










heart of my family, the house to which we 
always returned from the four corners of 
the Earth. . . . ” But now it seems lonely, 
faded, and cold.

A family feud ripped the Bhutto sib-
lings apart, and now Benazir’s niece  
Fatima Bhutto, the 25-year-old daughter 
of Mir Murtaza, talks about its repercus-
sions. Fatima is wearing dusty silver san-
dals and a pink shalwar kameez, her dark 
hair pushed back by a broad white plastic 
headband. Her profile is Central Asian, a 
legacy of her Afghan mother, Fauzia, Mir 
Murtaza’s first wife.

 “We were very close when I was a 
child,” she says of herself and Benazir, 
“but I was a very strong critic of her 
government and her politics.” As far as 
her record with women was concerned, 
says Fatima, “a lot of women placed 
hope in her because they thought she 
would tackle the Hudood Ordinances, 
but she didn’t.” She openly condemned 

her aunt’s October return to Karachi, in 
which more than 140 people were killed 
in a suicide bombing, as exposing people 
to attack, calling it “personal theater.” 
She is also adamant that politics should 
not be controlled by a few elite families.

Fatima, a graduate of Columbia Uni-
versity and London’s School of Oriental 
and African Studies, is a frequent colum-
nist for Pakistan’s The News International; 
her columns have also appeared in The 
Los Angeles Times. She has written two 
books—one about the victims of the Kash-
mir earthquake, and, after her father’s 
death, a book of poetry—and she speaks 
in rapid-fire sound bites. With her intel-
ligence and impressive achievements, you 
cannot help thinking she would be the per-
fect heir apparent to the Bhutto dynasty.

But as Fatima sits down at the din-
ner table and passes plates of hummus, 
bread, and fried fish that come from 
the Bhutto land, she stares down at her 

hands. “I have always said it is not a 
birthright,” she says pointedly. “Politics 
in this country is held hostage to the very 
few.” She saw her cousin Bilawal at his 
mother’s funeral. “He’s a nice boy, a 
sweet boy,” she says, but you can tell by 
the tone of her voice that she does not 
approve of his political inheritance.

She says that her family is more inter-
ested in social activism and grassroots 
work than power. They have set up medi-
cal tents in the villages to bring treatment 
to thousands of people. Her seventeen-
year-old half-brother, Zulfikar, who was 
named after his grandfather, seems more 
interested in environmental issues than 
in politics. (Three-and-a-half-year-old 
Mirala, the family’s youngest son, was 
adopted by Ghinwa from the Karachi 
slums.) Fatima also works in the slums 
of Karachi and in the women’s prison 
that is just outside the gates of the Bhutto 
c o m p o u n d . 

There has been much speculation 
about what drove her to risk her 

life for a re-entry into politics

in living memory
The Bhutto family 

tomb in the 
Sindh province of 
Pakistan, where 

visitors scatter rose 
petals at the grave of 

Benazir Bhutto,  
who died on 

December 27, 2007.

(continued on page 650)
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Meanwhile, Ghinwa Bhutto is running 
in parliamentary elections in a constitu-
ency adjacent to Benazir’s. Her party is 
an offshoot of the PPP called the PPP-
SB, named in memory of her late father-
in-law.  

The house is full of ghosts, and while 
Ghinwa and Fatima are careful not to be 
too brutal in their criticism, there is a his-
tory here. Fatima’s father had long been 
a political rival for PPP power. He was 
mysteriously killed in a police shoot-out 
in Karachi in 1996,  for which Ghinwa 
and his children blame Benazir, if not for 
the actual killing, then for doing little to 
prevent it or to aid the investigation.

It gets murkier. There are rumors that 
Benazir’s husband, Zardari, was behind 
it; there are rumors that Benazir wanted 
the power of the PPP simply for herself. 
There is also the elusive question of why 
all the Bhuttos die such horrific deaths: 
Benazir’s youngest brother, Shahnawaz 
Bhutto, was found dead at 27 in the south 
of France in 1985 with a broken bottle 
of poison next to him. (Benazir’s only 
surviving sibling is her younger sister, 
Sanam, now 51 and living in London. 
Their mother, the Iranian-Kurdish Nus-
rat Bhutto, is said to be ill from a com-
bined stroke and Alzheimer’s and had 
been living with Benazir in Dubai.)   

Ghinwa’s warm, informal, somewhat 
chaotic household shows a side to the 
Bhutto empire that is slightly off-key. I 
can’t imagine a greater contrast to the 
regal air of Benazir, whom I met in 2000 
when I debated with her at the Oxford 
Union. She was elegant and refined, her 
accent rather British, her charisma im-
peccable. Although she had the wonder-
ful quality of making everyone seem like 
the most important person in the room, 
her grandeur was apparent. It was easy to 
forget that she had spent four years in and 
out of prison, from 1979 to 1983, passing 
her birthdays, losing her hair, suffering 
from starvation, isolation, and malaria.

But mutual friends who went to Ox-
ford with her remember a charming, 
lively, and, even then, highly politicized 
young woman who raced around their 
dorm rooms wearing “relaxed Western 
clothing” and bringing them glasses of 
her favorite cocktail: crème de menthe 
and milk. Benazir’s onetime Oxford 
hallmate Bettina von Hase tells me she 
received a Christmas card from Benazir, 
who managed to stay in touch with her 
Oxford contemporaries, on the day she 

died. “I can’t imagine that in the middle 
of all that turmoil, she took the time to 
send a Christmas card,” von Hase says. 
“I had not seen her in years, but she had 
written to me personally.”

Meanwhile, Ghinwa is hoping to open 
up another Bhutto political front. Her 
following is small, but she is optimistic. 
“This is the legacy of the Bhuttos,” she 
says after dinner, leading us through the 
long hallway to the outer courtyard. “To 
make the impossible possible.”

As I leave al-Murtaza and the troubled 
spirits of the Bhutto dynasty, I begin the 
long drive back to Karachi, passing the 
workers slowly tending fields and the 
muddy villages that have not changed for 
centuries. I reflect that most of the people 
I spoke with in Pakistan simply want 
one thing: democracy. But the death of 
Bhutto, the country’s history, and past 
violence must be healed before that hap-
pens. Bhutto herself, in one of her last 
writings, acknowledged this: “Before 
there is more pain,” she wrote in her final 
book, Reconciliation: Islam, Democracy, 
and the West, which she worked on virtu-
ally until her death, “reconciliation must 
be achieved.” @
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