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Sultana’s Dream first appeared in 1905, ten years before the 
American feminist and novelist, Charlotte P. Gilman, published 
her feminist utopia Herland. Sultana’s Dream is an appealing 
story of reversed purdah – the seclusion of women – in Ladyland, 
where peace-loving women overpower aggressive men through 
the power of their brains. This edition of Sultana’s Dream is a 
fascinating dialogue across time and cultures: Durga Bai, a brilliant 
woman artist from the Gond tribe of central India, has drawn her 
response to this hundred-year old feminist fable, adding a new 
layer of meaning to a classic text.

Begum Rokheya Sakhawat Hossain
A quiet and determined pioneer of Muslim feminist thought 
and writing, Hossain lived during the last years of colonial rule in 
East Bengal. She championed women’s rights to education and 
freedom, and Sultana’s Dream was her first full-length work in 
English.

Durga Bai
Durga Bai is a female artist working within the Gond tradition of 
tribal art from Madhya Pradesh, central India. Her work constantly 
re-works and pushes the boundaries of the Gond art form to 
create a style that sparkles with a distinctive energy. Her work has 
been exhibited both within India and abroad, and she’s worked 
on seminal projects including Tara’s The Night Life of Trees, and 
Bhimayana, which was published by Navayana in India, and Tate 
Publishing in the UK.

MARKETING POINTS

As relevant to the condition of Indian womanhood as it 
was when it was written over a hundred years ago – with 
its interest in safety in public spaces, women’s rights and 
the importance of collective action in the face of poverty 
and violence.

A fitting fable for our times, as we continue to debate 
sustainable living, the uses of alternative energy, such 
as solar power, and the importance of creating greener 
cities.

Startlingly revolutionary in its role reversal, but with a 
whimsical and humorous tone.

Illustrations by Gond artist Durga Bai create a contempo-
rary dialogue with Begum Rokheya Sakhawat
Hossain’s words.

Fully re-designed, and the first affordable, soft-cover ver-
sion of this illustrated edition.
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Sultana’s Dream first appeared in 1905, ten years before 
the American feminist and novelist, Charlotte P. Gilman, 
published her feminist utopia Herland. Sultana’s Dream 
is an appealing story of reversed purdah – the seclusion 
of women – in Ladyland, where peace-loving women 
overpower aggressive men through the power of their 
brains.  
  
Begum Rokheya Sakhawat Hossain, who lived during 
the last years of colonial rule in East Bengal, was a quiet 
and determined pioneer of Muslim feminist thought 
and writing, championing Muslim women’s rights to 
education and freedom. This was her first full-length 
work in English. 
  
This edition of Sultana’s Dream is a fascinating dialogue 
across time and cultures: Durga Bai, a brilliant woman 
artist from the Gond tribe of central India, has drawn  
her response to this hundred-year old feminist fable.  
She delights in drawing women in a variety of situations.
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‘That is very good. I see purity itself reigns over your  
land. I should like to see the good Queen, who is so sagacious 
and far-sighted and who has made all these rules.’ 

‘All right,’ said Sister Sara. 

Then she screwed a couple of seats onto a square piece of plank. 
To this plank she attached two smooth and well-polished balls. 
When I asked her what the balls were for, she said they were 
hydrogen balls and they were used to overcome the force 
of gravity. The balls were of different capacities to be used 
according to the different weights desired to be overcome. She 
then fastened to the air-car two wing-like blades, which, she 
said, were worked by electricity.

‘How do you cook?’ I asked. 

‘With solar heat,’ she said, at the same time showing me the 
pipe, through which passed the concentrated sunlight and heat. 
And she cooked something then and there to show me the 
process. 

‘How did you manage to gather and store up the sun-heat?’ I 
asked her in amazement. 

‘Let me tell you a little of our past history then. Thirty  
years ago, when our present Queen was thirteen years  
old, she inherited the throne. She was Queen in name 
only, the Prime Minister really ruling the country.
‘Our good Queen liked science very much. She circulated 
an order that all the women in her country should be 
educated. Accordingly a number of girls’ schools were 
founded and supported by the government. Education  
was spread far and wide among women. And early    
marriage also was stopped. No woman was to be allowed  
to marry before she was twenty-one. I must tell you that, 
before this change, we had been kept in strict purdah.’  

I used to have my walks with Sister Sara, when we were  
at Darjeeling. Many a time did we walk hand in hand 
and talk light-heartedly in the botanical gardens there. 
I fancied, Sister Sara had probably come to take me to 
some such garden and I readily accepted her offer and 
went out with her.

When walking I found to my surprise that it was a fine 
morning. The town was fully awake and the streets alive 
with bustling crowds. I was feeling very shy, thinking, 
I was walking in the street in broad daylight, but there 
was not a single man visible. 

Some of the passers-by made jokes at me. Though I  
could not understand their language, yet I felt sure  
they were joking. I asked my friend, ‘What do they say?’

‘The women say that you look very mannish.’ 

‘Mannish?’ said I. ‘What do they mean by that?’ 

‘They mean that you are shy and timid like men.’

‘Shy and timid like men?’ 

  

It was really a joke. I became very nervous, when I 
found that my companion was not Sister Sara, but a 
stranger. Oh, what a fool had I been to mistake this lady 
for my dear old friend, Sister Sara. She felt my fingers 
tremble in her hand, as we were walking hand in hand. 

‘What is the matter, dear?’ She said affectionately. 

‘I feel somewhat awkward,’ I said in a rather 
apologizing tone, ‘as being a purdahnishin woman, I am 
not accustomed to walking about unveiled.’ 

‘You need not be afraid of coming across a man here. 
This is Ladyland, free from sin and harm. Virtue herself 
reigns here.’   


