
CONTEMPORARY JOURNAL OF SOCIAL SCIENCE REVIEW 

Vol.03 No.02 (2025) 

 
 
 
 

1083 
 

BENAZIR BHUTTO: A DAUGHTER OF DESTINY AND A SYMBOL OF 

RESISTANCE 
 

Ismat Batool1 (Corresponding Author) 

Department of Applied Psychology, University of Southern Punjab Multan. 

asmatbatool139@gmail.com 

Nazia Parveen2  

Department of Applied Psychology, National University of Modern Languages Multan Campus, 

Pakistan. 

nazia.parveen@numl.edu.pk 

naziaparveennazia89@gmail.com 

Sahil chandio3 

Pakistan People Party (PPP) Worker 

Sahilbinlaal@gmail.com 

 

Abstract 
          This qualitative research examines the symbolic legacy of Benazir Bhutto, Pakistan's first woman 

Prime Minister, as a political resistance and gendered leadership figure. Based on thematic content 

analysis of her speeches, autobiography (Daughter of the East), four dominant themes are identified: 

dynastic political heritage, gendered leadership in a patriarchal society, resistance to authoritarian 

regimes, and her evolution into a martyr of democracy. Bhutto's life was defined by personal sacrifice, 

ideological conviction, and long-standing opposition to military rule. The research places her as both a 

product and a critic of dynastic politics and as a universal symbol of women's political agency in Muslim 

societies. Through the connection of empirical evidence with feminist and political resistance theory, the 

research makes contributions to symbolic leadership, South Asian politics, and the gendered aspects of 

political martyrdom literature. 

Keywords: Benazir Bhutto, political resistance, feminist leadership, Pakistani politics, symbolic 

martyrdom 

Introduction 

Benazir Bhutto, excessively driven by the sense of destiny, a sheer product of peculiar 

circumstances, managed to usher the era of her political thrust, contributed significantly, to push 

the ouster of challenging forces for democracy like Gen. Zia led military dictatorship, and became 

the symbol of democratic struggle for the restoration of democracy (Muzaffar et al.,2017). 

Although, failure of democracy in Pakistan was caused by inherited colonial institutions and 

coercive methods were used to suppress the democratic structure of the country, yet the emergence 

of Benazir Bhutto to restore democracy and her political efforts to knock down military 

dictatorship is a topic of open debate among researchers and scholars (Badar, 2019). Benazir 

Bhutto was nurtured in a political environment by her father Zulfikar Ali Bhutto. General 

Muhammad Zia-ul-Haq declared martial law on 5th July 1977, which was the third martial law 

since the establishment of Pakistan. Army chief assured for the elections to be conducted in the 

next 90 days but afterwards he failed to make good his promise and delayed the elections on the 

pretext of accountability of the corrupt politicians. Due to accountability process, Zulfikar Ali 

Bhutto was tried on conspiracy charges and the murder of Ahmad Raza Kasuri and subsequently 

executed on April 4th, 1979. Zulfikar Ali Bhutto. 

Bhutto's wife, Nusrat Bhutto, and daughter Benazir Bhutto were put under house arrest 

(Shah, 2013). Imprisonment and subsequently Zulfikar Ali Bhutto's death and the assassination of 

her two brothers encouraged Benazir to become more spirited, accountable and involved in 
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Pakistan's political matters but her life was filled with challenges of exile time, house arrest then 

touched the peak and attained authority which followed by dismissals. Benazir Bhutto came back 

to Pakistan in 1977 after finishing her education from Harvard and Oxford. Benazir Bhutto was 

received with open arms by the people of Pakistan and conferred on her the title of the 'daughter 

of Pakistan'. Benazir Bhutto gained the popular support which resulted in her victory over the 

military ruler and through her natural talents she could maintain such popularity (Dolek, 2008). 

Once she became the head of PPP, Benazir Bhutto established herself as the decision of millions 

of Pakistanis who did not pay attention to her gender. Though, her gender played its role for the 

welfare of the people, thus, after the assassination of her father, Pakistani nation linked hopes with 

her. Being a woman, Benazir Bhutto was resolute, courageous, unflinching and guided the 

Pakistani public political vessel towards the shore of democracy and defied the prevailing shadow 

of dictatorship. (Bhutto, 2008, p. 260). In such challenges, Benazir Bhutto's personality exhibited 

will power, leadership and political wisdom. She was successful in most areas due to her 

courageous nature and reformed the adverse political conditions to her advantage. 

Benazir Bhutto believed in parliamentary dominance, promoted basic human rights and 

targeted to improve economic prospects for women. Thus, her political life, being a woman, was 

against oppression, targeted to provide justice and eliminate bias against woman. She was the lady 

who established her robust character and leadership abilities while resisting Zia's arbitrary rule and 

continually challenged the non-democratic forces; towards revival, predominance and 

reinforcement of democracy. (Dawn, December 28, 2010). Benazir Bhutto stood with a well-

defined approach directed towards serving Pakistan's extremist and militant groups based on her 

vision to create a peaceful and prosperous nation. Bhutto was aware that some extremist Muslims 

were resentful and hostile towards America, primarily due to various localized issues. The general 

transnational issue was the Middle Eastern war, which contributed significantly to tensions and 

hostility. It is important to realize that the majority of Pakistanis were against the Taliban regime 

and religious parties. Bhutto's perception was based on the idea that an authentic Muslim could 

not be an extremist. 

She was strongly convinced that Islam upholds diversity; thus, all Muslims must behave 

by the real principles of Islam. Resolute against militancy and terrorism, Bhutto realized keenly 

that the people of Pakistan supported democracy and wanted to free themselves from the clutches 

of terrorism. Her faith in the people added strength to her determined approach. Bhutto's strategy 

is an attempt in strategy to approach these groups, placing great importance on understanding the 

causes and motivations of these groups. Bhutto in her autobiography wanted her struggle to open 

doors towards modifying the traditional elements of our society, the general notion concerning the 

Asian women gender role is to undertake the family obligations. Benazir Bhutto asserted that she 

encountered the same adversities in Pakistan's traditional society as an average woman when 

attacked by the clergy. Benazir Bhutto struggled for democracy, freedom and social justice in 

Pakistan. Benazir Bhutto initiated some reforms in the initial years of her government and liberated 

the press, granted the people their fundamental right of speech and thoughts and liberated Pakistan 

from all kinds of exploitation (Chitkara, 1996).  

Statement of the Problem 

In spite of her giant presence in Pakistani history and her vast symbolic legacy, academic 

subsidy has not adequately investigated how Benazir Bhutto's identity has been built as a symbol 

of resistance, particularly through qualitative, thematic analyses rooted in both her own voice and 

that of her political allies and supporters. The literature so far has concentrated more on her rule, 

policies, or the fact that she is a woman in power. Yet, what still needs to be explored is how 
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Benazir Bhutto as a symbol has been constructed narratively  how her speeches, deeds, and 

sacrifices have cemented a greater, symbolic place in the country's collective memory. 

Rationale of the Study 

The aim of this research is to critically examine Benazir Bhutto as a symbolic resistance 

case, with an emphasis on how she is framed in political discourse, memory, and leadership 

narratives. Through the examination of her own voice (through speeches and autobiography) and 

the voices of those who were politically and emotionally affiliated with her, this research seeks to 

identify the underlying themes that make her symbolic (Shah,2024). The rationale for this research 

lies in the necessity to record, interpret, and analyze the political and human aspects of resistance 

in South Asia, specifically through female leadership. Benazir Bhutto offers a singular instance 

where the personal is political, and where her life becomes a canvas for larger ideological battles 

between democracy and dictatorship, modernity and conservatism, male hegemony and female 

agency. In addition, this study will add to the body of literature in feminist political scholarship, 

South Asian political history, and theory of resistance, providing insight into how histories of 

struggle are constructed, maintained, and used symbolically in political contexts (Azeem,2024). 

Literature review 

A study carried out by Azeem (2024) investigate, explore and analyses struggle of Benazir 

Bhutto to revive democracy in Pakistan. Benazir was the daughter of a legendary political leader 

and prime Minister of Pakistan named Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, who was not only deposed from the 

position of a prime minister in 1977 but also hanged by the military ruler General Zia-ul-Haq in 

1979.He chose his father’s path, began her political Benazir Bhutto, the first Muslim woman in 

the Muslim world, as a result of sheer leadership qualities became the Prime Minister twice (1988 

and 1993) which happens to be the highest seat of executive office in a democratic system. She 

had to go through a prickly way of pressurizing the military dictator to restore democracy in 

Pakistan. 

And according to Bashir (2023) the road to the top leadership roles of the Asian women 

political leaders was explored. The majority of the scholars lay emphasis on the fact that the Asian 

women were only able to attain such positions due to their robust family background or political 

exigency. However, according to this study, beside the family background and political situation, 

the women leaders herein demonstrated phenomenal political skills at most testing political 

situations and thus managed to acquire and retain their positions. It is therefore crucial that the 

extra-ordinary struggle of these women political leaders should be studied. The under-

investigation question is like how do women political leader come into and maintain the leadership 

position not only with the support of their already well-placed families but also with their extra 

ordinary struggle? How their own personal character and skill were far more useful in helping 

them attain and retain top positions. 

The father-daughter relationship has always been important to define the identity of the 

daughter (Najla & Bhutto 2023). Daughters are inevitably destined to take on their fathers’ own 

personal trauma, and in the daughters of activists, national trauma too. In the process of growing 

up, during adolescence, and in their adulthood, daughters try to depoliticize their famous fathers 

and also assert their identity in a world that is overshadowed by activism of the fathers and the 

conflictual history of nations. They embark on a journey to record memories of their fathers as 

they go through their lives, critically examining their fathers’ cultural heritage and identity and the 

impact of the same upon theirs generally and politically.  

Some of the motifs which are going to feature in this thesis includes: personal and national 

intergenerational transmissions by fathers; daughters’ search of personal and communal identities 
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and national responsibilities, filial duties. The memoirs included in the thesis are: Looking for 

Palestine: Growing up confused in an Arab-American family (2013) by Arab American author 

Najla Said and daughter of Edward Said, as well as Songs of Blood and Sword: A Daughter’s 

Memoir (2010) by Fatima Bhutto, Pakistani poet, daughter of Mir Murtaza Bhut. 

Jangbabar (2022) writes that media has robbed the agency from Muslim women through 

perpetuating the stereotype of a “submissive” Muslim woman. My essay tries to create a counter 

archive of willful Muslim women by following the steps of Pakistan’s former Prime Minister, 

Benazir Bhutto. I argue that the willfulness of Benazir became a trigger of a collective action which 

not only touched over an actual tyranny, but opened the borders of possibilities for Muslim women 

as well. The concepts of Sara Ahmed’s theoretical construct of willfulness allow me to elaborate 

three themes: how Benazir transformed into a marked woman, how willfulness spread amongst 

Pakistans, and how Benazir’s willfulness strengthened female dominion in the world of Muslims. 

I end with some auto ethnographic statements about what Benazir’s legacy is to me as a Pakistani 

Muslim woman. 

This research is an attempt to understand the women leadership traits and to revisit and 

review the leadership qualities of Benazir Bhutto as a female political leader, Party head and the 

Prime Minister (Azeem, 2020). Thus, the latent assumption of this work proposes the fact that 

Benazir Bhutto came out of a critical situation giving room for leadership vacuum in the country 

since her father was hanged. She filled that political vacuum and also led the political party and 

the country with such qualities which can be termed as charismatic ones. 

 The female leadership qualities of Benazir Bhutto in Islamic country of Pakistan was 

regarded as a very strange feature on a woman political leader. In her traits as its leader, this study 

contests that, due to her sheer qualities, Benazir Bhutto branded her name in Pakistan, the Muslim 

world and even beyond in the global politics. For this reason, the study covers the study, 

investigation and analysis of women leadership phenomenon, but wrapping-up the investigation 

to the works of Benazir Bhutto pertaining to women development in Pakistan. On the position of 

a Prime Minister of Pakistan Benazir Bhutto did a lot of things and measures aimed to better the 

position of woman. The study is an act to determine the following answers: What measures was 

Benazir Bhutto used to resist against the military ruler; hurdles and response of a female leader in 

Pakistan and what steps she took for women empowerment. 

Methodology 

Research Design: Qualitative Approach 

This study employs a qualitative research design to investigate the symbolic and 

political meaning of Benazir Bhutto as a symbol of resistance within the socio-political 

landscape of Pakistan. Qualitative research and thematic analysis method of Barun and 

Clark (2009) is best suited for this study since it aims to comprehend meanings, themes, and 

interpretations drawn from textual, verbal, and symbolic representations.  

Method: Case Study 

A case study approach is used. Case study research enables a detailed and contextual study 

of an object in its actual-life political and historical context. Yin (2009), case studies are especially 

suited when examining "how" and "why" questions exactly the purpose of this study in analyzing 

how Bhutto became an icon of resistance and why she still exercises symbolic power in Pakistani 

political imagination. This single case study methodology is concentrated on Bhutto's political 

career, personal sacrifices, speeches, writings, media portrayal, and stories of people closely 

related to her or influenced by her. 
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Data Collection 

The data collection was done via content analysis the use of primary sources. 

Primary Sources: 

● Benazir Bhutto's speeches during her political campaigns and as a serving member of 

parliament. 

● Autobiographical accounts, particularly her memoir Daughter of the East (1988). 

● Interviews provided by Bhutto to national and international media. 

Data were chosen purposefully to reflect the emotional, symbolic, and ideological constructions 

of Bhutto's legacy. Sources were triangulated to provide credibility and depth. 

Data Analysis Process 

Data were analyzed through thematic content analysis, a technique that enables the identification, 

examination, and interpretation of patterns of meaning (themes) in qualitative data. 

Steps Undertaken: 

● Familiarization: Textual materials (transcripts, speeches, excerpts from autobiographies) 

were read and re-read for immersion. 

● Coding: Initial open coding was done to pick out key phrases, metaphors, and political 

narratives on resistance, gender, martyrdom, and leadership. 

● Theme Development: Codes were condensed into larger themes like Female Political 

Resistance, Democracy vs. Dictatorship, Martyrdom and Memory, and Symbolic 

Leadership. 

● Interpretation: The themes were interpreted within the contexts of feminist political theory, 

symbolic leadership, and resistance theory, which permitted a deeper reading of Bhutto's 

symbolic import. 

 

Findings / Thematic Analysis 

Analysis of speeches, interviews, autobiographical passages (Daughter of the East), political 

analyses, and PPP leader and activist interviews yielded four key themes that encapsulate Benazir 

Bhutto's symbolic importance in Pakistan's political past. Each was created through diligent coding 

and thematic structuring of primary and secondary sources of data. 

Theme 1: Legacy of Political Lineage 

Benazir Bhutto's political identity cannot be separated from that of her father, Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto, 

the originator of the Pakistan People's Party (PPP). This is a theme that signifies the persistence of 

political vision, as well as the inspiration and burden of dynastic rule. 

 “My father taught me that democracy is not a gift it is a right. I could not abandon his mission, 

even if it meant sacrificing everything,” (Benazir Bhutto, Daughter of the East) 

Interviewees defined Benazir as the "torchbearer of Bhutto's mission", highlighting how she 

represented her father's unfulfilled aspirations for social justice and democracy. A number of 

political activists pointed out that she was viewed not just as a person, but as the living embodiment 

of Bhuttoism a political philosophy based on egalitarianism, anti-elitism, and pro-people 

governance. 

 “When Benazir spoke, it felt like Bhutto sahib was still alive. She inherited not just the party, 

but the pain of an entire nation,”— (Senior PPP leader, Lahore) 

This heritage provided her with legitimacy but also put her under intense scrutiny and pressure. 

The Bhutto family's mythic status was both a blessing and a curse, continually defining public 

opinion. 
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Theme 2: Gender and Leadership 

Benazir Bhutto's femaleness exercised a complex, powerful influence in the construction of her 

political path. Being the first Muslim female Prime Minister, she went against not just Pakistani 

conventions but universal expectations. It is a motif that conveys the confluence of gender, 

leadership, and resistance in a patriarchal framework. 

 “People told me a woman could not lead a Muslim country. I told them, watch me.” 

 (Benazir Bhutto, Speech at Harvard, 1994) 

Female party workers again and again evoked her during interviews as "a beacon of hope" for 

Pakistani women. She was characterized as a force symbolizing dignity, courage, and 

empowerment by rural and conservative women. 

“She gave us the courage to step outside our homes and speak up. She made us believe that even 

a woman can run a country,” (Female PPP activist, Sindh) 

Concurrently, Benazir's leadership was defined by patriarchal limitations — she was consistently 

referred to as a puppet, a Westernized woman, or was verbally assaulted for being gendered in 

political rhetoric. Her leadership, thus, needs to be conceptualized as a gendered act of resistance, 

wherein each step taken defied societal norms. 

Theme 3: Resistance and Political Struggles 

The essence of Benazir Bhutto's political legacy is her steadfast opposition to authoritarianism 

specifically military dictatorships under General Zia-ul-Haq and then General Pervez Musharraf. 

This strand of theme investigates the ideological and personal challenges she faced for the sake of 

democracy. 

 “I was imprisoned. I was exiled. But I never surrendered, because the people’s voice cannot be 

silenced forever.” (Benazir Bhutto, Address to PPP Workers, 2006) 

Her political career is characterized by frequent arrests, house detentions, exile, and harassment, 

but she kept coming back to Pakistan again and again, determined to bring back civilian rule. 

Political colleagues in interviews highlight her strength, strategic mind, and emotional resilience. 

 “She was the only leader who could look a dictator in the eye and still smile. That smile shook 

the corridors of power,” (PPP Senator, Islamabad) 

Bhutto's opposition was not just institutional it was ideological and symbolic as well, symbolizing 

the struggle of the democratic civilian class against the entrenched military-industrial complex of 

Pakistan. 

Theme 4: Symbolism in Death and Legacy 

Benazir Bhutto's murder on December 27, 2007 turned her into a political figure and then a 

symbolic martyr of democracy. This topic is about how she was cemented in position as Shaheed-

e-Jamhuriat (Martyr of Democracy) by her own death. 

 “She embraced death so the people of Pakistan could embrace freedom.” 

(Bilawal Bhutto Zardari, at her memorial service, 2008) 

. Her action to return to Pakistan in 2007 after quite evident threats against her life were understood 

by all as an offering for the values of democracy. Her assassination was not taken to be a finality 

but an initiation into eternal memory, continuously evoked throughout PPP electioneering, 

speeches, and mobilizations. 

“Even in death, she speaks louder than many who are alive. Her blood nourished our struggle,” 

 (Youth PPP worker, Multan) 

Benazir’s photographs, poetry, and slogans continue to be powerful tools of political 

communication. Her image often clads in white, with a dupatta blowing in the wind is now used 

as an icon of resistance, womanhood, and democratic hope. 
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Synthesis of Themes 

All of these themes combined serve to demonstrate the multi-dimensional building of Benazir 

Bhutto as a symbol. Her birth into political families, her feminized leadership, her fearless 

defiance, and her martyrdom all work together to establish her symbolic status. She is not only 

remembered for what she accomplished, but for what she stood for a daughter, a leader, a fighter, 

and ultimately, a myth of contemporary Pakistan. 

Discussion 

The findings of this research unveil the symbolic construction of Benazir Bhutto's political 

identity in many ways through four themes: political heritage, gender and leadership, resistance 

and political struggles, and symbolic martyrdom. These themes do not appear separately but 

intersect to provide a complex narrative of a woman who was at the center of democracy, gender 

politics, and legacy in Pakistan. Here, the findings are considered in the context of the current 

scholarly literature, highlighting where the research agrees with or differs from existing studies, 

and providing an understanding of the wider implications for South Asian political studies, 

feminist political theory, and symbolic resistance. 

The research discovers that Benazir Bhutto's political life is inseparable from her father, 

Zulfkar Ali Bhutto, the creator of the Pakistan People's Party (PPP). This dynastic tradition gave 

her both political assets and a gigantic emotional weight. Benazir herself testified to this in her 

autobiography Daughter of the East (1988), in which she spoke of entering politics as a moral 

obligation to carry on her father's democratic legacy. This argument aligns strongly with the 

explanation by Haqqani (2005), who explained that South Asian, or even Pakistani, dynastic 

politics have a tendency to determine the course of leaders in politics. Not just merit alone but 

even the symbolic representation by national heroes are sources of such leaders' legitimacy. Jalal 

(1995) also believed that political dynasties turn into containers of past grievances and hopes to be 

transported to future generations, and this phenomenon could be observed with the Bhutto family. 

Yet, the research also captures how such legacy might be troublesome. In contrast to male heirs 

who are often honored in patriarchal societies, Benazir was doubly analyzed as a female and a 

political successor. This observation takes a slight variation from Bashir (2023), who is keen on 

stressing family history as the main driving force behind Asian women leaders rising to power 

while minimizing the psychological and political implications of inheriting such legacies. By 

contrast, today's findings demonstrate how Benazir's legacy was a double-edged sword 

safeguarding her public persona but also shackling her to expectations that all too frequently 

circumscribed her agency. 

An important contribution of this research is its close analysis of Benazir Bhutto's gendered 

leadership. The first woman ever to head a Muslim-majority nation, she overcame great barriers, 

not only politically, but culturally and religiously as well. Her leadership tested the deeply rooted 

patriarchal systems of Pakistani society. Weiss (1999) underlines this by asserting that Bhutto's 

victory represented a shift in world thinking about Muslim women's roles, especially at the level 

of political leadership. The research verifies that Bhutto's gender was at once a symbol of 

empowerment and vulnerability. Female PPP activists, particularly those from conservative rural 

backgrounds, saw her as a symbol of possibility. This is consistent with Zia (2009), who contends 

that Bhutto's presence on the political arena transformed feminist discourse in Pakistan, offering 

an alternative to the Western liberal model of feminism. Shaheed (2002) also highlighted the fact 

that Bhutto's achievements encouraged a whole generation of women to claim their political and 

social identities. 
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However, the research establishes that Bhutto was attacked also for her gender called a Western 

puppet or an illegitimate leader by religious conservatives and political rivals. This supports 

Jangbabar's (2022) argument, who stated that Muslim women leaders tend to have their agency 

stripped away from them and be regarded as exceptions, not trailblazers. While her election 

symbolized forward steps, the narrative around her leadership shows how ingrained gendered 

biases persist, and thus symbolic empowerment is bound by performative limits. Conversely, some 

writers like Dolek (2008) explain Bhutto's political rise as proof of progressive gender politics 

within Pakistan. Whereas that perspective values her symbolic worth, it often ignores the quotidian 

resistance she experienced within a largely patriarchal system. Thus, this research adds a deeper 

insight: Bhutto's leadership was revolutionary, not merely because she was a woman in power, but 

also because she exercised that power in the face of deep-seated gender norms and political 

animosities. One of the most prevailing trends in both the literature and the data is Bhutto's 

opposition to authoritarianism, particularly military dictatorships. Her individual sacrifices 

— repeated arrests, house arrests, exile, and eventual assassination are frequently brought 

up as proof of her resilience. This theme is dominant in Azeem (2020, 2024), who 

contextualized Bhutto's struggle as the greatest civilian rebellion against military hegemony 

in Pakistani history. 

These observations are complemented by Haqqani (2005), who terms Bhutto's defying of 

General Zia-ul-Haq a turning point for Pakistan's civil-military politics. Her actions in the 

Movement for the Restoration of Democracy (MRD) saw the restoration of political 

opposition after years of repression. Jalal (1995) added that Bhutto restored civilian 

superiority when the military had firmly anchored itself in institutions of state. The research 

provides added value in reporting how such resistance was not just institutional but also 

symbolic. Bhutto's rebellion, according to interviewees, was ideological a rejection of the 

military-industrial complex and religious orthodoxy. Her smiling defiance of authoritarian 

figures, as related by a PPP senator, represents what Fellow and Schmid (n.d.) term 

"symbolic confrontation"  in which moral authority is utilized to delegitimate coercive 

power. But critics like Khan (2014) claim that Bhutto's real policies in office did not live up 

to this resistance rhetoric. Her administrations, particularly in her second term, 

compromised with the military and did not carry out fundamental structural reforms. This 

contradiction is recognized in the thematic coding of the study: resistance is seen more as a 

moral stance than an ongoing policy approach. Therefore, the research captures the 

emotional and symbolic power of Bhutto's resistance, even if its institutional consequences 

were ambiguous.  

The most serious theme to develop from this research is the rebranding of Benazir Bhutto 

as a martyr “Shaheed-e-Jamhuriat" after her assassination in December 2007. Her death has 

symbolically fixed her in Pakistan's political mythology. This is evident from sources including 

BBC News (2007) and Dawn (2010), which highlight the way her death was seen to be a sacrifice 

for democratic causes by many people. Bhutto’s return to Pakistan in the face of threats to her life 

is usually seen as the final act of defiance, a message conveyed in public remembrances by her son 

Bilawal Bhutto Zardari. This supports symbolic theories of leadership, as presented by A.M. Weiss 

(1999), whereby the significance of a political leader is usually determined more in relation to their 

symbolic value than their performance. The research demonstrates that Bhutto's martyrdom 

enabled her to overcome the political disputes of her life. Political mobilization on her behalf, 

particularly among the PPP, invokes this mythic status in order to shore up party ideology and 



CONTEMPORARY JOURNAL OF SOCIAL SCIENCE REVIEW 

Vol.03 No.02 (2025) 

 
 
 
 

1091 
 

promote loyalty. This aligns with Zia's (2009) explanation of political martyrdom as sanitizing 

multifaceted legacies to facilitate ideological purposes, as posthumous narratives do. 

There is nonetheless a scholarly debate on this change. Shaheed (2002) warns that female 

martyrs' celebration can actually cover up the structural problems they fought against. In idealizing 

Bhutto's assassination, there is a danger of depoliticizing her real struggles and policies. Some 

commentators also argue that her legacy has been taken over by political players who do not 

necessarily share her values. This is a view echoed by Najla Said and Fatima Bhutto (2023), who 

believe that dynastic memory can be used to fit modern political ends, especially by members of 

the dynasty or parties employing legacy as a cloak of invincibility. This research's themes and 

results resonate deeply within feminist political analysis and South Asian resistance scholarship. 

Researchers such as Shaheed (2002), Weiss (1999), and Zia (2009) all situate Bhutto's leadership 

in larger contexts of gendered struggle, providing validation and richness to the results. Haqqani 

(2005) and Jalal (1995) likewise reinforce the representation of Bhutto as a representation of 

civilian defiance of authoritarian might. There are, however, opposing views. Khan (2014) and 

Malik (2010) denounce Bhutto's real rule as weak, incoherent, and politically tainted, particularly 

in terms of corruption control and civil-military relations. These criticisms imply a disconnect 

between Bhutto's symbolic identity and actual performance, which the present study recognizes 

but deals with less due to its thematic and symbolic nature. 

In addition, Fatima Bhutto (2010) in her memoir Songs of Blood and Sword presents a 

critical and more personal perspective of Benazir, portraying her as a multifaceted character whose 

decisions were not always consistent with the ideals that she professed. This contradicts the 

heroization present in PPP accounts and indicates the imperative of a balanced historiography. In 

total, the conversation discloses that Benazir Bhutto's political story is one of rich symbolic 

meaning. Her existence summarizes the paradoxes of dynastic politics, the promise of 

gendered leadership, the ethical strength of resistance, and the political strength of 

martyrdom. These themes are complemented by a broad collection of scholarly works and 

firsthand sources, although alternative perspectives remind us of the subtlety to symbolic 

leadership. The research adds to an expanding area of research that attempts to make sense 

of political leaders not simply in terms of their policies but in terms of their cultural, 

emotional, and ideological resonance. It also underlines how leaders such as Benazir Bhutto 

are mirrors reflecting the aspirations, fears, and contradictions of the societies that they 

represent. 

Conclusion 

This research explored Benazir Bhutto's life and legacy using a qualitative case study, 

based on content analysis of her speeches, autobiographical accounts, media representations, and 

interviews with party leaders and political workers. Thematic analysis uncovered four main 

themes: political heritage, gendered leadership, resistance to authoritarianism, and symbolism in 

martyrdom. The findings emphasize that Benazir Bhutto's leadership was not only political—it 

was highly symbolic. She represented the ideological vision of her father, challenged entrenched 

patriarchy as a woman in power, opposed military dictatorship resolutely, and ended up as a martyr 

whose death cemented her as an abiding symbol of resistance and democracy in South Asia. This 

study adds to the body of literature on symbolic political leadership, gender in South Asian politics, 

and resistance theory. By placing Benazir Bhutto in contexts of feminist political theory and 

symbolic resistance, the research presents a multifaceted analysis of how women leaders move 

within oppressive frameworks and how their lives are constructed in life and death. It also 

contributes to discussions of political martyrdom, demonstrating how her death transmuted her 
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from a divisive figure to a unifying icon. In addition, the research presents a South Asian example 

which subverts Eurocentric models of gendered politics, resistance, and leadership. 
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