of war, condemning “the use 
of rape as a weapon of war and an instrument of ‘ethnic 
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advocated for the rights of women while urging both women 
���	���	�	���������	���	��	������	�	������$	{���	���	#��
life feminists throughout history, Benazir Bhutto recognized 
���	���	����	�	��##��	���	��������	��	&���	���	��	
���#��������*	�	&��	�+�����	��	����	�	�������	����$	

@V��*	��	����	&����	��	���	�+��	��	���	���������	�	&����	
there can be no neutrality,” said Bhutto. “But we have learned 
����	�������*	����	��	��	���+�$	^�����	�	�����	
alone does not guarantee justice.... Social justice is a triad 
�	�������	�	�|�����*�	�	������*6	:������	��	#�������	������*$	

freedom and independence; where we are equal partners 
in peace and development.” 

Accusations of egregious corruption led to the dismissal of 

����(�	+��������	��	���	���}	���	���<$	Q�������+	
these charges as false and politically motivated, Bhutto left 
��������	��	���)	���	�����	��	�������#���	�"���	��	{���	
���	Q����	�����	���	����	�����*	������	�	��������$

%�	~}}��	�	��&	�����	�����	
����	��������	�	��������	
&���	���	�#�	�	�������+	�������*�	���	��]�����	�	���	

Justice is economic independence. Justice is social equality. 
Empowerment is not only the right to have political freedom. 
Empowerment is the right to be independent; to be educated; 
to have choices in life. Empowerment is the right to have the 
opportunity to select a productive career; to own property; to 
#������#���	��	���������	�	]�����	��	���	������#����$$$$

“We must shape a world free from exploitation and 
maltreatment of women, a world in which women have 
opportunities to rise to the highest level in politics, 
business, diplomacy and other spheres of life; where there 
are no battered women; where honor and dignity are 
���������	
�	��	��	����
���	�����	��	���	������
�	

&��	��	�	����������	&���	�������	_$	������	���������	
�	���	K�����	�	^���+�	��������$	@U%E�	�*	����*	*�����	
%	������	��	��	�	���	�����&���	#����	���������	��	�	
8�����	&����	���	��	�	���	����	+��#	�	&���	�������	�	
the world stage, I was so concerned with trying to appear as 
tough as a man and as strong as a man, and to judge myself to 
��	�	+�	������	�*	����	���������D	���	���	�����$	@%	�����	
I should have been true to what I was. The people wanted 
me to be there as a woman leader, somebody who was more 
��������+�	&�	����	����	����	�	��	#�#���	��	&����	��	
children, redress their needs, build them hostels and schools 
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and provide them with basic nutrition. I wish I had focused 
more on that.” 

!�	!�����	�)�	~}}��	��	��������	���	#����	�	
���'��	

����(�	������	����+�	�	���������	&���	���	���	
welcomed her home. Her young guards wore red shirts that 
declared, “I give my life for Benazir.” When a bomb  
���+����+	���	�������	�"#�����	���*	&���	���+	���	��}	
of her supporters who did just that, though Bhutto herself  
was unharmed.

Q��#���	�������	�������	�	�������	��	���	&����	������+	�#	
�	���	��������	#�#��	��������	�	���	���	��������	�������+�	
@
�����'���	'�������D	�@Long live Benazir!”) On December 
27, just twelve days before the scheduled election, Bhutto 
attended another large rally of her supporters. Another suicide 
���	�"#�����	����	����	����#�����	�*	�	���'�	�	+�����	
����	������	���	�����	���������	�����	8�������$	
���'��	

�����	���	&���(�	���	�������	#������	��������	��	���	�����	
the leader who heard the cries of the abandoned and aborted 
+����	�����	���	&����	&���	�#���	�	���	��	�������	 	
of women. 


���'��	
����	�����	�	����	�	�"������	���	�##�����	
contradictions.  A born leader who went from prison 
����	�	#�����$		-	&������������	��������	&�	����#���	
a husband chosen for her.  An advocate of women and 
�����	��������	&�	������	���	&�	������	+����+	�����	�	
�	#��������	��	�����	���������+	��*�	�	���	���#��+�$		
A military leader who nonetheless believed that “victims 
�	�����	��]����	##�������	���	��������*�����	��	��	
����	#�����*$D	-	��+��*	�	+�	�����	������	�*	����+��	
of corruption.  A champion of democracy who inherited 
the leadership of her party from her father, and chose 
her young son to carry on in her place.  A democratically 
elected woman prime minister of a Muslim nation.

-	������	&���	������	���	������������	������	&�	���	
represented hope for so many. Bhutto had once told the BBC 
that “above all, I want to be remembered for what I did for 
women. My identity comes ultimately from being a woman, 
���	%	����	����	�*	����	���	�	����	�	����������	�	���	�����	�	
other women.” 

x���	&������	�*	=����	
$	-����*	��	�)<}	���+	��#������*	
����	&���	����������+	
���'��	
����6	@K�������	�������	
people, always casting about to preserve their reputation and 
social standing, never can bring about a reform. Those who 
are really in earnest must be willing to be anything or nothing 
in the world’s estimation.”

%�	_������	~}})�	
���'��	
����	&��	#��������*	�����	
��	�	�����	&������	�	���	������	_�����	���'�	��	���	^����	
of Human Rights.  

Ben-a-zir, zindabd. Long live Benazir.��

Editor’s note:

In 1998, Feminists for Life recognized then-exiled Benazir Bhutto, naming 
her a Remarkable Pro-Life Woman® for her advocacy of women and 
children around the world.

An excerpt of Bhutto’s speech delivered to the United Nations Fourth 
World Conference on Women in Beijing was included in an anthology 
called Women’s Rights, part of a series entitled “Great Speeches in 
History,” along with those by Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, 
Betty Friedan, Gloria Steinem, Sarah Weddington, Kate Michelman, 
Secretary of State (then First Lady) Hillary Rodham Clinton, and 
Feminists for Life President Serrin M. Foster. 
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