Module 4

 The Siachen Glacier: the conflict, perspectives of India and Pakistan, geography, history and the possible resolution. 

Siachen Glacier: Pristine beauty, and the war at the top of the world

The Siachen GlacierThe roots of the conflict over Siachen (the place of roses) lie in the non-demarcations on the western side on the map beyond NJ9842. The 1949 Karachi agreement and the 1972 Simla agreement presumed that it was not feasible for human habitation to survive north of NJ9842. Piror to 1984 neither India nor Pakistan had any permanent presence in the area.

	


Time Magazine: War at the Top of the World
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In spite of the severe climate, the word ‘Siachen’ ironically means ‘the place of wild roses.’
The glacier is the highest battleground on Earth, where India and Pakistan have fought intermittently since 1984.
Siachen is the world’s largest non-polar glacier, and thus is sometimes referred to as the third pole.
The Siachen Glacier is located in the East Karakoram Himalaya.[image: image8.png]
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 It is one of the five largest glaciers in the Karaloram situated at an average altitude of 5,400 meters (17,700 feet) above sea level. It is a hotly contested territory between Pakistan and India. The Siachen Glacier lies South of the great watershed that separates Central Asia from the Indian subcontinent, and Pakistan from China in this region. The 78 km long Siachen glacier lies between the Saltoro ridge line to the west and the main Karakoram range and the altitudes range to the east. The Saltoro ridge originates from the Sia Kangri peak in the Karakoram range and the altitudes range from 5,500 to 7,300 m (18,000 to 24,000 feet).The major passes on this ridge are Sia La at 6,100 m (20,000 feet) and Bila Fond La at 5,800 meters (19,000 feet).

What is the guarantee that some future Pakistani general/president will not reoccupy Siachen with ‘freedom fighters?’And a future Indian government will not ask the armed forces to take back the Saltoro ridge?
Conflict Zone
The glacier is located in the disputed Kashmir region and is claimed by India and Pakistan. In spite of the severe climate, the word ‘Siachen’ ironically means ‘the place of wild roses’, a reference some people attribute to the abundance of Himalayan wildflowers found in the valleys below the glacier, but specifically refers to the thorny wild plants which grow on the rocky outcrops. The glacier is also the highest battleground on Earth, where India and Pakistan have fought intermittently since 1984. Both countries maintain permanent military personnel on the glacier at a height of over 7,000 metres. The site is a prime example of mountain warfare. The glacier`s melting waters are the main source of the Nubra River, which falls into the Shyok River. The Shyok in turn joins the Indus River, crucial to both India and Pakistan.The roots of the conflict over Siachen lie in the non-demarcation of the cease-fire line on the map beyond a map coordinate known as NJ9842. 
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Current situation

The Indian Army controls a few of the top-most heights, holding on to the tactical advantage of high ground, however with Pakistani forces in control of Gyong La pass, Indian access to K-2 and other surrounding peaks has been blocked effectively and mountaineering expeditions to these peaks continue to go through with the approval of the Government of Pakistan. 
The situation is as such that Pakistanis cannot get up to the glacier, while the Indians cannot come down. Presently India holds two-thirds of the glacier and commands two of the three passes including the highest motorable pass – Khardungla Pass. Pakistan controls Gyong La pass that overlooks the Shyok and Nubra river Valley and India`s access to Leh district. The battle zone comprised an inverted triangle resting on NJ 9842 with Indira Col and the Karakoram Highway as the other two extremities. 
Every year more soldiers are killed because of severe weather than enemy firing. The two sides have lost close to 4,000 personnel primarily due to frostbites, avalanches and other complications. Both nations have 150 manned mirroring outposts along the glacier, with some 3,000 troops each.  
The Indians rely on helicopters made indigenously, which are probably the only choppers that can reach such heights, whereas Pakistan has simplified the logistical nightmare by building roads and paths to all of its positions across the glacier. India has also built the world`s highest helipad on this glacier at a place called Sonam, which is 21,000 feet above the sea level, to serve the area and ensure that her troops are kept supplied via helicopter support (adding to considerable cost).
During her tenure as Prime Minister of Pakistan, Ms Benazir Bhutto, visited Gyong La pass making her the first premier from either side to visit the glacier. On June 12, 2005, Prime Minister Manmohan Singh became the first Indian Prime Minister to visit the glacier calling for a peaceful resolution of the problem. In the previous year, the President of India, Abdul Kalam became the first head of state to visit the area. The glacier`s melting waters are the source of the river Indus, a vital water source for both India and Pakistan. Global warming has had its worst impact here in the Himalayas with the Glacier melting at an unprecedented rate. 

On average, one Pakistani soldier is killed every fourth day, while one Indian soldier is killed every other day. Over 1,300 Pakistani soldiers have died on Siachen between 1985 and 1999.  Almost all of the casualties on both sides have been due to extreme weather conditions.

     Pakistan Geography
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Located in the northwestern part of the South Asian subcontinent, Pakistan became a state as a result of the partition of British India on August 14, 1947. Pakistan annexed Azad (Free) Kashmir after the Indo-Pakistani War of 1947-48. Initially, Pakistan also included the northeastern sector of the subcontinent, where Muslims are also in the majority. The East Wing and West Wing of Pakistan were, however, separated by 1,600 kilometers of hostile Indian territory. The country's East Wing, or East Pakistan, became the independent state of Bangladesh in December 1971.

Pakistan occupies a position of great geostrategic importance, bordered by Iran on the west, Afghanistan on the northwest, China on the northeast, India on the east, and the Arabian Sea on the south. The total land area is estimated at 803,940 square kilometers. 

The boundary with Iran, some 800 kilometers in length, was first delimited by a British commission in 1893, separating Iran from what was then British Indian Balochistan. In 1957 Pakistan signed a frontier agreement with Iran, and since then the border between the two countries has not been a subject of serious dispute. 

Pakistan's boundary with Afghanistan is about 2,250 kilometers long. In the north, it runs along the ridges of the Hindu Kush (meaning Hindu Killer) mountains and the Pamirs, where a narrow strip of Afghan territory called the Wakhan Corridor extends between Pakistan and Tajikistan. The Hindu Kush was traditionally regarded as the last northwestern outpost where Hindus could venture in safety. The boundary line with Afghanistan was drawn in 1893 by Sir Mortimer Durand, then foreign secretary in British India, and was acceeded to by the amir of Afghanistan that same year. This boundary, called the Durand Line, was not in doubt when Pakistan became independent in 1947, although its legitimacy was in later years disputed periodically by the Afghan government as well as by Pakhtun tribes straddling the Pakistan-Afghanistan border. 
On the one hand, Afghanistan claimed that the Durand Line had been imposed by a stronger power upon a weaker one, and it favored the establishment of still another state to be called Pashtunistan or Pakhtunistan. On the other hand, Pakistan, as the legatee of the British in the region, insisted on the legality and permanence of the boundary. The Durand Line remained in effect in 1994. 

In the northeastern tip of the country, Pakistan controls about 84,159 square kilometers of the former princely state of Jammu and Kashmir. This area, consisting of Azad Kashmir (11,639 square kilometers) and most of the Northern Areas (72,520 square kilometers), which includes Gilgit and Baltistan, is the most visually stunning of Pakistan. 
The Northern Areas has five of the world's seventeen highest mountains. It also has such extensive glaciers that it has sometimes been called the "third pole." The boundary line has been a matter of pivotal dispute between Pakistan and India since 1947, and the Siachen Glacier in northern Kashmir has been an important arena for fighting between the two sides since 1984, although far more soldiers have died of exposure to the cold than from any skirmishes in the conflict. 

From the eastern end of the Afghanistan-Pakistan border, a boundary of about 520 kilometers runs generally southeast between China and Pakistan, ending near the Karakoram Pass. This line was determined from 1961 to 1965 in a series of agreements between China and Pakistan. By mutual agreement, a new boundary treaty is to be negotiated between China and Pakistan when the dispute over Kashmir is finally resolved between India and Pakistan. 

The Pakistan-India cease-fire line runs from the Karakoram Pass west-southwest to a point about 130 kilometers northeast of Lahore. This line, about 770 kilometers long, was arranged with United Nations (UN) assistance at the end of the Indo-Pakistani War of 1947-48. The cease-fire line came into effect on January 1, 1949, after eighteen months of fighting and was last adjusted and agreed upon by the two countries in the Simla Agreement of July 1972. Since then, it has been generally known as the Line of Control. 

The Pakistan-India boundary continues irregularly southward for about 1,280 kilometers, following the line of the 1947 Radcliffe Award, named for Sir Cyril Radcliffe, the head of the British boundary commission on the partition of Punjab and Bengal in 1947. 

The southern borders are far less contentious than those in the north. The Thar Desert in the province of Sindh is separated in the south from the salt flats of the Rann of Kutch by a boundary that was first delineated in 1923-24. 
After partition, Pakistan contested the southern boundary of Sindh, and a succession of border incidents resulted. They were less dangerous and less widespread, however, than the conflict that erupted in Kashmir in the Indo-Pakistani War of August 1965. These southern hostilities were ended by British mediation, and both sides accepted the award of the Indo-Pakistan Western Boundary Case Tribunal designated by the UN secretary general. 
The tribunal made its award on February 19, 1968, delimiting a line of 403 kilometers that was later demarcated by joint survey teams. Of its original claim of some 9,100 square kilometers, Pakistan was awarded only about 780 square kilometers. Beyond the western terminus of the tribunal's award, the final stretch of Pakistan's border with India is about 80 kilometers long, running west and southwest to an inlet of the Arabian Sea.


    Pakistan History

	When British Archaeologist Sir Mortimer Wheeler was commissioned in 1947 by the government of Pakistan to give a historical account of the  new country, he entitled his work Five Thousand Years of Pakistan. Indeed, Pakistan has a history that can be dated back to the Indus Valley civilization (ca. 2500-1600 B.C.), the principal sites of which lay in present-day Sindh and Punjab provinces. 
Pakistan was later the entryway for the migrating pastoral tribes known as Indo-Aryans, or simply Aryans, who brought with them and developed the rudiments of the religio-philosophical system of what later evolved into Hinduism. They also brought an early version of Sanskrit, the base of Urdu, Punjabi, and Sindhi languages that are spoken in much of Pakistan today. 

Hindu rulers were eventually displaced by Muslim invaders, who, in the tenth, eleventh, and twelfth centuries, entered northwestern India through the same passes in the mountains used earlier by the Indo-Aryans. The culmination of Muslim rule in the Mughal Empire (1526-1858, with effective rule between 1560 and 1707) encompassed much of the area that is today Pakistan. 
Sikhism, another religious movement that arose partially on the soil of present-day Pakistan, was briefly dominant in Punjab and in the northwest in the early nineteenth century. All of these regimes subsequently fell to the expanding power of the British, whose empire lasted from the eighteenth century to the midtwentieth century, until they too left the scene, yielding power to the successor states of India and Pakistan. 

The departure of the British was also a goal of the Muslim movement championed by the All-India Muslim League (created in 1906 to counter the Hindu-dominated Indian National Congress), which in turn wanted both political independence and cultural separation from the Hindu-majority regions of British India. 
These objectives were reached in 1947, when British India received its independence as two new sovereign states. The Muslim-majority areas in northwestern and eastern India were separated and became Pakistan, divided into the West Wing and East Wing, respectively. 
The placement of two widely separated regions within a single state did not last, and in 1971 the East Wing broke away and achieved independence as Bangladesh. 

The pride that Pakistan displayed after independence in its long and multicultural history has disappeared in many of its officially sponsored textbooks and other material used for teaching history (although the Indus Valley sites remain high on the list of the directors of tourism). 
As noted anthropologist Akbar S. Ahmed has written in History Today, "In Pakistan the Hindu past simply does not exist. History only begins in the seventh century after the advent of Islam and the Muslim invasion of Sindh."


     Pakistani Society

	Pakistani society is ethnically diverse yet overwhelmingly Muslim. It is largely rural yet beset by the problems of hyperurbanization. Since its independence in 1947, Pakistan has enjoyed a robust and expanding economy but wealth is poorly distributed. 
A middle-class is emerging, but a narrow stratum of elite families maintains extremely disproportionate control over the nation's wealth, and almost one-third of all Pakistanis live in poverty. It is a male-dominated society in which social development has lagged considerably behind economic change, as revealed by such critical indicators as sanitation, access to health care, and literacy, especially among females. Increasing population pressure on limited resources, together with this pattern of social and economic inequity, was causing increased disquietude within the society in the early 1990s. 

Pakistan was created in 1947, as a homeland for Muslims in South Asia, and about 97 percent of Pakistanis are Muslim. The founders of Pakistan hoped that religion would provide a coherent focus for national identity, a focus that would supersede the country's considerable ethnic and linguistic variations. Although this aspiration has not been completely fulfilled, Islam has been a pervasive presence in Pakistani society, and debate continues about its appropriate role in national civic life. During the 1990s, Islamic discourse has been less prominent in political controversy, but the role that Islamic law should play in the country's affairs and governance remains an important issue. 

There is immense regional diversity in Pakistan. Pakhtuns, Baloch, Punjabis, and Sindhis are all Muslim, yet they have diverse cultural traditions and speak different languages. Ethnic, regional, and-above all-family loyalties figure far more prominently for the average individual than do national loyalties. 
Punjabis, the most numerous ethnic group, predominate in the central government and the military. Baloch, Pakhtuns, and Sindhis find the Punjabi preponderance at odds with their own aspirations for provincial autonomy. Ethnic mixing within each province further complicates social and political relations. 

Sociologists speak of a loss of a sense of social contract among Pakistanis that has adversely affected the country's infrastructure: the economy, the education system, the government bureaucracy, and even the arts. As population pressure increases, the failure of the populace to develop a sense of publicly committed citizenship becomes more and more significant.  
Family or personal interest and status take precedence over public good in Pakistan. Thus traffic laws are often enforced solely according to a person's political clout rather than due process, and admission to school depends more upon connections or wealth than on ability.  
Failure to develop civic-minded citizenship is also evident in public administration and imbalanced government spending. For example, military expenditures vastly exceed combined expenditures on health and education. The bureaucracy, a legacy of the British colonial period, has not modernized sufficiently to incorporate new technologies and innovations despite efforts by the government staff colleges. 

 


          Module 5

    The Status of Women and the Women's Movement

	Four important challenges confronted women in Pakistan in the early 1990s: increasing practical literacy, gaining access to employment opportunities at all levels in the economy, promoting change in the perception of women's roles and status, and gaining a public voice both within and outside of the political process. 

There have been various attempts at social and legal reform aimed at improving Muslim women's lives in the subcontinent during the twentieth century. These attempts generally have been related to two broader, intertwined movements: the social reform movement in British India and the growing Muslim nationalist movement. 
Since partition, the changing status of women in Pakistan largely has been linked with discourse about the role of Islam in a modern state. This debate concerns the extent to which civil rights common in most Western democracies are appropriate in an Islamic society and the way these rights should be reconciled with Islamic family law. 

Muslim reformers in the nineteenth century struggled to introduce female education, to ease some of the restrictions on women's activities, to limit polygyny, and to ensure women's rights under Islamic law. Sir Syed Ahmad Khan convened the Mohammedan Educational Conference in the 1870s to promote modern education for Muslims, and he founded the Muhammadan Anglo- Oriental College. 
Among the predominantly male participants were many of the earliest proponents of education and improved social status for women. They advocated cooking and sewing classes conducted in a religious framework to advance women's knowledge and skills and to reinforce Islamic values. But progress in women's literacy was slow: by 1921 only four out of every 1,000 Muslim females were literate. 

Promoting the education of women was a first step in moving beyond the constraints imposed by purdah. The nationalist struggle helped fray the threads in that socially imposed curtain. Simultaneously, women's roles were questioned, and their empowerment was linked to the larger issues of nationalism and independence. 
In 1937 the Muslim Personal Law restored rights (such as inheritance of property) that had been lost by women under the Anglicization of certain civil laws. As independence neared, it appeared that the state would give priority to empowering women. Pakistan's founding father, Mohammad Ali Jinnah, said in a speech in 1944: 

‘No nation can rise to the height of glory unless your women are side by side with you; we are victims of evil customs. It is a crime against humanity that our women are shut up within the four walls of the houses as prisoners. There is no sanction anywhere for the deplorable condition in which our women have to live.’ 

After independence, elite Muslim women in Pakistan continued to advocate women's political empowerment through legal reforms. They mobilized support that led to passage of the Muslim Personal Law of Sharia in 1948, which recognized a woman's right to inherit all forms of property. 
They were also behind the futile attempt to have the government include a Charter of Women's Rights in the 1956 constitution. The 1961 Muslim Family Laws Ordinance covering marriage and divorce, the most important sociolegal reform that they supported, is still widely regarded as empowering to women. 

Two issues--promotion of women's political representation and accommodation between Muslim family law and democratic civil rights--came to dominate discourse about women and sociolegal reform. The second issue gained considerable attention during the regime of Zia ul-Haq (1977-88). Urban women formed groups to protect their rights against apparent discrimination under Zia's Islamization program. 
It was in the highly visible realm of law that women were able to articulate their objections to the Islamization program initiated by the government in 1979. Protests against the 1979 Enforcement of Hudood Ordinances focused on the failure of hudood ordinances to distinguish between adultery (zina) and rape (zina-bil-jabr). 
A man could be convicted of zina only if he were actually observed committing the offense by other men, but a woman could be convicted simply because she became pregnant. 

The Women's Action Forum was formed in 1981 to respond to the implementation of the penal code and to strengthen women's position in society generally. The women in the forum, most of whom came from elite families, perceived that many of the laws proposed by the Zia government were discriminatory and would compromise their civil status. 
In Karachi, Lahore, and Islamabad the group agreed on collective leadership and formulated policy statements and engaged in political action to safeguard women's legal position. 

The Women's Action Forum has played a central role in exposing the controversy regarding various interpretations of Islamic law and its role in a modern state, and in publicizing ways in which women can play a more active role in politics. Its members led public protests in the mid-1980s against the promulgation of the Law of Evidence. 
Although the final version was substantially modified, the Women's Action Forum objected to the legislation because it gave unequal weight to testimony by men and women in financial cases. Fundamentally, they objected to the assertion that women and men cannot participate as legal equals in economic affairs. 

Beginning in August 1986, the Women's Action Forum members and their supporters led a debate over passage of the Shariat Bill, which decreed that all laws in Pakistan should conform to Islamic law. 
They argued that the law would undermine the principles of justice, democracy, and fundamental rights of citizens, and they pointed out that Islamic law would become identified solely with the conservative interpretation supported by Zia's government. 
Most activists felt that the Shariat Bill had the potential to negate many of the rights women had won. In May 1991, a compromise version of the Shariat Bill was adopted, but the debate over whether civil law or Islamic law should prevail in the country continued in the early 1990s. 

Discourse about the position of women in Islam and women's roles in a modern Islamic state was sparked by the government's attempts to formalize a specific interpretation of Islamic law. Although the issue of evidence became central to the concern for women's legal status, more mundane matters such as mandatory dress codes for women and whether females could compete in international sports competitions were also being argued. 

Another of the challenges faced by Pakistani women concerns their integration into the labor force. Because of economic pressures and the dissolution of extended families in urban areas, many more women are working for wages than in the past. 
But by 1990 females officially made up only 13 percent of the labor force. Restrictions on their mobility limit their opportunities, and traditional notions of propriety lead families to conceal the extent of work performed by women. 

Usually, only the poorest women engage in work-often as midwives, sweepers, or nannies-for compensation outside the home. More often, poor urban women remain at home and sell manufactured goods to a middleman for compensation. 
More and more urban women have engaged in such activities during the 1990s, although to avoid being shamed few families willingly admit that women contribute to the family economically. Hence, there is little information about the work women do. 
On the basis of the predominant fiction that most women do no work other than their domestic chores, the government has been hesitant to adopt overt policies to increase women's employment options and to provide legal support for women's labor force participation. 

The United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) commissioned a national study in 1992 on women's economic activity to enable policy planners and donor agencies to cut through the existing myths on female labor-force participation. The study addresses the specific reasons that the assessment of women's work in Pakistan is filled with discrepancies and underemuneration and provides a comprehensive discussion of the range of informal- sector work performed by women throughout the country. Information from this study was also incorporated into the Eighth Five-Year Plan (1993-98). 

Diverse groups including the Women's Action Forum, the All-Pakistan Women's Association, the Pakistan Women Lawyers' Association, and the Business and Professional Women's Association, are supporting small-scale projects throughout the country that focus on empowering women. 
They have been involved in such activities as instituting legal aid for indigent women, opposing the gendered segregation of universities, and publicizing and condemning the growing incidents of violence against women. 

The Pakistan Women Lawyers' Association has released a series of films educating women about their legal rights; the Business and Professional Women's Association is supporting a comprehensive project inside Yakki Gate, a poor area inside the walled city of Lahore; and the Orangi Pilot Project in Karachi has promoted networks among women who work at home so they need not be dependent on middlemen to acquire raw materials and market the clothes they produce. 

The women's movement has shifted from reacting to government legislation to focusing on three primary goals: securing women's political representation in the National Assembly; working to raise women's consciousness, particularly about family planning; and countering suppression of women's rights by defining and articulating positions on events as they occur in order to raise public awareness. An as yet unresolved issue concerns the perpetuation of a set number of seats for women in the National Assembly. 
Many women activists whose expectations were raised during the brief tenure of Benazir Bhutto's first government (December 1988-August 1990) now believe that, with her return to power in October 1993, they can seize the initiative to bring about a shift in women's personal and public access to power.
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 BENAZIR BHUTTO

I didn’t choose this life; it chose me.

Born in Pakistan, my life mirrors its turbolence, its tragedies and its triumphs.

Once again Pakistan is in the international spotlight. Terrorists who use the name of Islam threaten its stability. The democratic forces believe terrorism can be eliminated by promoting the principles of freedom. A military dictatorship plays a dangerous game of deception and intrigue. Fearful of losing power, it dithers, keeping the forces of modernization at bay while the flames of terrorism flourish.

Pakistan is no ordinary country. And mine has been no ordinary life. My father and two brothers were killed. My mother, husband and I were all imprisoned. I have spent long years in exile. Despite the difficulties and sorrows, however, I feel blessed.  I feel blessed that I could break the bastions of tradition by becoming Islam’s first elected woman Prime Minister. That election was the tipping point in the debate raging in the Muslim world on the role of women in Islam. It proved that a Muslim woman could be elected Prime Minister, could govern a country and could be accepted as a leader by both men and women. I am grateful to the people of Pakistan for honouring me.

And while the debate between the modernizers and the extremists continues, women across the Muslim world have made great strides since I first took the oath of office on December 2, 1988.

Few in this world are given the privilege to effect change in society, to bring the modern era to a country that had only the most basic infrastructure, to break down stereotypes about the role of women and ultimately to give hope for change to millions who had no hope before.

Twenty years ago, in light of the development in my life – my father’s assassination, my imprisonment, the responsibility of picking up his political mantle – I had little expectation of finding personal happiness, of finding love, marriage, and of having children. Like England’s Queen Elizabeth I, who had also endured imprisonment  and  remained single, I thought I would never get married. I found joy and fulfillment in marriage despite difficult circumstances. I am proud of my husband for his courage and loyalty in standing by me through nineteen years of marriage. During these years, he lived either in the Prime Minister’s House or as a political prisoner held hostage to my career. And I found our relationship strengthened despite the physical separation and the attempts to turn us against each other.

I am a woman proud of my cultural and religious heritage. I feel a special personal obligation to contrast the true Islam – the religion of tolerance and pluralism – with the caricature of my faith that terrorists have hijacked. I know that I am a symbol of what the so-called ‘Jihadists’, Taliban and al-Qaeda, most fear. I am a female political leader fighting to bring modernity, communication, education and technology to Pakistan. I believe that a democratic Pakistan can become a symbol of hope to more than one billion Muslims around the world who must choose between the forces of the past and the forces of the future.

The political battles that I fought were always for an end. The goals centred on liberty and social justice. And those values are definitely worth fighting for. But I do believe my career has been more changeling because I am a woman. Clearly it’s not easy for women in modern society, no matter where we live. We still have to go the extra mile to prove that we are equal to men. We have to work longer hours and make more sacrifices. And we must emotionally protect ourselves from unfair, often vicious attacks made on us via the male members of our family. Sadly many still believe that men control the women in their lives.

I am grateful to my mother for teaching me that pregnancy is a biological state of being which should not disrupt the normal routine of life. Trying to live up to her expectations, I almost ignored any hint of physical or emotional limitation during my pregnancies.

I have three lovely children, Bilawal, Bakhtwar and Aseefa. They give me much joy and pride. When I was expecting my first child, Bilawal, in 1988, the then military dictator dismissed the Parliament and called for general elections. He and his top army men believed a pregnant woman could not campaign. They were wrong. I could and I did. I went on to win the elections held shortly after Bilawal’s birth on September 21, 1988. Bilawal’s birth was one of the happiest days of my life. Winning those elections that year, despite predictions that a Muslim woman could not win the hearts and minds of her people, was another.

Shortly after I was elected Prime Minister, my mother  told me ‘hurry up and have another child’. She believed that a mother should quickly have children before she realized the challenges of raising a family and fulfilling other responsibilities. I took her advice.

While my second pregnancy was still a secret, my army generals decided to take me to the Siachen Glaciers, the highest point in Pakistan, for a military briefing. Pakistan and India had nearly gone to war over Siachen in 1987 (and again in 1999). I was worried that the lack of oxygen on those glacier peaks could adversely affect my unborn child. So with much trepidation despite the assurances, I went.

It was a great morale-booster for our troops to see the Prime Minister with them on the Siachen Glacier heights. And it was a splendid site. All around us was the whiteness of the icy glaciers which melted into the blueness of the skies. The absence of earthly noise on those snowy peaks gave a new meaning to heavenly silence. Across the divide I could see the Indian military posts. They proved that the appearance of peace could be deceptive.

Once the political opposition learned I was pregnant, all hell broke loose. They called on the President and the military to overthrow me. They argued that Pakistan’s government rules did not provide for a pregnant Prime Minister going on maternity leave. They said that during delivery, I would be incapacitated and therefore the government machinery would irretrievably break down for that period of time. This, to them, was unconstitutional, they want to dismiss the Prime Minister and install an interim government to hold new elections.

I rejected the opposition’s demands, noting that maternity rules existed in the law for working women (my father had legislated maternity leave). The members of my government stood by me, noting that when a male leader was indisposed, it did not translate into a constitutional crisis.

My father had taught me that in politics timing is very important. I consulted my doctor who assured me that my child was full term and, with his permission, decided to have a Caesarean delivery on the eve of the call for strike action.

I didn’t want to encourage any stereotypes that pregnancy interferes with performance.  So despite my condition, I worked just as hard, and probably a lot harder, than a male Prime Minister would have. I chaired a meeting of my Cabinet in the capital and then left for Karachi. I woke up early in the morning and with a friend left for the hospital in her car.

It was a small car, very different from the black Mercedes used for official duties. 

My heart was beating fast as we raced to the hospital, where Dr Setna was waiting for us. I could see the surprise on the faces of the hospital staff as I got out of the car. 

I called my daughter ‘Bakhtwar’ which means the one who brings good fortune. And she did. The strikes fizzled out and the opposition’s movement collapsed.

I received thousands of messages of congratulations from all over the world. Heads of government and ordinary people wrote to me, sharing the joy. Especially for young women it was a defining moment, proving a woman could work and have a baby in the highest and most changelling leadership positions. The next day I was back on the job.

Bakhtwar was born in January 1990. Seven months later, on August 6, the President undemocratically dismissed the government, while world attention was diverted by Iraq’s occupation of Kuwait. My husband was arrested and my mother suggested I send my children abroad. It was heart-rending for me to be parted from Bilawal, who had turned two in September 1990, and Bakhtwar who was not yet one. My sister, who lives in London, lovingly took them into her home. My in-laws chipped in too by shifting to London. Back at home I had nightmares where I heard my children cry for me. My sister would tell me not to worry during our many telephone conversations. Yet those dreams never stopped.

With the sacking of my government, the port city of Karachi was gripped by anarchy and chaos. Terrorism was rampant. Innocent civilians were massacred while riding in public transport or outside their homes or in their offices. I knew it was safer for my children to be in London. Yet I found it hard to sleep night after night only to wake with those nightmares.

My mother and I were now living largely in the capital city of Islamabad. My husband, elected to Parliament in the 1990 elections, was also kept under house arrest in our residence during parliamentary sessions. I confided to my mother and husband how draining it was for me that the children were living away from me. I felt I was abandoning them, and worried that it could hurt their emotional well-being and growth.

By 1991, Bilawal had started attending a pre-kindergarten school in London’s Queen Gate area. Bakhtwar was still only one year old: I could keep her hidden safely in our house in Pakistan, I reasoned. I flew to London and could hardly wait to get to my sister Sanam’s flat. As soon as I knocked on her door, I heard my daughter crying, the same cry that sounded in my dreams. I quickly gathered her in my arms and pulled my son towards me. ‘I have decided to take Bakhtwar back with me? I told my sister. She was relieved. ‘I didn’t want to upset you’, she said ‘but that child has not stopped crying for months.’

I shall never forget Bilawal that was staring at me silently and stoically with the saddest brown eyes in the world as I took Bakhtwar with me and left him behind. No mother should ever have to leave her two-year-old son behind. No child should ever feel his mother has taken one child with her and left the other behind.

Holding Bakhtwar in my arms, I drove to Heathrow. She lay quietly in my embrace. I boarded the Pakistan International Airlines and sat in my seat. Throughout the nine-hour flight, Backtwar did not cry once. Pakistan’s legendary musical artist Madam Noorjehan was also on the flight. Sitting next to me, she marveled at this wonderful baby who was not giving her mother any trouble at all. ‘I have never seen a baby this quiet on a flight in my life’. She said.

With the fall of the Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) government in 1990, the election campaign, the separation from my children, the witch-hunt against my party and my family, I had lost a lot of weight. In the spring of 1992 I found I was expecting another baby. As one of four children, it gave me great pleasure to know our family would grow. Yet it was a time of uncertainty. An army operation had been ordered in Karachi. The ethnic party called the Muhajir Qaumi Movement (MQM) unleashed a blood-bath. The nawaz government accused it of conspiring to break up the country and form a separate state by the name of Jinnahpur. The army released maps of the proposed state of Jinnahpur as the military crack-down began. But most citizens, fed up with civil strife and bloodshed, were relieved that the MQM state within a state was to be undone.

As the army tanks moved in and bulldozed the multiple gates at the mouth of streets erected by the MQM to keep people locked in, Pakistan plunged into a deeper crisis. The Prime Minister was enamoured with the Saudi System of governance. He wanted to turn Pakistan into a theocratic state and rammed a bill through Parliament aimed at strengthening clerical rule in the country. My party checkmated that bill in the Senate. But the clock was ticking. By 1994, the Prime Minister would have a majority in the Senate. He would then ‘Islamicise’ Pakistan.

The attempts to turn Pakistan into a theocracy were opposed by the majority of Pakistanis. They were wedded to the secular concept envisaged by the founder of Pakistan, Quaid e Azam Mohammad Ali Jinnah. However, powerful elements in the military backed the Prime Minister, who had gained a two-thirds majority in the lower House of the Parliament with their support.

Fiscal irresponsibility had played havoc with the lives of ordinary citizens. Power shutdowns that had been eliminated by the PPP government reappeared. Corruption scandals hit the newspaper headlines. Across the border in India, the Bombay blasts had aggravated relations between the two countries. Islamabad was blamed by New Delhi for the attacks. The first attack on the World Trade Center in New York in 1993 had taken place. Pakistan was on the verge of being declared a terrorist state.

The opposition parties came together in a grand alliance known as the Pakistan Democratic Alliance (PDA), and called for a protest meeting in Rawalpindi on November 18, 1992.

People across the country responded to it. From the four corners of Pakistan, caravans were getting ready to move to Rawalpindi in a display of people’s power. The aim was to restore democracy, stop theocracy and address the bread-and-butter issues of the people.

On the eve of the protest meeting, we heard that the regime had decided to use brute force to stop us from gathering. That means the regime might use tear-gas, I said to my political secretary, Naheed Khan. I was worried for my baby. Naheed went out to arrange eye goggles for us. Our single jeep was tear-gassed from all sides. Police sirens were blaring away. There was pandemonium. The car chase was like something from a James Bond movie – or perhaps more like a Bollywood movie.

The crowd kept coming between the police cars and our jeep. The police got out in their ninja-like uniforms. The crowd was cheering us on, their slogans filling the air. The police surrounded our car and arrested all of us. Later we were released but the day’s events had weakened the regime.

After this tear-gassing incident, I began suffering from gall-bladder pain. I took homeopathic medicine but the pain continued. It was often excruciating. If I had an operation to fix it, I risked losing my child. I didn’t want to take the risk. As the pain got worse and worse , I flew to London. The doctors advised that I should have a Caesarean as soon as possible followed by keyhole surgery to remove the gall-bladder. On February 3, 1993, my little daughter Aseefa was born at the Portland hospital. I cuddled my adorable little baby.

On October 24, 1993, the PPP was re-elected. In the repetitive cycle of Pakistani politics, the second government was undemocratically dismissed in 1996 <and my husband Asif arrested. He\ was freed in November 2004.

My mother had accelerated her slow, imperceptible decline into a form of dementia which resembles Alzheimer’s. Her battle with dementia can actually be traced back to the brutal wounds inflicted on her on December 16, 1977 by General Zia’s thugs at Lahore, when we went to watch a cricket match. My mother was savagely beaten and suffered major head wounds. After that, she was never quite the same. But the deterioration has become dramatic and heart-breaking.

I have watched my beautiful, glamorous mother, so charming, so graceful, slowly turn frail and weak. This strong woman, who battled military dictatorships and was a pioneer for women’s rights, now hardly recognizes anyone and cannot speak. But I am blessed to have her live with me. Her mere presence gives me strength. She is a living link with my birth family, of our trials and travails and of the bonds of love that move us closely together, of the ups and downs we braved together, and of our sorrows and joys.

Asif’s long imprisonment was painful for our family. It was difficult to have my children denied their father for the formative years of their childhood. Nothing can undo the loss, but I believe it is another example of the sexism that still pervades society. Would a wife ever be imprisoned for eight years without evidence or convinction. Of course not. But it is something that we had to endure. Soon after his release from prison, Asif suffered a ‘near catastrophic’ heart attack and was on the verge of death.

Looking at the conditions in my country from the outside, I realize that the stakes in Pakistan are now higher than ever before. I am convinced that if the West continues to coddle military rules in Pakistan who suppress liberty, a successor generation of terrorists will come after the Taliban and al-Qaeda, exploiting the name of Islam through violent confrontation with the West. It’s not just Pakistanis who should care about the restoration of liberal, democratic government to Pakistan. That should be the goal of all in the world who seek to avoid a ‘clash of civilizations’.

As I write this in London, I must confess that my life is as difficult as it is interesting. I live from suitcase to suitcase, travelling the world lecturing on Islam, democracy and women’s rights before universities, business associations, women’s organizations and foreign policy think-tanks. I continue to pound the halls of the House of Commons and Congress. I remain the Chairperson of the Pakistan People’s Party. I visit my husband under medical treatment in New York. I prepare my children for their exams in Dubai. And I lead the combined democratic opposition of the secular political parties of Pakistan, in 2007. It may seem much too full a plate. But that is the nature of my life, and I accept it. 

I am honoured and I am blessed. God willing, I will return to my homeland and once again lead the forces of democracy in electoral battle against the entrenched power of dictators, generals and extremists. This my destiny. And as John F. Kennedy once said ‘I do not shrink from that responsibility, I welcome it.’
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(Taken from Benazir Bhutto, Daughter of the East, an Autobiography)
Beautiful and charismatic, Benazir Bhutto is not only the first woman to lead a post-colonial Muslim state; she achieved a status approaching that of a royal princess – both in her native Pakistan and around the world. But after two terms in office she was stripped of her power in another example of the bitter political in-fighting that has riven her country.

The daughter of one of Pakistan’s most popular leaders, Benazir grew up in one of the country’s richest families. Havin received an international education, she became politicized after her father’s execution at the hands of General Zia in 1979 and was first elected Prime Minister in 1988. 

