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Women being elected into public office, a recent occurrence, raises questions and 

concerns about what it means to have women in office. Concerns include: policy 

differences women in office might produce, changing the image of what it means to 

be a leader, and ultimately the fear of a shifting society. The purpose of this study is 

to examine some of the key characteristics and themes of women’s lives in politics 

who have not only been elected, but have written their life story in autobiographical 

form. This study is a thematic analysis of the autobiographical works of Benazir 

Bhutto, Mary Robinson, and Ellen Johnson Sirleaf. Themes that are discussed include 

the role of the father, the prevalence of a northern education, the roles of motherhood 

and wifehood, the identity as feminist, and the selfless/martyrdom image created.  

Findings suggest the process of autobiographical writing of women and the imagery 

that is created follows a unique pattern that often connects their identity with the 

oppressed. Future research suggests examining the literary production process of 

women writing their autobiographical works to provide a better understanding of the 



 

 

unobserved aspects of literary creation providing better insight into the themes and 

messages provided in each woman’s published life story.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Introduction 

 Women who occupy elected offices at the highest level of government, for example 

president or prime minister, are a relatively recent occurrence globally. The first woman 

president in the world was Sühbaataryn Yanjmaa, President of Mongolia from September 1953 

to July 1954; her presidency was on an interim basis. Currently, there have only been one 

hundred and nineteen women leaders, which include interim presidents and prime ministers who 

served less than a year (Genovese 218). There are currently twenty-two women who occupy 

positions of leadership, which is an all-time high with an average of twenty women leaders 

throughout the world in recent years. Although these are relatively small numbers, a lot of 

political conversations and media coverage still revolve around what it means for a woman to be 

a leader. This interest can be related to both the novelty of such an occurrence, and the 

possibility that along with a new face of a leader and leadership style, the politics that define our 

culture may change. This possibility is a source of hope for some and dread for others. The 

opinion of whether women are suited for political leadership changes directly with whose 

interests are at stake. The differences between how women and men lead, if any, are important to 

consider in such a conversation. However, it is complicated to measure such differences while 

also accounting for social and cultural differences and changes. Additionally, with such small 

numbers of women in political office, the validity of such a study, especially when compared to 

the disproportionate numbers of men, is compromised.  

 This research project addresses some of these issues and topics through a thematic 

analysis of three autobiographical texts: Daughter of Destiny by Benazir Bhutto, Everybody 

Matters: My Life Giving Voice by Mary Robinson, and This Child will be Great by Ellen 

Johnson Sirleaf. At the time of analysis, only one of these three women, Sirleaf, was currently in 
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their elected office, with Bhutto being deceased, and Robinson occupying other areas of political 

activism. Each of these autobiographical works occupies a small space in the subject of women 

writing autobiographies, especially under the subcategory of women elected officials writing 

autobiographical works. This research contributes to the small but growing area of research on 

the autobiographical writings of women elected officials. Hopefully by offering insight into this 

topic, this thesis will also point to much needed areas for additional research.  

1.1 Reflexivity 

 Motivations for the current research project are based on my personal interests in how 

feminism can be presented and practiced at the highest levels of our political and public lives. 

This curiosity began in simplistic notions given in elementary school level mantras such as, “you 

can be anything,” and that we live in the “land of opportunity” and “American dreams”. Yet such 

messages were simply not true for the leaders in my research project, specifically, in how they 

presented themselves in their autobiographical works. As President Bill Clinton occupied the 

white house for the majority of my childhood, I realized that the only places for women were 

within identities including but not limited to mother, daughter, and mistress. Since women are 

currently occupying elected offices more so than ever before in recorded history, I saw an 

opportunity to address the questions I had as a child: Why aren’t women leading? Do women 

lead differently? And if so, how might this relate to feminism and social justice? Although I have 

no direct connection to any woman in political office, other than having met a woman political 

leader at a university event (Robinson), there is a connection through the large theoretical 

umbrella of how we are all related to one another, especially as women, in a patriarchal world.  
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1.2 Theoretical Positioning 

 In this thesis, I rely on a liberal feminist framework, but am influenced by queer theory 

and postperspectives as well. Unlike many other feminist theoretical frameworks, liberal 

feminism focuses on several key themes found in women’s autobiographies. Perhaps most 

commonly discussed is women’s identity as a mother, and how this identity creates fundamental 

differences for how women navigate the world, specifically, the political world. During the mid-

1800s in the United States, when the suffragist movement was at the center of the women’s 

movement, discussions centered on the appropriate roles and spheres for women and men (May). 

Methods for addressing these roles differed among groups and individuals, and the ability to 

make women’s issues a personal agenda became apparent. Upper and middle-class white women 

were most commonly associated with this luxury. For this reason and many others, this group of 

women are seen as having led the fight for women’s rights, focused on their issues, most notably 

motherhood (May). 

 While being a mother affects women from all backgrounds and social positions, it is also 

true that concepts such as voluntary motherhood and the notion of the all-nurturing mother are 

not relevant or possible for many women, and are often shaped by race and class, among other 

factors. In the autobiographical writings my thesis focuses on, these often unattainable notions 

are additionally highlighted. For example, Bhutto states, “for young women [motherhood] was a 

defining moment, proving women could work and have a baby in the highest and most 

challenging leadership positions. The next day [after her son’s birth] I was back on the job, 

reading government papers and signing government files” (Bhutto xv). This idea that women can 

have it all, including being successful at both work and motherhood, fails to take into account 

that this is not equality, but a double standard that strives to set people up for failure, specifically, 
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mothers who are constantly being told they can navigate both spheres. The structure of these 

spheres and why they continue to exist needs to be further analyzed. In relation to women’s 

autobiographies, the packaging of their stories as mothers who can do it all, are only retelling a 

story that women are told every day. Who tells us these stories? What do these stories maintain 

in a culture? And why are they also the values of some of the most successful women in the 

world? Such questions highlight which groups of women are valued in the world, and how they 

are still expected to conform to certain idealized norms of femininity and womanhood. 

 Liberal feminists, similar to the women who write their political autobiographies, are 

both pushing the boundaries and satisfying the status quo. Their methods of resistance work 

within the confines created by our patriarchal structure. Their variances from social norms are in 

their gender identity, and not in their politics. It is not radical to say a group of people should 

fight for their rights, or that sameness somehow means equality. To be radical means taking 

oneself outside of these confines and addressing the structures by placing the responsibility not 

on marginalized individuals, but on the need to completely rework our world.  

 Perhaps one of the most memorable slogans of the second wave is “the personal is 

political” (Hanisch 204). Space for potential empowerment is created by making personal issues 

political, or by relating these issues to larger political and social structures. However, this mantra 

is not without its flaws, and tends to fit well into the binary structures many societies rely on. In 

addition to maintaining binaries, the issues that are considered ‘personal’ are often those related 

to the feminine: motherhood, reproductive rights, sexual assault, and many others. It is not my 

intent to minimize the importance of these issues, but to say that addressing these issues in 

themselves is not necessarily feminist. More so, there is a crucial need to address the patriarchal 

structures that put these oppressions in place. 
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  I ask, what makes the autobiography of a woman different from a man’s autobiography? 

This is generally found in the importance placed on each gendered identity. For instance, it is 

very unlikely that a man will discuss some awareness of his manliness, or that his intentions or 

character were being judged based on his parenting skills and/or choices (Bosch). All of these 

topics are likely to be present in a woman politician’s autobiography. For example, in an 

autobiography by the former President of Ireland, Robinson’s chapter on balancing work and 

family describes the guilt and pain she felt about being away from her family, and she eventually 

resigned from her position as city counselor with “relief that [she] would have more time at 

home” (Robinson 99). Her time at home was not long spent. She entered the legal and political 

life shortly after. When she campaigned for President, she used her “innate” ability to be 

“nurturing” as a difference Ireland needed, and she won the election. Perhaps what is most 

important is how at the end of this, these influential, powerful women are still seen as someone’s 

daughter, wife, or mother, and unique in the political world because they are able to bring a 

nurturing twist into the political arena. Most interestingly, Robinson does this for “the people” 

and, in the end, presented herself as a selfless martyr. But, are women in leadership positions 

innately nurturing?  

 My point is not to minimize the accomplishments of people who write political 

autobiographies, but to analyze why women’s autobiographies continue to tell similar narratives 

about how women lead. Further, it remains suspect that it is a “feminine” versus political 

dynamic and hints that women elect are compelled to perform a role, which continues to be 

maintained even among politicians who claim to be feminists. Is there room for feminists in 

politics, or must they perform the role of the woman politician in order to succeed?   
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The postperspectives are theories that are based in France during the 1960s and 1970s, a 

time of significant social revolutions globally, however, their influence on U.S. feminism 

occurred a decade or two later (Mann). The postperspectives provide a platform to theoretically 

deconstruct the category of a woman political writer as well as identities such as mother, 

daughter, and feminist politician. By deconstructing the identity and language usage of women 

political autobiographical writers, I show how the postperspective theory of strategic 

essentialism can be used to address the tension of relying on a political writing identity, and 

reveal the complications of using such an identity.  

There is an image and a group identity that is created when political figures use terms and 

identities such as mother, daughter, nurturer, democrat, etc. As a political figure, a great deal of 

time is spent acquiring support through giving speeches, writing, and making personal 

appearances. In order for political writings and authors to appeal to their ideal demographic there 

is a necessity to conform to certain social norms. For example, a woman political writer must 

appeal to and accept their identity as a woman in politics to create unity for their target audience. 

Bhutto, former Prime Minister of Pakistan, demonstrates how this identity can be applied to a 

larger social picture stating, “My election empowered all women, promoted the image of a 

moderate interpretation of Islam and gave hope to a better life to the people of Pakistan” (392). 

The usage and appeal of her identity as a woman, and therefore a moderate and hopeful prospect 

for Pakistan, is useful, especially in the context of what was happening in Pakistan. This example 

is useful in demonstrating the concept of strategic essentialism. By appealing to their constituents 

and their readership in a nonthreatening, gender conforming way, the use of essentialism 

becomes both beneficial to Bhutto’s campaign, and her created public image. 
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 Queer theory can be used to analyze the performative nature of women writing political 

autobiographies, and explains why this can be problematic. Queer theory is about critiquing 

structures that are oppressively normal (Butler). Although the subject matter of these 

autobiographies could be considered feminist, they still abide by heteronormative structures that 

are oppressively normal. These authors of political autobiographies participated in higher 

education in patriarchal, heteronormative environments which taught them to produce more 

patriarchal, heteronormative writings to continue the performative cycle. If the packaging of 

autobiographical writings is meant to fill a normative expectation, what can be said of the 

women writing the autobiographies? Is there ‘truth’ in their writing, or is it simply their 

performative truth? 

1.3 Introducing my Research 

 The next chapter provides a review of literature pertinent to the research topic. This 

includes literature that discusses women’s paths to politics, analysis of their choices and the 

changes they created in office, perceived gender difference in terms of writing political 

autobiographies, the performative and all-consuming nature of political identities, and the 

specific ways gender affects this performance. Chapter 3 discusses the materials and 

methodology used in this research study. This is broken down into a discussion about each text 

and author, followed by addressing the methods of analysis and the limitations of this research 

project. The results are discussed in chapter 4, where six main themes emerge as important and 

relevant throughout the three autobiographical texts. These six themes include: the relationship 

to one’s father, earning an education in the global north, being a mother and wife, becoming a 

feminist, acting as the selfless martyr, and the relationship to oppression. Chapter 5 concludes 

this research study by providing suggestions for potential areas of research related to women 
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writing political autobiographies. The importance of continued research in this field is 

particularly relevant to U.S. politics and the recent 2016 presidential election, which was the first 

time a woman was elected as a candidate for a major political party in the United States of 

America.  
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Chapter 2: A Critical Analysis of the Political Autobiography 

Introduction 

 This literature review on women writing political autobiographies includes discussions of 

elected women, women writing autobiographies, the production aspect of writing, and a 

combination of all three of these aspects of telling a life story. Thus the parameters of this study 

focus on the autobiographical writing primarily done by women in the public presence. All the 

literature reviewed was published in the last twenty-eight years. This review is organized 

according to the themes that emerged as relevant for women writing political autobiographies. 

The most significant trend was the thematic connection between women writing autobiographies 

and the differences between men and women in writing styles. Intersectionality is essential in 

discussing women political writers as a category because there is a tendency to essentialize the 

experience of women, and it is important to remember gender intersects with other categories of 

identity, including race, class, sexuality, ability, and national identity. Another topic for 

consideration is the performative nature of writing and the power created by this performance. It 

is through writing their own life stories that these women are able to create their own images of 

who they are as leaders. The literature review also addresses the lack of consistencies in themes 

between sources and focuses on how this work is done globally.  

2.1 Women as Leaders 

 Within autobiographies there is a trend that describes the relationship between being a 

woman elected official and the relationship to one’s parents. Both relationships to mother and 

father are relevant to the understanding of women as leaders. According to the autobiographies, 

their relationships to the identities of motherhood and/or wifehood are even more important. 

There is also the theme of how women lead which looks at the way they conduct politics, and 
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along with this is an analysis of the unique path women take to office compared to men. 

Considering the ongoing conversations among academics around these themes, and the findings 

in this literature review, it is likely that these familial relationships are representative among the 

growing population of women leaders.  

2.1.1 The Mother Bond 

 According to Swindells (2001), the struggles over the role of motherhood and the social 

expectations of that role have been discussed by politically active women since the Victorian 

period. It is discussed as both a point of struggle and resistance. Most have found the importance 

placed on the role of motherhood to be challenging when coupled with the professional/political 

aspirations of women. Multiple sources discuss the relationships with mothers or daughters, 

referred to as the mother bond, in terms of how those relationships influence their political lives 

(Braham 1995 & Hogan 2009). However, not all references to motherhood are seen as a pure 

narrative of life. For instance, Boon (2012) acknowledges that the story of Geoffrin 

d’Estampes’s marriage and the relationship with her mother and daughter must be seen through 

the possibility of being written purposefully in attempts to gain empathy and power over her own 

life story. This suggestion of agency can also be applied to woman politicians and 

autobiographers’ relationships with the men in their lives.  

2.1.2 Relationships to Men  

 Interestingly, according to Genovese & Steckenrider (2013), women are presented as able 

to attain their positions of power “on their own”, meaning their positions were not a consequence 

of benefitting from the people (usually men) in their lives. However, political figures were 

shown to follow a pattern in terms of their relationships with one of their parents. Men were 

shown to identify with their mothers as the most influential person in their lives, and women 



11 

 

 

identified with their fathers. This is in comparison to Walters’ (1987) analysis that women write 

their experiences through the lens of the men in their lives. This further justifies their existence 

through the lineage and familial ties they have with men. This notion of strong personal, 

emotional, and political ties with the father is once again supported by Hogan (2009) when 

discussing Elizabeth Cady Stanton and other women of the suffragist movement by suggesting a 

history of women in politics giving credit to their fathers for their political careers.   

 Devenish (2013) states that along with providing credit to men, there was a need to 

identify with men. Maintaining separate identities was essential to their successful careers; 

however, they did not want to address their differences from men but rather their similarities. It 

is important to acknowledge the socioeconomic status of these women and their matrilineal lines 

before them, as one of the aspects of their career possibility. Along with this notion of sameness 

with men, multiple sources state the importance, or lack thereof, for future generations of 

women. Boon (2012) shows that during the Victorian period, women had very little agency in 

ensuring the security of future generations of women. There was evidence of women taking 

creative means to create a better future for women through legal documents such as wills and 

pseudo adoptions. This is contrasted to Ghosh’s research on women in Bengali who are seen as 

being less focused on the future generation of women (2010), as seen in their lack of emphasis 

on mentoring other women, or having relationships outside of the family. These contradictory 

messages found in Boon and Ghosh hint at the topic of women leading differently.  

2.1.3 Women Leading Differently 

 The topic of women leading differently has been supported by numerous publications. 

The most significant gender difference presented by Jalalzai (2013) shows the high relevance of 

family ties in becoming an elected official. The numbers of woman presidents with family ties is 
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78% compared to 1% for men. This topic is also discussed by Genovese (2013) who states that 

women appear to be slightly more liberal in their decisions while in office than men peers. 

Jalalzai also points out that there could be a trend in a country’s power and its number of women 

prime ministers or presidents, suggesting that countries with less power are more likely to have a 

woman leader. Another important distinction between men and women leaders is that a majority 

of women leaders share their power with others. Education plays a large role in the attainment of 

an elected position. Transnationally, it was common for men and women to travel to Europe or 

the United States for their education. However, women with executive posts are significantly 

more likely to have a doctorate degree. This is contrasted by several sources that claim the 

difference between how men and women “do” politics is far less significant.  

 In regards to leadership style there appears to be no clear patterns of how women lead; 

none have been revolutionary in their politics (Genovese and Steckenrider 2013). Along with the 

concept of being revolutionary there is the fact, according to Genovese and Steckenrider (2013), 

that while women’s presence in political office has been established as an increasing occurrence, 

there has yet to be an elected official who has challenged the notion of patriarchal rule in our 

society. However, it is important to note that the fact women are in politics is already 

revolutionary. Jalalzai (2013) debunks the assumption that if a woman fulfills a man’s traditional 

role in society then they must be fundamentally different by explaining that a transformative 

leader brings out change in citizens, states and societies, whereas a feminist leader is one who 

focuses on the place and perception of women in society, specifically one who is aware of the 

social construction of our society and the need for equality. There has yet to be what Jalalzai 

would consider a feminist leader as an elected prime minister or president. Perhaps Smith (2012) 



13 

 

 

is correct in suggesting that a woman leader is in no way trying to break the system, but 

approaching it in her own ‘feminine’ way, further debunking essentialized notions of women.  

 According to Genovese and Steckenrider (2013) there is already an understanding of the 

fact that women have occupied a relatively small portion of elected positions of power 

throughout the world, and that factors such as gender roles, mother roles, and patriarchy are a 

large reason why. However, they contend that now is the time to research women’s political and 

scholarly life in relation to a life of politics. This is in part because there continue to be elected 

women around the world, and these numbers continue to increase in many locations. In addition, 

Genovese and Steckenrider remind readers that women holding positions of power are not a 

recent phenomenon, citing queens who held long reigns throughout history and the world. 

Further using the notion of “woman world leaders” as women elected officials, Richards (2014) 

is able to define no more than 100 women world leaders in our world’s history. Rather than focus 

on the number of women in positions of power, Jalalzai (2013) encourages a look at the kinds of 

leadership positions they occupy. The positions of power Jalalzai is referring to are the prime 

minister and president. The distinction between the two positions is that political parties select 

prime ministers and the public vote for presidents. It is also crucial to analyze different social 

locations of the women who have served as either prime minister or president of their relative 

countries. Notably, no women from the United States are discussed since there have not been any 

women in such an elected office (Genovese 2013). Also, by using the stereotype content model, 

Schlehofer et. al. (2011) found the perception of women in politics generally consisted of 

“competent” but cold in their disposition.  Based on the literature, women take specific paths into 

office due to what society defines as a woman leader.   
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2.1.4 Paths to Leadership 

 Kunovich (2010) examines 250 campaign webpages to look for the ways men and 

women highlight different credentials when running for the U.S. House of Representatives.  Prior 

research has established that when women run for office, they need more credentials than their 

men opponents. They wait to run until they have a more extensive resume, and for external 

sources to encourage the candidacy. In addition to familial political ties, which Ofer (2003) finds 

similar results as Kunovich, themes of sacrifice and explaining one’s identities and beliefs are 

presented in an apologetic way within the autobiographical writings of woman politicians. 

Polkey (2000) writes not only is there a need of encouragement to run for office, there appears to 

be a need for encouragement from an outside source (usually male) to validate the decision to 

write about them as well. Outside of the interpersonal relationships that affect a woman’s path to 

office, there are institutional factors that have presented themselves as effecting women as 

leaders.  

 According to Jalalzai (2013) there are three distinct paths identified which occur at high 

rates for women elected into office including being members of a privileged group, being elected 

during times of political instability, and living in countries with less political institutionalization. 

These paths can then compromise their ability to promote women’s interests while in office. 

Studies show that a lack of power, autonomy, and security in office can all negatively impact 

their ability to make changes. Interestingly, most women state that they took their role as a 

mother or wife into consideration prior to becoming an elected official. This is in comparison to 

the complete lack of family considerations mentioned by men elected officials. Once a decision 

is made to run for office, women politicians face trivializing media coverage that focuses on their 

clothes, appearance, and parenting style just as much, if not more than their politics (Jalalzai 
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2013). One solution that is often presented is quotas which can be beneficial depending on the 

political climate. However, according to Richards (2014) this accessibility is not a realistic 

solution to the lack of empowerment women feel, or a guidebook to the pathway of political 

success. Further, there is a lack of transferability to the real lives of women. The ability to 

connect to the lives of “real” women is further addressed in the topic of women writing political 

autobiographies. 

2.2 Women Politicians Writing Autobiographies 

 The autobiographies women politicians write consist of writings that are both resistant to 

the patriarchal system that has erased the lives of women through history, while also highlight 

the differences between women who exist in politics and write their lives. The notion of selfhood 

is also central to this section by highlighting the ways variances in story and personality are not 

just signs of weak storytelling, but a direct reflection on what it means to be a changing person 

throughout a lifetime. This transitions into a conversation about truth, specifically, how a 

woman’s voice is put into question for legitimacy. The narrating “I” is then seen as a writing 

technique that minimizes the readers questioning of their written life. The power that writing 

provides then leads to a conversation about how writing is a powerful outlet for women, while 

also attempting to distinguish if and how women’s writing differs from men’s.   

2.2.1 Feminine Writing in a Masculine Genre 

 Autobiographical writing varies between academic disciplines, such as conducting a 

historical analysis of a woman who lived several hundred years ago, legal documentation, and 

writings such as letters that become the foundation of said analysis. Boon (2012) addresses the 

validity of such forms of autobiographical writing and the importance of creative freedom in 

writing, such as history, when discussing the letters and legal documents of Marie-Therese 
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Geoffrin d’Estampes. Lineage and inheritance both consumed a large portion of both the will and 

letters written by Geoffrin d’Estampes in the eighteenth century. It is seen through the will of 

Geoffrin d’Estampes that her self-agency as a woman in 18th century France is best expressed; 

those she leaves her estate to directly reflect her support in the empowerment of women and her 

postmortem ability to remain in control of her family name. Boon’s analysis of recuperative 

autobiographies show women’s agency in their life writing have the ability to ensure that their 

side of the story is told, and to document the life of women in a space of men. Along this 

conversation Braham (1995) discusses the division among man and woman autobiographical 

writings. In the forty autobiographical writings Braham analyzed there appeared to be significant 

validation that woman writers focused on the “private” and therefore familial aspects of life. This 

division between masculine and feminine writing patterns continues to be analyzed by additional 

scholarship.  

 Marshall & Mayhead (2008) position autobiographical writing as a masculine practice 

that leads itself to support themes relevant to men’s lives and exclude those dealing with the 

feminine. In addition to this masculine and feminine writing divide there is the concept that the 

autobiography is considered the “preeminent American expression” of the self. Thus, women 

writing not only challenged masculine “turf”, but also challenged notions of what it means to be 

a woman in America. Similarly, one of the main arguments of Hogan’s (2009) work is that 

Stanton’s writing consisted of both the feminine and masculine writing styles; that she had 

occupied both private and public spheres of life. Many of the themes Hogan pulled out continue 

to suggest that it is possible that little has changed about women’s autobiographical writings in 

over one hundred years. Therefore, the concept of the continual feminization of autobiographical 
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work, even within a political framework while knowing that writing an autobiography can be 

seen as cementing one’s place in history, is one that is predominantly masculine. 

2.2.2 Women’s Place in History 

 According to Richards (2014), the nation state is challenged when a woman becomes 

head of state by challenging the tradition of “paternal fraternity”. A similar argument can be 

made for woman politicians writing their autobiographies. However, while she is challenging 

notions of who should write a political autobiography, there appears to be a similar narrative 

among women that deemphasizes their own agency in becoming a member of political office. 

This lack of agency is presented as “destiny” in many women’s autobiography, and explains 

their political lives as something that fell upon them and that it was their duty to serve. It is 

important to note that this narrative of destiny is not a theme present in the political 

autobiographies of men. 

 Comerford and Fambrough (2002) encourage the deconstruction of essentializing notions 

of what it means to be a woman through the medium of writing an autobiography in an attempt 

to reclaim and better understand what it means to live and write a gendered life. Autobiography 

in particular is said to occupy a unique space in the feminist classroom, and allows for a deeper 

understanding of students identity negotiations and the development of their own stories. 

However, Hesford (1999) addresses some weaknesses, such as its lack of statistical validity, by 

using autobiographical formats on the campus setting. Ultimately, utilizing autobiography in the 

classroom setting can change the perception of what it means to be a woman writing their life 

stories. However, Lionnet (1989) suggests that it is not as simple as accepting or denying an 

identity, but the ability to address both sides of the conversation and position oneself within it 

while writing an autobiography. She persists that the most valued aspect of autobiographical 
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writing is found within its ability to complicate our national or cultural notions of identity. This 

disruption of the norm is one way women who write autobiographies challenge the normative 

assumption that autobiography is a masculine discipline.  

2.2.3 Challenging Normative Autobiographical Writing 

 Tilghman (2007) states that in Edwardian society, autobiographies and those writing 

them were expected to uphold the social and political values of the time. For example, Lady 

Lytton’s autobiography, in which British society and their prison system were critiqued in 

graphic detail, was an act of insurgence, and as such threatened social order. This is also seen in 

French society: according to Cholakian (2000), the six women in her research perform radical 

and feminist acts by putting their lives at the center of the story and are seen as the most 

important signs of women’s resistance to the status of women during seventeenth century France. 

This comes into perspective considering that writing about oneself was rare for French society 

regardless of status or identity. This need for contextualization is further seen by Wang (1998) 

who explains that the need to continuously defend their work and perform as writing for the good 

of society appears weak at first glance, but it then contextualized in cultural relation to post-Mao 

China where writing at all was a radical and political act. Further, the type of writing Luojin 

completed did not only differ from the writing of men, but that of women too. This need to 

contextualize is seen in additional sources by supporting the idea that writing was a form of 

agency and provided the ability to redirect their lives (Ghosh 2010 & Hogan 2009).  

2.2.4 Autobiography and Selfhood 

Selfhood is both the topic of conversation for Cholakian (2000), and the goal for the six 

women autobiographers from seventeenth century France. Cholakian discusses the very notion of 

the self in terms of women, and attempts to historically contextualize how this was navigated and 
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challenged by women writing autobiographies. Specifically, she tries to take into account 

postmodern theory and its deconstruction of selfhood, while still being aware of the social 

significance for women of the seventeenth century. An additional element of selfhood is 

presented in Braham’s (1995) research in how women autobiographers find their own authority 

in the way they present their life stories. Finding such authority can be related to social 

construction discussed in relation to “becoming” oneself throughout the entirety of their 

autobiographical writings, and how the concept of becoming reaffirms the authors’ ability to 

create and alter themselves and their writing (Ghosh 2010). Such narrative transformations can 

be seen through the patterns and methods of self-representation in women’s autobiographical 

writing (Swindells 2001).This concept is also discussed in direct relation to Oberlin College and 

the role professors have in keeping the concept of memory creation alive and in their classrooms. 

Students are then asked and encouraged to look inward to create their own critical consciousness, 

both inside and outside of the classroom (Hesford 1999). The combination of both the person and 

the author together becomes an important topic of conversation.  

 Jaffer (2013) addresses the division between the storyteller and the theorist arguing that 

through stories, their theories are also coming to light. Smith (1990) makes the distinction that 

while an autobiography can represent the life story of a person, it is in no way the actual person. 

A person is constantly changing and “splitting.” Additionally, the person who is being 

represented is tailored in a way that focusses on what parts of a person society currently values 

most: the most compelling stories and plots. The debate over the difference between the writing 

of men and women is also addressed, specifically in its historical relation to the erasure of 

women’s lives. This suggests that due to women’s continual erasure from world history and their 

relationship to that reality, how we perceive our life experiences might be different. Therefore, 
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there would be a logical explanation as to why women write differently, and why that is a good 

thing. Further, Walters’ (1987) question ‘what makes writing an autobiography according to 

literary critiques?’ is answered with three basic ‘expectations’. First, an autobiography should 

center on the author. Second, the writing should represent the time of its writing. Third, it should 

have a unified shaping and follow a chronological progression. Walters argues that all of these 

requirements are not commonplace among women’s life writing. Walters also points out the 

differences between men and women in relation to the self-image women writers portray in their 

autobiographies, and how men focus more on the public spheres and aspects of their lives, while 

women focus on personal and domestic aspects. Walters points out that the majority of the 

women researched by Jelinek were successful in the public sphere as well, but continued to write 

in the ‘feminine way’. However, such feminine writing also was shown to be problematic in the 

literary world.  

 Smith and Watson both commit to the idea that women are excluded from the category of 

writer; it is the genre of autobiography that continues to exclude women from the literary canon. 

Clearly stated, “the inability of the woman writer - to ‘rise’ above ‘the personal’ and achieve a 

‘universal’ vision condemns her to an inevitable second-rate status”, and in this vein, Smith and 

Watson move the conversation away from what is different about the woman’s autobiography to 

create an all new space around women telling their life stories. By reclaiming more “feminine” 

ways of telling our stories, ones that have more historical relevance for the way culture and 

traditions are passed from generation to generation, Smith and Watson argue that there will be 

more space and value for women’s autobiographical work. Three themes emerge as important to 

the discussion: memory, experience, and agency.  Memory is understood to be socially created 

and culturally specific. The ways we learn how and what to remember influence the story we 
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retell. Therefore, how history is recorded, and what is told about it, speaks to the cultural climate 

of that time. The second wave adage, the personal is political, is used as a point of reference for 

the continual “over personalization” of current and past autobiographies written by women in 

Mineke Bosch’s (2009) article. These personal stories are then placed under the strict concept of 

truth. 

2.2.5 Felt Truth 

 Historical truth is the standard notion of what truth is, but it is the importance of “felt 

truth” that is an additional theme presented.  This means that the importance placed on 

technicalities superseed the value manufactured through the author’s purposeful creation of 

meaning (Braham 1995). The concept of truth within the genre of autobiography is both 

contested and devalued by Smith (1990). Additionally, the lack of authenticity in the political 

autobiography compensates with the “narrating I” in hopes to bridge the large gap between a 

woman in political office and a layperson reader (Smith 2012). The authenticity is then discussed 

in relation to both its inconsistencies and illegitimate sources.  

 Luca’s (2006) primary analysis is done on the legitimacy of Edward Said’s 

autobiography. Luca processes the history of autobiographical writing in relation to the writing 

done by Said, and points to the discrepancies between lived history and literary writing about the 

stories of one’s life. The bridging of the image of a political person, and the “real” story behind 

that image is the focus of Luca’s research. More analysis and interpretation are required to 

navigate why, or how this matters when reading an autobiography. Similarly, the inconsistencies 

present in autobiographical writings are analyzed through a perspective that provides these 

ruptures with an explanation that is outside of the normative idea that inconsistencies 

demonstrate weakness in writing, or false memories. Ofer (2003) explains this theory in regards 
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to Pilar Primo de Rivera. There are questions around the motive behind Rivera’s 

autobiographical writing style, but it needs further contextualized through the historical and 

cultural reality of Rivera’s life in order for it to be perceived as choice to the reader. This points 

to the importance of cultural understanding and the ability for factors, such as language, to 

influence what is written and how it is interpreted.  

2.2.6 Language 

 Burck (2011) discusses the way language shapes not only our lives, but the way we 

perceive our life and then write it. Since all languages are steeped with gender discourses and 

power relations, Burck was able to analyze the differences in non-first language writing. The 

gendering of new language becomes a conscious reality for each author and affects the way they 

retold their stories. By writing and thinking in a specific language, the messages that are 

presented, and most importantly, who these messages of gender are presented to, matter even 

more. This notion of cultural and social awareness is presented both by Lambert-Hurley’s (2013) 

discussion of the long history in Islamic scholarship in autobiographies, and by Scafe’s (2010) 

positioning of nineteenth and twentieth century slave narratives in relation to the limitations that 

must have been placed on their writings.  

 Rose (1993) points to the differences between autobiographical writings done by 

“unknown” or “normal” people, and those written by famous persons. She emphasizes that the 

writings done by “normal” people provide validation and insight into the “inner life” of the 

average person, providing, for the first time, a window for the average reader to a life similar to 

their own. Yaqin (2013) also addresses the topic of the “unknown” writer by asking the question, 

“can women’s life witting be distinguished from that of male authors?” Through further analysis, 

it appears she finds a multitude of ways both the experience of women and the writing of women 
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in a post 9/11 world differ. The act of writing autobiography in and of itself demonstrates a shift 

in the self-identification of Muslim women. Similar to most of the world, the secluded life of 

nineteenth century women became gradually more public as the twentieth century approached. 

This empowered shift in writing can also be seen as sacrificial. Polkey (2010) discusses the 

sacrificial author whose work is worth the negative personal consequences of the publishing of 

one’s text. This leads into the topic of publication and performativity, and the process of writing 

and distributing autobiographical writing.  

2.3 Political Performativity/Literary Production 

 It is important to look at Butler’s theory of performativity while also addressing Simone 

de Beauvoir’s notion of becoming a gender, not being born into it, when considering political 

performativity and literary production. The concept of presenting multiple selves to the reader 

further points to the creation aspect of identity. Women in politics are particularly vulnerable to 

this occurrence because of double binds placed on them due to their gender and public presence. 

It becomes the decision of these women to create a public image; one that is also represented in 

their autobiographical writing. Additionally, they decide the type of person they want to be 

presented. The characters of martyr or political icon are specific to these literary sources. While 

it is ideal to think that women in politics have control over what image is presented, the realities 

of literary production reveal that editors and companies can silence the voices of women. Which 

voices are silenced becomes increasingly important. 

2.3.1 Performing for the Public  

 For all candidates there is a double bind of needing to be taken seriously in order to be 

voted into office, while also being aware that one’s personality and social perception are also 

contributing factors to being elected. Schlehofer et. al. (2011) makes the case that this might be 
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highlighted for the elected women. Specifically, how the media portrays a politician can have 

influence on the population’s perception of them, and ultimately how they vote in an election. 

There is also the connection between presenting oneself as feminine, and therefore being unique 

to a political position because of the innate differences associated between being a man or a 

woman. In this way, political autobiographies conform to the benevolent sexist practices, such as 

the assumed “nurturing” that can be provided by women only. According to Schlehofer et al., 

this conformity can be desired and preferred by the constituents.  Such conformity can be seen 

by Devenish (2013) who acknowledges the performative nature of the writings and careers of 

India’s first generation of parliamentary women. This performance comes with the perception 

that these women were able to achieve a mythical balance in their personal lives, while 

maintaining the same level of professionalism and masculine values in their public lives. This 

notion of creating and performing for the public is also addressed by Serisier (2013) who thinks 

the authors have the ability to influence what society think and say about her via their methods of 

writing and acting.  Similarly, Smith’s (2012) research on the electoral force behind the political 

autobiography is discussed and analyzed as the perfect tool to garnish support and acceptance as 

the first United States woman and feminist president. Additionally, the terms “craft” and 

“perform” suggest Smith’s acknowledgment of the performative nature of political 

autobiographical writing. 

 Cholakian (2000) addresses the creation of gender, quoting French feminist Simone de 

Beauvoir when she wrote, “one is not born a woman; one becomes one.” The act of becoming 

relates back to the theory of performativity, and the ways our society both reinforces and 

encourages gender roles. Judith Butler’s notion of performing gender differently based on the 

language one communicates supports Burck’s (2011) belief that the story being told will differ 
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drastically based on each author’s personal language history. How these same performative 

notions affect woman writers pose more insight into the ways Butler’s theory of performativity 

relates (Cholakin 2000). Performative writing can be seen as one way the notion of ‘multiple 

selves’ in women’s autobiographical writing is created. 

2.3.2 Multiple Selves 

 Smith’s (1990) article starts off framing women writing autobiographies as both a 

socially constructed and socially revealing topic, and explains that our writing with a beginning, 

middle, and end further proves the writers ability to create a timeline and storyline most relevant 

to their lives. Further, the novelization of the genre can be seen in the multiple identities created 

in autobiographical writing, namely those of the historical author, the narrator and the 

protagonist. Situated within this notion of social construction, Smith then questions why, and for 

whom this emphasis on truth is placed. If this truth telling is for the autobiographer herself, then 

it can be said it is her own personal truth that needs to be told. This relates to all women in an 

effort to recover from their erasure from history since telling a truthful history can be more 

important. In one instance in particular, Smith (2012) discusses the notion that a woman 

autobiographical writer addresses multiple selves in addition to the fact that this “real” story is 

also written by three ghostwriters in addition to Clinton herself. The double bind faced by 

women in politics is also addressed and provides a good analysis as to why there appears to be 

inconsistencies among each of Clinton’s selves or modes. Such inconsistencies can be looked at 

from the perspective of women creating these images of themselves, and what the creation 

process is.  

 Once again, Julia Swindells’ (2001) article raises the notion that not all writing is what it 

initially appears to be by suggesting a theory of narrative transformation among Victorian 
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women’s autobiographies. Additionally, this form of life writing opens a space for women to 

create their own selves in society, and with this, create a debate in academic communities about 

both historical fact and the meaning behind a created story (Steedman 1995). The term ‘story’ 

leads the conversation away from the idea of autobiography as fact, and presents it as a story 

based narrative. Browdy de Hernandez (1997) discusses how Lorde’s autobiography is unique in 

that it leaves traditional notions of an autobiography and brings in consciously factious and 

mythical information. This means that “Part of Lorde’s transformation of autobiography into 

biomythography lies in her recognition of the importance of other women in the construction of 

herself”, showing that she is not just one woman, but the compilation of all the women in her 

life, including her past, future, and imagination. The notion of ‘becoming’ once again points to 

the ability to socially construct one’s life and story in the way of your choosing (Ghosh 2010). 

The topic then turns itself into the question, what type of person do these elected women choose 

to become? 

2.3.3 Becoming a Character 

 Although there is an importance in staying away from generalizing notions, there are two 

categories of women that are presented by the given sources; the first are martyrs, and the second 

are strong iconic characters. Most relevant is Steedman’s (1995) discussion of the martyr that is 

oftentimes created by the autobiographer and biographer. These martyred/sacrificial characters 

are created, and in doing so minimize the agency of the women being discussed; a martyr lacks 

flaws, and thus depth that is needed to tell a complete story. This self-sacrificing image then 

serves as a silencing force and weaker character. This is contrasted with Serisier’s (2013) article 

which aims to reveal how and why Dworkin created herself as a feminist icon through an 

analysis of one autobiographical work, and one fictional work that Serisier claims can also be 
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interpreted as autobiographical. Dworkin is presented as having a “doubled or split identity” due 

to the inconsistencies in her personal and public life. Rather than succumb to the characters, 

martyr or icon, Smith and Watson (2005) introduce to their reader the theory of performativity. 

This is presented in reference to not only written autobiography, but the way our stories are also 

able to be told via image and performative art. The way we experience is then presented as if 

humans are the subjects of their life experiences, subjects of specific kinds of experiences that 

are then attached to certain kinds of identities and social statuses. Within the restricting beliefs of 

memory and experience creation, agency, the power we have over our own lives, needs to be 

analyzed. Smith and Watson show that it is through the performative autobiography that women 

are able to regain agency of their own life stories. This sense of agency can then be heightened or 

lessened through the structural aspects of literary production.  

2.3.4 Literary Production and Globalization 

 Wang (1998) discusses the influence of editors and production companies, specifically as  

aspects of both creating and selling a work by forcing a writer to acknowledge and decide whom 

their autobiography is intended for, and which messages are being sold. According to Polkey 

(2000), how this is decided can be affected by the intention when writing an autobiography. 

Polkey provides Edith Simcox’s autobiography as an example which was written without any 

intention for publication. Simcox’s writing appears more honest and personal since it does not 

take the reader into consideration. This is in direct comparison to Serisier (2013), who reveals 

that Dworkin’s motivation for her autobiographical work was directly related to her need to land 

further publication deals, and as such, impersonal writing was evident. Such generated writing 

leads to globalization and the way production and writing is influenced by the global market.  
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 When reading the life and autobiographical writing of women in non-western countries, 

Lambert-Hurley’s (2013) research finds the topic of how to fit their experiences and knowledge 

into the “Euro-American” literary construct very important.  According to Yaqin (2013) there is 

a tendency for non-western autobiographies written by women to come across as “confessional”. 

This “confessional” presentation is then placed in the space of increased “othering”. The other in 

this case is Muslim women, and/or specifically those not currently living in a western context. 

For example, narratives written by Pakistani women who currently live in a part of the western 

world, and thus are able to relate to their (western) audience, are then put into question.  In 

addition to confessionals, there is an aspect of truth telling and restoring Pakistani women to a 

global audience. The question then is who this restoration is for? These autobiographies are then 

seen as national and transnational building texts, reinforcing the idea that there is a performative 

aspect of the way  political autobiographies are written. In Bhutto’s autobiography, she clearly 

states that near 56% of the Pakistani population are illiterate, meaning that the readership she 

wrote for is less likely to be people from Pakistan. Specifically, her readership is people from 

western countries who are most able to read her English written work. The performative aspect 

of writing is minimalized by the narrative “I” of the authors (Richards 2014). At the same time, 

challenging the nationalistic approach by many scholars, and demonstrating the difficulties 

associated with attempting to perform gender on the global stage is essential among elected 

officials.  

  Schlehofer’s (2011) work highlights the fact that while a woman politician cannot 

change the perception voters have of women, they can control the media coverage of themselves 

which can change voter opinion. Essentially, this allows women politicians to have power over 

the image that their constituents base their opinions on. This understanding can then be applied 
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to the production and creation of both the autobiographical text and the political persona. 

Additionally, she predicted that Clinton would reissue her autobiography before the 2016 

election. This is similar to Bhutto who reissued her autobiography prior to her return to Pakistan, 

and her assumed plans to run for election (Smith 2012). However, there is a fine line of knowing 

how to keep and create a political voice in autobiography, and losing your own voice in the 

editing process.  

 A major theme throughout Wang’s (1998) analysis is the editing of not only the writing 

of Luojin (the most recognizable woman author in the political world), but the altering of her 

voice in the process. A recurring pattern within the autobiographical work included self-editing 

due to each author’s social awareness of the appropriate writings of women (Polkey 2000). 

Themes such as sex, marriage, divorce, and being a mother were either extremely altered, or 

erased altogether. Most notably, the emotion of anger was expunged completely from Luojin’s 

work, muting her voice and response to the atrocities that happened to her. This micromanaging 

and constructing of women’s lives by editors further altered reality by limiting the way gender 

was described and perceived by the readers. So while writing an autobiography was outside of 

gender norms, the reader did not have access to how different gender could have been written if 

Luojin had the freedom to write her story without alterations (Wang 1998). Such alterations 

minimize the lived effects of oppression, and provide a less harmful image of the oppressor.  

2.4 The Oppressed 

 From the literary sources, women who both write autobiographies and are classified as 

oppressed use their writings as a way to be heard. The act of silencing speaks to the oppression 

of large populations whose voices were most vulnerable to erasure. Thus this uses the masculine 

field of autobiographical writing as a place to resist such silencing, and create a public and 
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political voice for themselves. A population and identity that is especially relevant to this 

research topic is the role of the mother, and the familial obligations associated with being a 

woman in a patriarchal society. The role of the mother was seen as an oppressed identity and a 

detriment to political office. However, it was also used as a political tool. It is through uniting 

ability that an oppressed identity was used as a benefit. It is the uniting “we” that humanizes and 

creates solidarity between political author and the reader. It is through such a connection that 

elected women are able to present their stories as ones of privilege, but still having fought and 

faced their oppressed statuses. Stories of hope are created. Story creation and unity become 

pertinent to the theme of globalization and how women transnationally relate to the increasingly 

globalized world. 

2.4.1 Relating Transnationally 

 From a feminist perspective, any narrative written by a woman places gender at the 

center of her story/history, and as such, allows for the voice of a woman to “talk back” against 

centuries of silencer (Steedman 1995). In addition, the disruption of the masculine notion of 

autobiography, for example, autobiographies written by other minorities in the United States 

such as those written by African Americans, serve as modes of creating social action and 

awareness for societal change (Marshall 2008). Boon (2012) further describes writing within the 

confines of an androcentric society by referencing Audre Lorde’s theory that “the master’s tools” 

are essentially used to create both space and a voice for women. According to Hesford (1999), 

this created voice makes the argument that the autobiography in all its forms can be used inside 

of a classroom setting as reflective work that allows them to analyze their relationships with one 

another, history, and the “contact zones” each of them occupy. Additionally, marginalized voices 

and identities, especially women’s, are encouraged in the classroom, but Hesford clarifies that 
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these identities must be positioned in the historical and social context they were written. In other 

words, they deserve and require deeper analysis than simply adding them to the current academic 

cannon. 

 Berube (2000) focuses on the empowerment that autobiographical writing can create for 

marginalized and oppressed communities. Specifically, it is about his personal relationship to 

persons with developmental disabilities. A poststructuralist analysis is applied to 

autobiographical writing in two distinct ways: first is the notion of who is an author and what has 

created this author and thus their life writing, and the second asks if there is such thing as 

autobiographical writing, or is it just a creation of a story, essentially fiction, packaged as truth. 

However, such uncertainties are then discussed in relation to slave narratives and 

autobiographical writings by people with disabilities to show the immense value of 

acknowledging the ability and benefits of marginalized groups writing/telling their lives. 

Whether or not the woman politicians can be understood as a marginalized population within the 

political world and if their stories, whether produced historically, accurately, or a mixture of 

both, can also create an empowered spaced for both the author and reader. Polkey’s (2000) 

position on the autobiographical writing of women from the late nineteenth century finds itself to 

focus less on objective truths, but on the representational ability of these women’s life stories and 

how they depicted more than that of one woman, but a historical moment in time that could have 

easily been forgotten. Such depictions can be seen by creating a feminist intellectual history 

which includes the life and autobiographical writing of women. Jaffer (2013) specifically focuses 

on women from Pakistan who conceal their identity.  This occurs in an online forum that creates 

a disconnection from the reader, but also allows the authors themselves to remain safe from 

personal attacks or safety issues. This highlights the lives of women in oppressed positions while 
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allowing their safety to remain intact. This is especially important when the roles of the family, 

especially the mother, are taken into account.  

2.4.2 Motherhood 

 The identity of mother and its personal effects on women writing autobiographies centers 

on both notions of conformity and as an experience of oppression. Bosch (2009) discusses this 

focus on the personal lives of women (especially the familial bonds) as they are critiqued for 

placing women’s lives at the center of the private sphere of life. This focus on relationships, such 

as the role of the mother, highlights the woman’s reproductive capabilities and, in essence, her 

body. This is compared to autobiographies written by men that focus on their minds and leave 

very little room for thoughts about their bodies. Additionally, Marshall (2008) explains what was 

“given up” in hopes for a successful political career. Such sacrifices included having a family, as 

well as facing gender barriers while in office. However, Swindells (2001) suggests that this point 

of conflict, and the centrality of the theme of motherhood in a woman’s professional 

autobiography should be seen as resistance instead of conformity to the expectations of both 

womanhood and autobiography. Such a change in perspective can result in a unifying process 

around the identity as mother, or other oppressed identities; this can be seen as the all-

encompassing “we” found in many women politicians’ autobiographical writings.  

2.4.3 Fragmented Identities and Solidarity 

 Complicating the notion of an all-encompassing “we”, Lionnet (1989) inserts race and 

gender into the discussion of how the concept of “we” can both benefit and minimize oppressed 

populations; particularly people of color and women. The autobiography of women can serve as 

a mirror in which the realities of women’s lives can turn into a language of its own, thus creating 

solidarities among large populations. Polkey (2000) also discusses the idea that one woman’s 
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story is representational of all women in the same historical setting, and can provide a positive 

uniting voice. In this way, language and the lived experience becomes a uniting force. However, 

for the person of color there can be torment over such all-encompassing identities due to the 

continued need to reject the notion that the “oppressor” is correct in assuming such totalizing 

similarities due to race (Lionnet 1989). Ghosh’s (2010) article further complicates this 

conversation by looking at notions of modernity among Bengali women during the twentieth 

century. Ghosh looks at the autobiographies of three middle class women who were politically 

active during the twentieth century and analyzes how their identities were fragmented, and then 

discusses how this represents the identity struggle that is present for many women in Bengal at 

the time. Fragmented identities can cause an identity of both being oppressed and being 

privileged, and how this affects women’s writings also becomes an important topic.  

 Browdy de Hernandez (1997) uses the notion of the home to analyze and discuss the 

autobiographies of four women. She argues that each author “set[s] up the home as a site of 

resistance to cultural imperatives” that allow them to create and interpret their identities, both 

given and perceived. Browdy de Hernandez discusses each author’s story and connects and /or 

compares them to one another based on identity characteristics such as race, sexual orientation, 

socioeconomic status, and ethnicity. Each narrative is one of a privileged white American 

woman who chooses to rebel against family traditions and expectations through the 

romanticizing of the “other” people described through books and seen through her house 

window. Overall, many of the narratives seem to follow similar trends of facing oppression, but 

overcoming it through their spaces of privilege, primarily through identifiable characteristics 

such as race or ethnicity, or from statuses such as educational opportunity or economic backing. 

For instance, Tilghman (2007) begins her analysis of the early twentieth century suffragist 
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movement through the eyes of Lady Constance Lytton by using Foucault’s “hermeneutics of the 

self” as her basis for analyzing Lytton’s life. The “self”, as presented by Lady Lytton, is a great 

social privilege, however, living in the public eye became her prison. Thus privilege and 

oppression are not mutually exclusive of each other in the lives of woman autobiographers, and 

these dual experiences are heightened within the global context.  

2.4.4 Global Context of Women’s Leadership 

 In a post 9/11 world, where the stereotypes and associations with the Muslim world, 

especially the women within in it, are magnified in the western world, the autobiographical 

writings of select privileged women can provide great glimpses into the ways the Muslim world 

continues to be placed into the category of “backwards” in the eyes of the west, especially the 

United States (Yaqin 2013).  Ghosh (2010) explains how globalization and colonization played 

an emotionally present part of the authors writings, stating that “fervent attempts [were made] to 

recast the Indian woman of yore into a ‘modern’ mold that would stand up to the scrutiny of the 

nations of the world ” (108).  For instance, Fawzia Afzal-Khan’s autobiography is the focus and 

primary example of women writing in Pakistan. When contextualized in the political/cultural 

setting that is the Middle East, she shows how remaining with a dominant frame of self-hood is 

not necessarily failing to challenge dominant culture. While the themes and roles of women 

remain relatively traditional, their presence is unique. However, the fact that these narratives are 

points of departure which are packaged as “confessional narratives” for a western audience, 

presents a problem for Yaqin as to how to deal with these conflicting notions of telling one’s 

story (2013). In her text, Richards (2014) embarks on the task of analyzing all political officials, 

and positioning them within the global context of women in leadership. She uses transnational 

methodology in an attempt to complicate the way thought, image, and beliefs are circulated in 
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the increasingly globalized world. Thus the political autobiographies of women do not challenge 

the traditional autobiography because it essentializes women’s experience to that of limited 

agency.  

2.5 Limitations in Research of Women Writing Political Autobiography 

 It is important to note that the relatively small population of women writing 

autobiographies, especially those related to politics, is not grouped together in such a way that 

their unique stories and situations are erased. Additionally, without direct communication with 

the authors themselves there is limited ability to truly know what the author intended, or what 

constraints were placed on them from editors and publishing companies. Further, greater 

attention needs to be placed on the process of writing and the analysis of what is written. Most 

sources focused only on one portion of women writing autobiographies, and failed to take into 

account the production of writing and the creative process at the same time.  

2.6 Conclusion 

 Political autobiographies written by women are a relatively new practice. Further, their 

analysis and presence in research is even more novel. The tendency to place autobiographies in 

opposition to those written by men is common; however, it simplifies women’s political 

autobiographies to only gender differences. Focusing on gender suggests that the main 

importance in these writings is, once again, their difference from men. However, more recently, 

the discussion has begun to shift from gender differences to more structural concepts such as the 

academy, publishing companies, and globalization. This intersectional approach allows for 

deeper analysis of why and how women’s political autobiographies follow a similar structure, 

and narrate a similar narrative.           
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 Analysis surrounding the themes of women as leaders, women writing political 

autobiographies, performativity and literary production, and the oppression that fuels such 

leadership and writings all point to an increasing cannon of autobiographical literature. This 

growth also signifies thematic and social changes that occur transnationally. Themes including: 

how women write, lead, and create change differently; why emphasis in their writings focus on 

personal relationships and metanarratives of forgiveness and divinity; and how all of these 

themes can be the product of social awareness of what sells books and wins elections, can lead to 

question not only the author, but the institution of politics and literary productions. Future 

research needs to not only focus on these themes, but provide a wider range of what is important 

to gather from women writing political autobiographies. Also, the importance of this analysis, 

and who this better understanding is serving must be addressed.  
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Chapter 3: Materials and Methods 

Introduction 

Considering there have been no more than one hundred women elected heads of state 

worldwide, and significantly less autobiographical works written by said women, the resources 

available for my research area are limited. While there are numerous other forms of written work 

by women elected officials such as speeches, interviews, and statistics centered on their policies 

and political actions, these occupy a somewhat different area of writing and provide less room 

for literary comparison and analysis. The remainder of this chapter will position each chosen text 

for analysis, and explain the analytical process.  

3.1 The Texts/The Women 

The positionality of each elected official must be considered when comparing and 

analyzing several different people and texts. Each of the women researched come from different 

social, political, and cultural backgrounds. Providing a basic biography, as well as detailed 

information regarding the publication of each text will position each woman in recent history and 

in relation to one another.  

3.1.1 Benazir Bhutto 

Bhutto was born into a historically important political and Muslim family in Pakistan on 

June 21 of 1953 (Bhutto 32). After the assassination of her father, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, on April 

4, 1979, Bhutto became more active in the Pakistan People’s Party (PPP), and became its official 

chairperson in 1982 (Bhutto 24). She was sentenced to jail, prison and had several sentences of 

home detention, however, through her transnational support and connections she was able to stay 

alive, communicate with her party, and become the first woman elected official in Pakistan. She 

served two terms as the Prime Minister of Pakistan from December 2, 1988 to August 6, 1990, 
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and October 19, 1993 to November 5, 1996, two terms as the Minister of Finance, one term as 

the Minister of Defense, and two terms as the Leader of the Opposition. She was then in self-

exile for nine years from 1998 to 2007. Shortly after her return to Pakistan, she was assassinated 

on December 27, 2007, just two weeks before the general election; one in which she was the 

leading opposing candidate. All evidence was disposed after the shooting and bombing and there 

has yet to be a verdict on who assassinated Bhutto (Baughman et al. Bhutto). 

3.1.2 Mary Robinson 

 Robinson was born into an established family of doctors in western Ireland on May 21, 

1944 (Robinson 3). She attended private Catholic schools throughout her primary and secondary 

education, and pursued law during college. Her first position as an elected member of 

government ran the span of twenty years as a Senator of Ireland from November 5, 1969 to July 

5, 1989. She was then elected President of Ireland on December 3, 1990 and served a seven-year 

term. Two weeks before her term ended she resigned and took a position with the United Nations 

as the High Commissioner for Human Rights (Robinson 259- 260). In addition to many other 

prestigious positions within academia and human rights agencies, she was most recently inducted 

into The Elders in 2007; a group of transnational leaders who share their wisdom to our 

worldwide community (Robinson 284). The impact of this group is just starting, but their 

presence is much needed in “difficult conflict situations” (Robinson 286).  

3.1.3 Ellen Johnson Sirleaf 

Sirleaf was born into a family with a wide-ranging background on October 29, 1938, 

which included German heritage from her maternal grandfather, and indigenous heritage from 

her father. Her father became the first indigenous person in Liberia to become a member of the 

House of Representatives (Sirleaf 7- 13). Sirleaf focused on economics and finance throughout 
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her academic career, as well as most of her political one. She served brief terms as Assistant 

Minister from 1972 to 1973, and as Minister of Finance from 1979 to 1980. Sirleaf was a part of 

two presidential elections, one for vice president in 1985 and the second for president in 1997 

before she won a presidential campaign in 2005. She is currently serving her second term as the 

President of Liberia (Sirleaf 270). 

3.2 Method of Analysis/ Limitations 

When completing a thematic analysis, allowing the themes and relevant points to reveal 

themselves enables a more fluid process. This brings the voice, issues, and stories of each 

woman into focus. I initially chose three women from western countries including Ireland and 

England. This was primarily to compare these women’s experiences to the women I will be 

looking at from the United States. My original thought was that their stories, situations and 

politics would be more similar to the women from the United States, thus there would be more 

immediate comparisons between each politician, as well as being relatable to my own 

nationality. Upon suggestions and further reflection, looking at women form the global south as 

well would provide a more transnational approach to the research. Out of the fifty-seven women 

directly elected into positions of prime minister or president (Richards 189), only nine of the 

women have written autobiographies. Additionally, two of the nine autobiographies, Park Geun-

Hye’s and Violeta Barrios de Chamorro’s, were not originally written in English, and Julia 

Gillard’s autobiography was not published until after my text selection date in 2014. This left 

only six autobiographies to choose from for my final research materials.  These six women 

elected officials included Mary Robinson, Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf, Benazir Bhutto, Golda Meir, 

Margaret Thatcher, and Gro Harlem Brundtland. Golda Meir’s autobiography was published in 

1973, which was at least thirty-five years before the three selected works, and thus did not fit 
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into the scope of my research project. The last two options, Margaret Thatcher and Gro Harlem 

Brundtland, were both from the global north, Great Britain and Norway respectively. As 

previously mentioned, it was an aim not to have the global north as a focus. Bhutto, Sirleaf, and 

Robinson were chosen to represent three different countries on three different continents. 

Additionally, they were each the first woman elected official within their respective countries. 

Final decisions were made when considering contextual connections between each 

autobiography such as addressing motherhood, and the path to political office starting in 

childhood. It was also important to note that all three women wrote only one autobiography, and 

each of these autobiographies were originally written and published in English.  

 The process of choosing themes was at first intended to be organic in nature. It was my 

plan to let themes emerge as I conducted my review, however, after completing my critical 

analysis of secondary resources many themes, including the six of this research project, emerged. 

Then, I went on to review and analyze my texts. Unsurprisingly, based on secondary resources 

similar themes began to emerge, and many were outlined in the index of each text. While not all 

themes were addressed intentionally, for instance, sections on the oppressed and northern 

education were fluid throughout the texts, all we clearly present in all three texts of analysis. 

Questions that lead my analysis included: what themes are recurrent throughout the three 

separate texts? What roles or influence did western society and/or the global north have on the 

lives and writings of these woman politicians? What was the influence of production? Did these 

texts tell a ‘true’ story of these women’s lives, and is that ‘truth’ important or relevant to the 

analysis of the texts? All of these questions are further complicated by the authenticity of each 

text, as well as the uncreditable ghost writers that surrounded each one. Rather than pursue an 

analysis that sought out truth verses falsified information, this research benefits from an analysis 
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of what is said in each given social/political context. This includes both what is left out and what 

is emphasized, and provides great insights into the stories each woman politician wants to leave 

behind. The six themes that this research focusses on are: the father, a northern education, a 

mother and wife, a feminist, the selfless martyr, and the oppressed.  

Due to the size, time frame and scope of the research conducted, the limitations are 

currently situational. However, there are limitations outside of the size of participants 

represented. There are no statistics used in this research, however, having such data in terms of 

terminology usage and references provides great insight to the relevance of certain themes and 

topics in a political autobiography. Important themes are revealed, and the story of each 

woman’s political career provided great insight into the pathway of women in politics. 

Additionally, since this is a thematic analysis of three specific autobiographies, I do not attempt 

to make generalizations beyond these individual texts but suggest possible themes and avenues 

for continued analysis and research in the field.  
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Chapter 4: Results 

Introduction 

Several themes emerged as a result of my thematic analysis of the three autobiographical 

works. While all these themes occurred uniquely for each woman, all could be clearly identified 

as central to the writing and message of each text.  Relating this research project back to the 

themes found in related research will help position this particular study within the larger 

framework of woman politicians writing autobiographies. The writings within each 

autobiography were used to find connections between each theme and each woman’s life stories. 

Initially, this research project was intended to focus on the differences between women writing 

autobiographical works, and men in similar political positons. However, upon reading each 

autobiographical work, the themes infer the need for a thematic analysis of the strong and clear 

thematic ways woman politicians write their lives. The following paragraphs will make 

connections from the three autobiographical writings of this research project, and connect them 

to the literature review. Below, the six most reoccurring themes are discussed in greater detail. 

Additionally, a discussion of Rebecca S. Richards text, Transnational Feminist Rhetorics and 

Gendered Leadership in Global Politics: From Daughters of Destiny to Iron Ladies is provided 

to further positon my research within the scope of the most recent literature in the field.  

4.1 The Father 

The importance of the father, specifically his position of class in society, played a large 

part in all of the lives of the discussed politicians. The relevance of the father in each woman’s 

career is framed so that each woman describes her career as impossible without their father’s 

presence. This familial relationship connects Mineke Bosch’s critique of the personal political 

biography of women, and how their life becomes centered on civil relations. The autobiographies 
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then further complicate the civil dynamic by highlighting the relationship of the father as the 

most significant person for their political career. This is in contrast to other personal 

relationships such as partners, children, and mothers who are described in ways that suggest their 

impediment to each politician’s career at different points in their life. What makes the father 

unique, but so common in each politician’s career? 

Bhutto was never shy about her fondness, appreciation, or respect for her father. Her 

relationship to him was stated in the title of her autobiography, Daughter of Destiny, of which it 

is clear what she means by “daughter” by the end of the text; she was the daughter of Zulfikar 

Ali Bhutto (Bhutto 29-37). She described aligning herself with her father throughout her 

childhood, saying how much she loved him and how she was just like him in his seriousness, 

“my father always had the idea that I was a chip off the block” (Baughman et al. Bhutto). The 

importance of their relationship was not just mentioned in her autobiography, but throughout her 

career in several interviews and speeches. The documentary Bhutto by Duane Baughman and 

Johnny O'Hara highlights these comments throughout the film. However, they fail to 

acknowledge the structural and patriarchal importance of such a relationship. 

What does it mean when a politician, especially a woman, subscribes to such positions of 

disempowerment? When all that she is becomes the success of another, a father? “I am what I am 

today because I am Zulfikar Ali Bhutto’s daughter” (Baughman et al. Bhutto). This is not to 

minimize the importance of one’s place and status at birth, or the direct influence people can 

have over one another. The difficulty with Bhutto’s statements and references to her father is due 

to the lack of acknowledgement placed on how, if any one person in her life had been changed, 

she would not have become what she had. That if her mother, date of birth, caste, or numerous 

other variables had been different, Bhutto, as the world knows her, would not have been the 
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same. However, this crumbles to the notion that people do not have control or power to change 

their own life stories. Bhutto did describe herself in a way that made it seem she was just a pawn 

in a man’s political world, stating, “It was he after all, who was paying for my tuition and 

expenses. I had no choice. And I was a practical person” (Bhutto 67). She goes on later to 

describe her father’s influence by stating; “There was my future, all neat, clean and laid out for 

me” (Bhutto 91). It must be acknowledged that Bhutto went to Harvard and Cambridge; that she 

had the ability to find other financial opportunities, or think of other options for her life and that 

all of her siblings had taken a different path (Bhutto 33-34). If she had wanted to become a 

politician like her father, why would she describe everything as pushed on her, or not within her 

power? The powerlessness that is self-described takes away her accountability in her career path 

and discredits the fact that she made huge strides in politics, for herself, and the people of 

Pakistan. 

The method Robinson took when writing about her pathway to her political career was to 

acknowledge both parents’ attributes that enhanced her political aptness. Although she described 

her mother’s inner self and ability to open up as her model for building rapport during her 

campaigning and candidacy, she still aligned herself more with her father (Robinson 9). 

Throughout childhood she had several woman role models, including her mother, her nanny, and 

her aunts who were nuns. While she describes each of their impacts on her life, she still 

identified with her father, stating, “Growing up, I identified more with my father – and of course 

I admired him greatly. I felt, in my seriousness and reserve, in my application to intellectual 

work, and in my interest in the welfare of poor people, that I was following in his footsteps” 

(Robinson 8). What is most interesting about the attributes she aligns with her father on is that 

they are not distinct to him in terms of the people in her life. Robinson’s mother was also a 
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doctor, one who had been in practice longer than her father at the time of her birth. Her mother 

was equally involved with the “poor”, and had come from a family of higher rank in Ireland (2- 

7). There seemed to be a lack of context given in terms of seriousness and reserve. Her mother 

postponed being a wife and mother until her thirties and after she had had a career as a doctor. 

What seems to differentiate her mother from her father in terms of interest is in the material 

world. Tessa is described as caring about the popular fashions and in the social life of her 

community (Robinson 7). What is most interesting about this praise and criticism is the reality 

that it was her mother’s interests in appearance and community that helped Robinson win her 

presidential election decades later. 

For Sirleaf, her father’s political career and connections are major contributing factors in 

her life. Sirleaf’s father, Jahmale Carney Johnson, “was elected to the Liberian House of 

Representatives, the first indigenous man to be so” (Sirleaf 16). Sirleaf did not describe her 

relationship to her father as close, but more of a dependent relationship, one in which provided 

him with great power over the direction of her young life. During her childhood years, her father 

became ill and was no longer able to remain in politics. However, this did not close off all 

avenues for her as she was still able to attend private schools (Sirleaf 23- 24). After this point her 

successes were described as on her own, with little reference given to her father’s political 

career. 

Sirleaf differs in her experience with her father when compared to the other two 

politicians discussed. However, she does not differ in her discussion of her positionality. While I 

am not making the argument that she did fight for her position as President of Liberia and that it 

is her who deserves this position, I am wary of her comments of duality; living the life of a 

privileged person in Liberia and that of an average Liberian. While her family did appear to 
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struggle after her father’s stroke, she was in no way omitted from all the privileges of her father’s 

past status. Had it not been for her family’s connections, she would not have attended private 

schools. The main criticism is that she represents herself as one of “the people”, when in fact she 

is not simply an average Liberian due to the status of her birth. There seems to be a lack of 

reflexivity; one that fails to acknowledge the great impact her father’s position as a member of 

the House of Representatives had on her life. 

The uniqueness of the father is attributed to the success each politician had in her career. 

The father seems to play a key role because of his position in a patriarchal society; first and 

foremost as a man, and further one which values the opinions and accomplishments of men over 

women. The politicians themselves in their own autobiographies then reflect this, where the 

accomplishments and support from their fathers mean more than that of other people (women), 

in their lives. However, this is not the case for Sirleaf with her opposition and minimization of 

factors, such as financial and social positioning, that greatly influenced her career which shows a 

lack of reflexivity that is needed when writing a personal political autobiography. The difference 

of approach and discussion of the father in the autobiography perfectly represents the discourse 

Bosch highlights in her article. To make all aspects of a personal biography in relation to people, 

women are limited to their civil relationships. This seems to be the case in Bhutto and 

Robinson’s discussion of their fathers. Sirleaf, on the other hand, minimizes this aspect of her 

life, and trends on the path of the traditional (male) biography that has been argued to disembody 

the person of interest (Junge, Iron Ladies of Liberia). Either way, the significance of the father in 

each politician’s life is there and will remain interconnected throughout the themes being 

addressed. 
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4.2 A Northern Education 

Formal education is a means of accessing knowledge. The knowledge that is being taught 

in these institutions is a form of knowledge that has power. Formal education affected each 

politician’s life in different ways, however, all of them made it a part of their political agendas to 

address the illiteracy rates in their respective countries. Looking at the academic reality of each 

politician there is a trend that develops; a trend that shows the importance of a particular kind of 

education in a political career, one that is Ivy League. What are the implications of political 

leaders being educated from the same, or similar institutions? What does it say about 

transnational politics when it is the academies in the United States that provide the education of 

leaders transnationally? These questions and topics are not addressed in any of the analyzed 

autobiographies, articles, or documentaries. The normalizing of such education among political 

leaders leaves further room for concern. 

For Bhutto, she did acknowledge that she was fortunate to receive an education of equal 

merit to her brothers. She was also aware that she was able to receive an education better than 

that of most of her fellow citizens. What lacked from her description of her fortunate life was the 

awareness that this was unjust; that simply providing impoverished schoolhouses would not fix 

the systemic factors that create such inequality in education among boys and girls and people of 

varying socioeconomic statuses. Bhutto went to all-girl private primary schools and Christian 

secondary schools in Pakistan (Bhutto 68). She then pursued her undergraduate degree at 

Harvard and continued onto Cambridge to study law. She described her experiences at a U.S. 

institution in terms of its “novelty” and how carefree everyone seemed to be (Bhutto 49). 

Transnational relations were discussed, however, when she stated, “As a student at Radcliffe, 

however, I had also learned firsthand the powerlessness of Third World countries in the face of 
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the self-interest of the Superpowers” (Bhutto 48). This statement itself has many implications. 

First, in order to learn about power dynamics, one must travel outside of the country to be taught 

that other countries are inferior to the global north. It also addresses the concept of self-interest 

by asking who’s interest is being served when “Third World” countries are losing their most 

academically talented people to the global north? Additionally, the benefit of educating future 

global leaders from a northern or western perspective seems to fall exactly into the category of 

self-interest. 

The United States also was Bhutto’s initial exposure to the women’s movement and the 

reality that there were many women who craved the same equality and career as she did. “In 

Pakistan I had been among the minority who didn’t view marriage and family as their primary 

goal. At Harvard I was amongst a sea of women who felt as unimpeded by their gender as I did” 

(Bhutto 49). Interestingly, her lack of impediment and that of those around her failed to be 

contextualized by the demographic of her cohort, which was one of privileged and educated 

women in New England in the United States. Another concept she acquired at Harvard was the 

reality and possibility of rape, “The lecture we’d been given about the dangers of rape during 

freshman orientation week at Radcliffe had initially seemed unbelievable. I had never even heard 

of rape until I came to America and the very possibility of it kept me from going out alone at 

night for the next four years” (Bhutto 52). She later goes onto explain how only rape in the 

United States was imaginable to her, and how rape in East Bengal was not because it was 

somehow an exaggeration by western press (Bhutto 52 - 53). None of this information is further 

analyzed or discussed within her autobiography; the west and east divide is made, but not 

contextualized. What can be gathered from her fear of walking alone in the dark during her four 

years at Harvard is the awareness that rape does not differentiate between ethnicity, class, race or 
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privilege. The fact that Bhutto feared being raped shows how it is a transnational issue that needs 

to be met by a transnational audience. Interestingly, rape education was not discussed during her 

political career, or after her discussion of her stay in the United States. 

The formal education experience for Robinson did not differ significantly from Bhutto’s. 

Robinson got her undergraduate degree from Trinity College in Ireland, and pursued a graduate 

degree from Harvard (Robinson 47). She demonstrated a great understanding of the haphazard 

way life happens: 

But I questioned the seeming unfairness of the chance of birth. It 

occurred to me that a sense of family status didn’t quite tally with 

the teachings of Christianity. According to Christ, people were all 

equal and should be treated equally, but from early on I could see 

that this was not the case and that, indeed, there seemed to be a 

great deal of unfairness in the world. (Robinson 8) 

Much of her future politics were framed by this analysis of the realities that surrounded her. Her 

awareness of these systems followed her throughout her academic career, most interestingly, in 

her critique of formal education. While practicing law, she was keen to note that the main 

requirement of the student was to take down notes, memorize them and repeat them for final 

examinations (Robinson 34). She stated the need for a more interactive teaching style, and in this 

way, she was calling for a feminist approach to teaching where knowledge is shared and 

discussed, versus told and deposited (Robinson 35). Although she critiqued formal methods of 

education, she still remained in such institutions and thrived in each environment. 

Sirleaf also attended Harvard, as well as other U.S. schools for her undergraduate degree. 

These were brief comments in her own autobiography aside from stating the personal 
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connections she made at each institution, and her overall academic success. Academics appeared 

to be a means to an end for her. Something she needed to complete in order to do the work she 

wanted to do for her country (Sirleaf 32). This difference in academic experience and discussion 

can be attributed to the fact that she attended school as a wife and mother, meaning she did not 

become very involved in school activities and completed her education as quickly as possible in 

order to return home to Liberia (Sirleaf 33). Sirleaf’s identity as a mother and wife followed her 

throughout her career in both the physical and emotional aspects. 

Although each politician attended similar universities, they all approached them in ways 

that spoke to their personal history. Bhutto formed it as a phase of coming to age and learning 

about western feminist issues and movements. Robinson was more critical of the institutions, and 

saw them as a means to get her degree and begin her humanitarian work. Sirleaf knew the value 

of a U.S. education in Liberia and used this experience to advance herself in government 

positions. After obtaining an education from the United States, each politician returned to her 

home country and pursued a degree in politics immediately after. Therefore, a part of the United 

States was brought abroad and was placed in positions of power in each country. 

4.3 A Mother, Wife, and Woman Leader 

Similar to discussing the relationship to the father, the constructs of mother and wife 

focus on the politician’s civil relationship to others. These identities and roles are also specific to 

their identity as women. All three of the politicians identified as mothers and as wives at some 

point in their lives. These relationships were each unique, but all described as difficult at some 

point throughout their careers. Outside of the physical and emotional demands of being a parent 

and partner, the social constructs of these positions were also discussed in relation to becoming 
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and being a woman leader. This means the feminine attributes of being nurturing, peaceful and 

loyal will be further addressed and analyzed within the context of each politician’s career. 

Bhutto’s relationship to being a wife and mother was slightly different than the other two 

politicians. She entered an arranged marriage and described a marriage as necessary if she was 

expected to interact with men at all times (Bhutto 363). Pregnancy would be used as a weapon by 

her political opponents to weaken her chances of winning an election. Pregnancy, thus 

motherhood, became a political tactic used to discredit her qualifications as a leader. Bhutto’s 

relationship to her children and partner were less discussed than the relationship to her 

immediate family and childhood. Her pregnancy and role as a mother who was also a politician 

was framed in a way that showed the world, especially the women of Pakistan, that being a 

mother and having a position of power was attainable. “Especially for young women it was a 

defining moment, proving women could work and have a baby in the highest and most 

challenging leadership positions. The next day [after her son’s birth] I was back on the job, 

reading government papers and signing government files” (Bhutto xv). Once again, the success 

of a leader, specifically a woman is framed in a tokenistic way. One that extrapolates that one 

woman achieved greatness, therefore all women can do the same thing if they try hard enough. 

This is a complicated stance to take for several reasons, most importantly that her specific 

positionality is not taken into account. Bhutto’s family legacy, socioeconomic status, and 

academic privileges made her situation unique in a time where a woman had never served such a 

high political position in Pakistan. Once again, this is not to minimize the accomplishments of 

her life, but to highlight the need to be reflexive in all writings. 

With a supportive partner, Robinson did not describe her partnership in a way that was 

negative. Although she had a great relationship, she did discuss her guilt about putting her 
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relationship behind her career at certain points (Robinson 156). Whether this can be extrapolated 

to her gender, or to herself as an individual is difficult to determine. Her role as a mother was 

discussed at more length in her autobiography and appeared to affect her career pathway at many 

points. From the beginning of her mothering experience, she noticed differential treatment that 

she sought to stop, “I had to make it clear to him that pregnancy was a normal, healthy state, not 

an illness, and I didn’t need to be coddled” (Robinson 82). She continued to explain how 

throughout her pregnancy, as it became more “noticeable”, her coworkers expressed their 

concern about her “working in her condition”, but she still proceeded to work up until her 

delivery (Robinson 82- 83). However, in her chapter on balancing work and family, she 

describes the guilt and pain she felt about being away from her family, and she eventually 

resigned from her position as city counselor with “relief that [she] would have more time at 

home” (Robinson 99). Her time at home was not long spent. She entered the legal and political 

life shorty after. When she campaigned for President, she used her innate ability to be 

“nurturing” as a difference Ireland needed, and managed to win the election. 

Entry into the world of wife and motherhood happened relatively early in Sirleaf’s life at 

the age of seventeen. This status, along with a difficult relationship, made the status of being a 

mother and wife a negative point in her life. While her descriptions of these events in her life are 

reflective and take place many decades after they occurred, the negative tone she sets on them 

demonstrates truly how affected she was by these experiences. “She [her sister] feared my 

ambition and drive would be quickly squashed beneath the requirements of good Liberian 

wifehood. And sure enough, not long after my wedding I was pregnant with my first child” 

(Sirleaf 29). A lot is being said here. First, notions of good and bad wifehood are addressed. 

Secondly, ambition and drive being squashed by the realities of motherhood, and lastly, that in 



53 

 

 

order to be a good wife, you must become a mother. These notions were all ones that she 

described as being part of “the lives of so many Liberian women,” whose day to day existence 

she described as “trudging” (Sirleaf 33). Further adding to her awareness of the lives placed on 

so many women, she acknowledged the generational cycles that occurred in her own life. “My 

mother had struggled and beat the odds, clawing her way up from the unrelenting grind of rural 

African poverty, and I was not about to fall back into that hole” (Sirleaf 33). Possibly the most 

important message out of this statement was that she believed there was a way out, and she had 

an example of how it happens. This is not the case for all people; Sirleaf often commented on 

how she wanted to be this example for all of Africa (Sirleaf 129). 

Being the political mother was something Sirleaf used throughout her political 

campaigning and career. This means she used her status as a woman and mother to benefit her 

likelihood of winning campaigns and the trust of the Liberian people. As discussed in the article 

“Navigating Public Prejudices: The Impact of Media and Attitudes on High-Profile Female 

Politicians” by Schlehofer et al., women must be perceived as both competent and likable in 

order to be well supported politically (69). She also used the notion of the mother to save her life 

and reach across hatred to the universal experience of being mothered. 

As I got out, one of them, a boy no more than twenty or twenty-

one, made a move with his leg to kick me and knock me down. 

Then I turned and looked at him – as a person, as a human being, 

as a woman old enough to be his mother or his aunt. ‘Look at me,’ 

I said to him. ‘Think about your mother. How would you feel if 

someone did this to her?’ (Sirleaf 143) 
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In this instance, she was attempting to gain the respect that children give to their mothers. This 

occurrence did not prove to be a moment of transcending the hatred of war. However, she would 

become Ma Ellen and Mama Sirleaf to many of her supporters in the years to come. She, in a 

sense, did become the mother of Liberia. 

The authors seemed conflicted in their opinions and usage of their identities as mothers 

and how they lead in their elected positions. For instance, Sirleaf made several statements in her 

autobiographical work that presented as resentment and dislike of the totality of the motherhood 

role pushed onto her by expressing the great restrictions placed on a woman whose only job is to 

take care of children (33).  This can be juxtaposed to the image created by Robinson, who didn’t 

deny, or minimize the pressure women felt to become mothers, but did minimize her own 

experience of being a working mother, and suggested that it was her own choice to stay at home 

with her young children (99). What is most interesting is that all three political figures use the 

metaphor of mothering the nation, in essence providing comfort, but knowing when to be firm 

for her nation child’s own good. The identity and imagery of a mother also served as points of 

salvation for Robinson and Sirleaf who both recounted instances where their identity as women 

saved them from imprisonment and possible death. Such respect for women is presented as a 

catch twenty-two scenario where acceptance of these differences can then place a woman 

politician at risk of invalidating herself as a leader. Once again, the question is raised, do women 

lead differently? 

The woman politician is often times concerned with the appropriateness and/or 

desirability of women in political office. This means that the political arena could be too 

dangerous or risky for women in particular. This was the case for Bhutto, whose opponents and 

supporters stated such concern (325). However, this critique fails to account for the rational that 
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as a group, men as political leaders have often times failed at providing the change desired by 

many populations in any given country. This was the case for Liberia and proved to be a 

successful platform in Sirleaf’s campaign (261). Additionally, demonstrating a woman’s ability 

to lead successfully while in office is often a priority (Bhutto 329). However, this goal is often 

fraught with the reality that women must work harder to achieve the same status and respect 

(Robinson 36). This can be further complicated as in the instance of Robinson who discovered 

that different rights existed for woman politicians than for her male counterparts. These 

inequalities create further difficulties for women’s equality within the political system (93). 

However, they are often validated in the minds of those creating and enforcing them through 

perceived inherent differences between the ways women and men lead. All three authors found 

instances that suggested and approved of such differences, and often used them to their political 

advantage during election season. For instance, men’s “inherent” tendency towards violence 

made them less desirable in Liberia’s election, a fact that Sirleaf found helpful as a woman (250). 

This suggested that women are nonviolent, or at least are less violent than their male opponents. 

Such nonviolence is also coupled with women’s perceived empathy towards the next generation. 

As for Robinson, her focus was “at least a hundred years” ahead (267). 

 The identity of being a woman in politics was central to the way each woman of this 

research project described their leadership style and goals. For Bhutto, the awareness of being a 

woman running for, and then leading a country that did not present as openly accepting of 

women in leadership positions made her mindful and conscious of speaking in front of her 

people. She also makes the distinction that this lapse in confidence was not from the response of 

the people to her speeches, but her own insecurities. I would add that such insecurities could be 

socially constructed (116). These socially constructed concerns were also seen in conversations 
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regarding the physical presentation of each politician. For Sirleaf, the conflict surrounded the 

decision either to wear, or not to wear African clothes. Interestingly, the uniqueness of this issue 

is that men in other political positions in Liberia are allowed the freedom to choose either an 

“American” or “African” style of dressing (252). Such decisions point out that women do lead 

differently because being a woman in politics means they must remain both a woman and a 

politician. This is not to simplify and create a homogenous identity as woman politicians, but to 

take social identities including, but not limited to, gender into account when attempting to create 

groups of sameness, or difference. In order to continue to break the glass ceilings that exist for 

all oppressed people, specifically women, ceilings that all of the women of this research project 

have shattered, there must be as Robinson states, “a strong awareness of the need to surmount 

barriers, fight discrimination, and, from positions of leadership, empower women” such that all 

women feel supported and validated in their political and social lives (274). Such empowerment 

presented itself as central to the agendas created by each of the politicians in this research. 

Bhutto’s most proud accomplishment was promoting the rights of women in Pakistan. This was 

done on both the ground level and the political level through her many appointments of feminist 

aligned women into the Cabinet (398). Sirleaf’s and Robinson’s approach to women’s rights 

were similar, with Robinson also focusing on gay rights. 

The civil relationship of being a mother and wife was extrapolated to her civil 

relationship to the people of her perspective country. Being a mother who was married to her 

politics became a basis for each of these women’s careers. Self-sacrifice was made to rise to the 

demands of the job, and loyalty from and to the people was necessary for an ongoing political 

career. What was missing from the writing of each politician was any sort of critique of the 

system that required complete self-sacrifice for a career to be successful, or for positions of 
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leadership to be obtained. Essentially what happened was these women, who were also mothers 

and wives, were able to fit themselves into a male dominated system. What needs to happen is 

for the arena to become a space for people of all circumstances and identities. 

4.4 A Feminist 

Feminism has different meanings for most people. It is something that also requires 

contextualization. The self-identification as feminist was present throughout all of the 

autobiographies, as were the critiques of being a feminist in political office. Several key terms 

and themes appeared throughout the discussion of feminism and feminist practices. These 

included the presence of women in politics, gay rights, women’s rights, the Iron Lady, and the 

glass ceiling. These terms have implications on their own merit and will be further addressed in 

each politician’s given situation. Given the wide-ranging beliefs around feminism, some key 

questions need to be considered. Are these women feminists because of their practices? Or are 

they given that label because they are women who have dared to enter the space traditionally 

allotted to men? 

As the first woman to be elected as Prime Minister of Pakistan, there is the automatic 

association that she must represent women. However, this simplistic notion does not hold true for 

any one individual. Bhutto has received much debate over her identity as a feminist. Her greatest 

criticism came from her political opponents. Interestingly, her niece critiqued that all of her 

successes and statements were for political and financial self-interest (Baughman et al. Bhutto). 

However, more objective criticisms focused on Bhutto’s personal decisions, such as agreeing to 

an arranged marriage. While this can be a valid point, it takes away any and all empowerment 

and the value of personal choice. Bhutto described her entry into marriage as an essential aspect 

for her campaign; she also stated early in her autobiography that she wanted children (Bhutto 
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302). From a purely logical standpoint, one that is less swayed by media influence and notions of 

passionate love, Bhutto’s entry into an arranged marriage of her choice seems more feminist than 

a marriage based on false perceptions of media influenced romantic love. 

What seems to be most important are the policy changes and social morals she gave 

Pakistan during her terms in office. “What I am probably most proud of, though, is what we 

managed to accomplish in promoting the rights of women and girls in a society where they had 

so long been neglected and often openly abused. I appointed several women to my Cabinet and 

established a Ministry of Women’s Development” (Bhutto 398). Here Bhutto is associating the 

presence of women by being supportive of women in particular. While this is the case in many 

instances, it can also be said that women in political spaces that have historically been dominated 

by men are blending into a space and supporting it through their coexisting. Ultimately, she 

accomplished many great things and was praised by many people across the globe. 

Robinson was mindful of having a strong identification with the term feminist; she 

labeled the term as “pigeonholed” for a political career. “I had a profound sense of the extent of 

discrimination against women in Irish society, and was deeply, unequivocally supportive of 

women’s rights and the struggle for equality but,” she goes on to explain that she could not 

identify openly with the language of feminism or the movement (Robinson 39). This contention 

with terminology shows her awareness of the critiques of feminists and the movement. This also 

shows how she prioritized being in political office more than being vulnerable to criticism on her 

personal beliefs. However, if Mineke Bosch’s views on the personal autobiography are 

considered, there is no need to be forthcoming about her personal opinions (Bosch 19). In this 

instance, coming out about her feminism would be beneficial because it would have had such a 
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strong impact and it would have announced that not only was she a woman in elected office, but 

she was a feminist in elected office who wanted to do things differently. 

Sirleaf was unapologetically blatant in her statements about her support for the equality 

of women. She was also aware that her election was the result of mass support of the women of 

Liberia. “More than anything, it was the women of Liberia who turned this election, for me and 

for themselves” (Sirleaf 264). Her relationship to the women of Liberia was more 

interconnected, and she was aware of this connection. As President, she has focused on four key 

issues including: increases jobs and wages, education, establishing clean drinking water and 

working on the reintegration of former fighting soldiers (Sirleaf 265). It is true that all of these 

issues affect women, but what truly makes these issues unique and feminist is that they affect all 

people and they are for all people. Also unique to Sirleaf was her indifference to feminist 

concepts such as “glass ceilings”, or the fact that she was a woman in a “man’s field.” In 

response to such comments and questions she replied, “I was too busy to worry about it” (Sirleaf 

77). Her blatant remarks and unwavering face has led many people to call her an Iron Lady. This 

name has also transferred to women on her team. This term directly references the fact that she is 

tough and a woman, two terms that are in juxtaposition to one another. Whether she is a feminist, 

a humanitarian, or just another politician, she has been making change as fast as anyone in her 

position could make. 

The process of writing their life stories, or the intentions of what they chose to write and 

omit, was not explicitly stated in any of the three autobiographical works. However, storytelling 

emerged as a main theme and was fundamental to the writings of this research. This is not saying 

that autobiographical writing is pure story, but that the act of storytelling can relate politicians to 

the people they lead (Robinson 193). The awareness of the power a story has relates to the power 
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that an autobiography represents for each woman politician; it is an avenue to write the life and 

messages you want to be eternally remembered. Such immortal messages were clearly identified 

in Bhutto’s writing, stating the physical body could be contained, but the ideas, the beliefs, and 

the hopes were immune from such containment (123). This liberating idea can be seen 

throughout Bhutto’s four hundred forty-six page autobiography where details and thoughts were 

declared that called out and angered a number of people and organizations. Interestingly, this 

strength of character and moral values can be deconstructed under the theory of performativity 

and the capitalistic reality of literary production.  

The questioning and analysis of these politicians as feminist or not is largely due in part 

to their identities as women, and that it is assumed that any liberal politics, or politics related to 

women is coming from a feminist agenda. Instead of looking at each person in their totality, the 

woman politician needs to be deconstructed through her civil relationship to those around her, 

and who she can become. In a space of war, she is the nurturing mother; when health care 

policies that affect women and children are at stake, she is a radical feminist; when terror occurs 

and her voice cracks or tears form, she is a woman. These associations and characters are at the 

root of why these key themes and words arise when discussing the woman politician. 

4.5 Selfless/Martyr 

A concept that ties all four of these themes together is how women do politics “for the 

people”, and that there are self-sacrificing aspects to all hard things women do. This modesty is 

rooted in colonialist foundations that created hierarchies among people and placed value on 

gendered divisions of labor. From this point of view, it appears that if a woman enters the world 

of politics, a public male space, she enters with the perception that she is doing this work for the 

better good. When writing the personal political autobiography, the idea that even the 
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“commoners” matter is duly emphasized (Robinson 6). The idea that women conduct politics 

differently ignores that it is not about doing politics differently, but that they might do them in an 

opposite way within the same system. It is also important to add that they have chosen to write 

their autobiographies in this way. Therefore, their autobiographies are a political performance in 

which they have created their own identity. This requires additional analysis to the advantages 

and detriments of such a selfless and martyr like identity.  

For Robinson and Sirleaf, the self-sacrificing imagery followed under the already 

discussed theme of the mother, and the more elusive theme of God. In moments of uncertainty 

there was the notion that “somebody up there was taking care of business” and such certainty 

created comfort, and indicated the lack of power and influence in difficult situations (Sirleaf 

130). The “comforting father” is then able to provide solace for people in power, and it is the 

political “mother” who is able to rescue a nation of children from political instability and 

insecurity. It is the mother who is said to be able to comfort her nation in its time of need, and 

nurturing is done both selflessly and for the benefit of others; the mother is seen as a martyr 

(260). However, awareness of social influences equates to a clear understanding of the 

importance of public opinion and influence in one’s political career. For instance, Sirleaf 

balanced her feminine, selfless mother identity with the presentation as a strong and confident 

politician in her autobiography. Such self-assuredness aligned with a more masculine gender 

identity. Such literary choices work to create a public image that is controlled and approved by 

the political figure. This is unique to autobiographical writing in terms of media representation. 

For Sirleaf in particular, it was this belief that the people had the power to turn an election 

around, and create the future that they most wanted (131). 
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Bhutto’s discussion of selflessness is stated in a clear and martyr-like narrative. Her 

martyr image is intensified by her murder and when her autobiography was republished. The 

selfless narrative occurs in three main themes throughout Bhutto’s autobiography: service to the 

people, fate and/or destiny, and God’s influence. Overlooking these three main themes was 

Bhutto’s belief that “good always triumphed over evil,” essentially validating her political 

mission through the lens of being on the ‘right’ side of history (18). This belief was instilled into 

Bhutto from her father, whose own political life was based on the same concept. Another 

political ideology Bhutto carried on from her father was that the privileged, in many ways, owed 

their success, time, and devotion to the people of Pakistan (45). This was seen throughout her 

text as a uniting and bonding experience for Bhutto in her times of imprisonment and torture. 

Even though she was restricted in her position of power and freedoms, she still considered 

herself a leader whose first priority was to her people (245).  This was the goal she described as 

laid out for her, and made a career out of the service she could provide to her people (71). This 

goal, as well as her future plan, was all laid out for her before she even graduated from 

university. In these instances, it was done so by her father (90). At the end of her writing, Bhutto 

restates that she “did not ask for this role”, but instead, the forces outside of her own being put 

this into place (392). The familial pressure and assumption that Bhutto would follow in her 

father’s footsteps began in childhood, and was presented throughout her autobiographical work 

as she described herself as a pawn (67). Along a similar line of pressure was the expectation of 

marriage, which was presented as a great political gain for Bhutto in terms of her respectability 

to be a political leader (350). The notion of fate was also used as a tool for Bhutto to accept the 

horrors that had occurred to both her father and brother by saying that their murders were done 

so by a divine force (303). Bhutto does not make it clear whether she believes that all fate and 
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divine acts were done so by God at all times, or if the circumstances of her life played a larger 

role in her political career, and ultimately her death. However, she does reference her moments 

of strong religious belief in her darkest hours by crediting God with her ability to have survived 

(209), and the murder of her political enemy (379). This is not a critique of Bhutto’s religious 

ideologies, but a question of how much authority Bhutto perceived herself to have in her political 

career. 

Selflessness, while not an exclusive trait of women, is an identity that lends itself to the 

values of what it means to be a woman in a patriarchal world. The inability to take authority via 

fate, destiny, or God, acts as a minimizing force that not only lessens the great achievements of 

the person, but also weakens the ability of the reader to believe that such accomplishments can 

happen for any person, especially a woman.  

Performative aspects of autobiographical writing are not restricted to pure action 

narratives, but the actual writing process and product created. What each author has created is a 

partial and specifically told life story that highlights most specifically why and how they came to 

the leadership positions they occupy. All are presented as truth narratives; attempts to set the 

record straight, and come to peace with injustices and struggles they faced. However, for both 

Sirleaf and Bhutto, the text itself is inaccessible to the people each leader professes to serve. 

When it is clearly stated that “73 percent remained classified as illiterate”, the notion that there 

needs to be social transformation is not the only message presented (348). The division in class 

and social standing between the leader and the people is clearly stated. The question then exists, 

who are these autobiographical writings for? All three autobiographies of this research project 

were originally published in English and sold on a mass scale in the northern countries, but only 

one politician identified as a member of the global north. Authenticity is difficult to measure, 
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especially in the political arena where stereotypes and assumptions of game playing or fakeness 

prevail. When all of this is taken into account, the mass production of such autobiographical 

works becomes purposeful. However, without speaking directly to each author, it is impossible 

to know if such selfless writing styles were strategic and meant to lessen the gap between the 

reader and author, or if it was a subconscious awareness that a woman’s success needs divine 

explanation. Either way, all three political authors gave way to the selflessness narrative 

provided not only in autobiographical writing, but throughout written history. Bridging the gap 

between the privileged status of each woman politician and the people she leads will be 

addressed in the following paragraphs. 

4.6 The Oppressed 

 The ways in which each woman was oppressed, or identified with the label of an 

oppressed person or category, indicates how each leader was able to work for and with similarly 

identified people and groups. These identities included, but were not limited to: race, citizenship, 

religion, motherhood, and a combination of all of these. Racial transnational relations, especially 

between the parts of the world considered “Arab” and “Western”, have a historically based 

tension that has been magnified in a post 9/11 world. Bhutto’s first experience of this was as a 

transnational student in the United States. This experience signified an eye opening moment that 

laid the foundation for international relations throughout Bhutto’s career. Additionally, she 

established her identity as a woman of color in a white political world (74). This relates to her 

national identity. Pakistan was in a place of turmoil and uprising during the time of her political 

involvement, making them “defenseless in the face of Superpower self-interest”. This and her 

identity as a woman created an oppressed status in her leadership (56). Further complicating this 

oppressed identity as a political leader was the fact that each woman in this research project was 
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a mother. However, the identity of mother as stated in previous chapters was also used as a tool 

for successful campaigning. This brings the limited choices of how to deal with the status as a 

mother elect into question. If a political figure were to minimize her identity as a mother during 

her campaign, this could also affect public opinion. Realistically, this forces each woman to 

embrace and attempt to overcompensate, or highlight the perceived benefits of motherhood with 

their leadership. These oppressed statuses are then promoted and described as uniting forces for 

women, the nation, and all oppressed people. This unity is seen as symbiotic with the messages 

presented in each autobiographical work.  

 From a political perspective, the need for women to support one another is done through 

policy, and acknowledging injustices that specifically effect women. Robinson and her fellow 

women leaders found that their oppressed identity served as a bonding force between women 

(270). In addition to bonding there is also the ability of a leader to become an example of how 

women can lead well and differently. For Bhutto, this was done by being pregnant and giving 

birth while in office, and continuing to lead within her elected position (xv). Although such 

examples can provide unrealistic expectations of motherhood and tends to ignore the blatant 

privileges associated with such a possibility, it nevertheless provides a unique visual of a woman 

not having to choose one life over the other. Such visuals create visions of hope and change, and 

provide a narrative that even an oppressed person or group has power in unity and hope for a 

different future.  

4.7 Addressing Richards’ Text Post-Analysis 

Upon the completion of the analysis portion of research for my thesis, it was brought to 

my attention that a feminist scholars’ work on woman political leaders was published. Further, 

it’s relevance to my own research could not be denied. Upon reading Rebecca S. Richards 
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Transnational Feminist Rhetorics and Gendered Leadership in Global Politics: From Daughters 

of Destiny to Iron Ladies, it became clear the need to position my own research within Richards’ 

discussion of elected women. The stated goal of her text was to “unearth the complications, 

contradictions, and progressive potentials of gendered performances of power.” This was done 

over a series of five chapters of work (xxi). Each chapter contained a unique methodology and 

data set that was analysed and tied together to the stated aim of the whole text. She provides a 

foundation for her work in the first chapter by defining key terms of her work, including the 

phrase ‘woman world leader’ and ‘nation-state’ which she continues to reference throughout the 

remainder of the text. In the second chapter, she argues that autobiographies of woman world 

leaders are nation building texts. Specifically, she looks at five autobiographies. This chapter is 

most relevant to my own research, and thus will be discussed in great detail later on. In her third 

chapter, a similar analysis is completed through the medium of three biopics; the focus shifts 

from rhetoric to mimicry and performance narratives. The fourth chapter is possibly the least 

relevant to my own research project, in that it is a specific case study of The Council of Women 

World Leaders, and focusses on the specific texts and policies of that organization. The final 

chapter looks at the infamous term ‘iron lady’ and provides a brief history/contextualisation of 

the term. Ultimately, it suggests how this term, and all that goes with it, can be used strategically 

for and against woman world leaders (157). It is the focus of strategy and nation-state rhetoric 

that unite each of her chapters, and support Richards in her goal of unearthing the complicated 

reality, experiences, and decisions of women elected into office. 

The parallels to my own research are evident in the scope, and the usage and coverage of 

certain terms and themes certainly occur, however, it is my position that it is only her analysis of 

autobiographies that needs to be discussed in further detail. Richards completes a narrative 
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analysis of five autobiographical texts of woman world leaders. Out of the five texts, two of them 

are Bhutto’s Daughter of Destiny and Sirleaf’s This Child Will be Great; both of which are key 

texts in my research project. Similar to my own decision selecting these texts, the language they 

were initially written was key in the decision making process for Richards. She makes a similar 

claim to myself regarding the politics of writing in English when you are a leader of a country 

whose primary language is not English, especially where illiteracy rates are high (35). Another 

overlap between my narrative analysis and Richards’ is the discussion of the texts resemblance to 

one another, and how the theme of martyrdom and selflessness is a connecting theme between 

four of the five texts she analyses. In my own research, this theme carried through between all 

three texts. These similar results do not diminish my own research findings, but add to the 

narrative that there is a particular formation of writing; of telling a narrative of elected women 

that we can come to expect. In addition to the discussion of the martyr, Richards also brings up 

the themes of motherhood (53), and the role of the father in each of the elected women’s political 

paths (54). While she brings these topics up, she does not delve into them in the same way as I 

have done in my project. It is not so much the theme’s occurrence between each text and their 

connections that is the premise of her work, but how these similar narratives continue to support 

her initial topic of the nation-state (45). Further, her discussion of feminism supports her claim 

that autobiographies by elected women are not disruptive by nature (40), but are similar to my 

conversation that currently there is no specifically unique way of woman leadership, but rather 

tropes that are followed in order for women to occupy space in political office.  

While I acknowledge that it is important to address Richards’ work in comparison to my 

own, it is also necessary to point out how the scope and ultimate goal differ from my own 

work.  However, I would have slightly changed my materials had I of known about this research 
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prior to beginning my own research. Specifically, I may have looked at different 

autobiographies, or perhaps compared those written initially in English versus those that were 

not. Since Richards’ work began in 2008, five years prior to the beginning of my own work, and 

concluded after I had completed my analysis there was no way of my knowing this overlap 

would occur. However, the focus on nation-state and the breadth of her research is exactly the 

kind of work I suggested in my methodology section. I believe my own project fits into this 

narrative as further support for the performative and formulaic construction of autobiographical 

work of elected women, and how this construction is replication, not innovation. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

 This research study has added to the limited, but growing scholarship regarding woman 

politicians writing political autobiographies, an increasingly growing population of world 

leaders. This research provides original contribution to the field based on the unique combination 

of three political leaders and the thematic analysis provided, as well as a substantial bibliography 

for the field of women writing autobiographies. A thematic analysis of three autobiographical 

texts: Daughter of Destiny by Benazir Bhutto,  Everybody Matters: My Life Giving Voice by 

Mary Robinson, and This Child will be Great by Ellen Johnson Sirleaf allow for an in depth 

examination of the themes consistently presented within all three writings. The relevance of each 

theme: the father, a northern education, a mother and wife, a feminist, selfless martyr and the 

oppressed became clearer as they were positioned within the contexts of the umbrella topics of 

women as leaders, woman politicians writing autobiographies, political performativity/literary 

production, and the oppressed as presented in the critical analysis of this research project.  

 The findings of this research project demonstrated both the conformity of women in 

politics, and their methods of writing. This was displayed in the form of six narratives or themes 

that presented themselves throughout the research project. In terms of their relation to the father, 

this research suggests that the success of women in many scenarios is reliant upon the 

encouragement and support of the males in their lives, specifically the father. This relationship is 

very similar to the paternal narratives of successful fathers passing their legacies to their sons. 

The second theme of this research was the presence of a northern education, and how it provides 

uniformity among our world leaders. When education to all world leaders is provided from 

within the borders of the world superpowers, the uniqueness and difference between women 

leading transnationally becomes smaller and less clear. The theme of mother and wife provided 
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insight into the restrictive world of mothers in politics. Both the identity of a mother and wife 

were placed under direct scrutiny, and ultimately forced each woman to present as the all 

achieving woman who was able to achieve both motherhood and career. Missing from their 

conversations was the ability to critique, or further complicate the rigidity of such a demand. The 

fourth theme, a feminist, highlighted the reasons the term feminist is seen as an identity to be 

handled with great care. Each woman’s relationship to the term was fraught with public criticism 

and fear. The notion of a feminist leader was not received in the same way as a woman leader. 

Ultimately, Robinson was the only woman in this study to identify as a feminist, not reaching 

this conclusion (publicly) until after her term in office. The fifth theme, the selfless martyr, was 

able to tie all of the previous themes together. The unity was in the passivity of their writings and 

the lack of agency for their own political successes. The final theme, the oppressed, 

acknowledges that even those with oppressed positions in society can still be influential 

members of their nations. All six themes show the interconnectedness of women writing political 

autobiographies while also addressing the need to be weary of essentialized notions of women 

and leaders.  

 Future research should focus on a broader range of women’s autobiographical writings, 

ideally including all autobiographies written by women in political life. A larger body of material 

would allow for great connections to be drawn. Furthermore, future research needs to apply a 

theoretical analysis of the performative aspects of such writings and a greater analysis of the 

production and publishing processes involved with political autobiographies. Additional research 

methods, such as interviews with elected officials and those involved with the publishing 

processes, could provide interesting insights into this area of study. This is particularly relevant 

to feminist scholarship because it has the opportunity to provide a greater understanding of what 
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it means for women to occupy the space of leadership on a global scale. The future of women’s 

rights and equality is tied up in the leaders of our countries, communities, and institutions. As the 

ratio of women in elected positions become equal to that of men, feminists will then be able to 

see the impact, significant or not, of women as our leaders. The identity of these women as 

feminists will continue to be a relevant area of research, especially as more mainstream media 

begins to cover and highlight feminists in our societies.  
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