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OBJECTIVES

We Should All Be Feminists includes anecdotes and analyses about what it means to
be a feminist. She argues that "feminist" isn't an insult, but rather a label that should
be embraced by all .The book is critical of the way masculinity is constructed,
suggesting that society as a whole must change if we are to reach equality.
1) Gender matters everywhere in the world. And I would like today to ask that
we should begin to dream about and plan for a different world. A fairer
world. A world of happier men and happier women who are truer to
themselves. And this is how to start: we must raise our daughters differently.
We must also raise our sons differently.”
2) Adichie writes about her experiences growing up in Nigeria to illustrate this
point. She remembers the time she scored top marks in a class test – an
achievement which was normally rewarded with the position of class
monitor. Except that on this occasion, the job was given to the pupil who had
managed the second highest mark – a boy. “I have never forgotten that
incident,” Adichie writes. “If we go over and over again, it becomes normal.
If only boys are made class monitor, then at some point we all think, even if
unconsciously, that the class monitor has to be a boy. If we keep seeing only
men as heads of corporations, it starts to seem ‘natural’ that only men should
be heads of corporations.”
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1.1

INTRODUCTION

We Should All Be Feminists is a book-length essay by the Nigerian author
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie. First published in 2014 by Fourth Estate, it aims to give
a definition of feminism for the 21st century. The essay was adapted from Adichie's
2012 TEDx talk of the same name, first delivered at TEDx Euston in London, which
has been viewed more than five million times.

1.2

CHIMAMANDA NGOZI ADICHIE

1.2.1 About the Author Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie

Adichie in 2013

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie born 15 September 1977) is a Nigerian writer whose
works range from novels to short stories to nonfiction. She was described in The
Times Literary Supplement as "the most prominent" of a "procession of critically
acclaimed young anglophone authors [who] is succeeding in attracting a new
generation of readers to African literature".
Adichie has written the novels Purple Hibiscus (2003), Half of a Yellow Sun (2006),
and Americanah (2013), the short story collection The Thing Around Your Neck
(2009), and the book-length essay We Should All Be Feminists (2014). Her most
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recent book, Dear Ijeawele, or A Feminist Manifesto in Fifteen Suggestions, was
published in March 2017. In 2008, she was awarded a MacArthur Genius Grant.

Personal life and education
Adichie was born in the city of Enugu in Nigeria, and grew up as the fifth of six
children in an Igbo family in the university town of Nsukka in Enugu State. While
she was growing up, her father, James Nwoye Adichie, worked as a professor of
statistics at the University of Nigeria. Her mother, Grace Ifeoma, was the university's
first female registrar. The family lost almost everything during the Nigerian Civil
War, including both maternal and paternal grandfathers. Her family's ancestral
village is in Abba in Anambra State.
Adichie completed her secondary education at the University of Nigeria Secondary
School, Nsukka, where she received several academic prizes. She studied medicine
and pharmacy at the University of Nigeria for a year and a half. During this period,
she edited The Compass, a magazine run by the university's Catholic medical
students. At the age of 19, Adichie left Nigeria for the United States to study
communications and political science at Drexel University in Philadelphia. She soon
transferred to Eastern Connecticut State University to be near her sister Uche, who
had a medical practice in Coventry, Connecticut. While the novelist was growing up
in Nigeria, she was not used to being identified by the colour of her skin which
suddenly changed when she arrived in the United States for college. As a black
African in America, Adichie was suddenly confronted with what it meant to be a
person of color in the United States. Race as an idea became something that she had
to navigate and learn.[13] She writes about this in her novel Americanah. She received
a bachelor's degree from Eastern Connecticut State University, with the distinction of
summa cum laude in 2001.
In 2003, she completed a master's degree in creative writing at Johns Hopkins
University. In 2008, she received a Master of Arts degree in African studies from
Yale University.
Adichie was a Hodder fellow at Princeton University during the 2005–2006
academic year. In 2008 she was awarded a MacArthur Fellowship. She was also
awarded a 2011–2012 fellowship by the Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Study,
Harvard University.
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Adichie divides her time between the United States, and Nigeria, where she teaches
writing workshops. In 2016, she was conferred an honorary degree – Doctor of
Humane letters, honoris causa, by Johns Hopkins University. In 2017, she was
conferred honorary degrees – Doctor of Humane letters, honoris causa, by Haverford
College and The University of Edinburgh. In 2018, she received an honorary degree,
Doctor of Humane Letters, from Amherst College. She received an honorary degree,
doctor honoris causa, from the Université de Fribourg, Switzerland, in 2019.
In an interview published in the Financial Times in July 2016, Adichie revealed that
she had a baby daughter. In a profile of Adichie, published in The New Yorker in
June 2018, Larissa MacFarquhar wrote, "the man she ended up marrying in 2009 was
almost comically suitable: a Nigerian doctor who practiced in America, whose father
was a doctor and a friend of her parents." Adichie is a Catholic and was raised
Catholic as a child, though she considers her views, especially those on feminism, to
sometimes conflict with her religion. At a 2017 event at Georgetown University, she
stated that religion "is not a women-friendly institution" and "has been used to justify
oppressions that are based on the idea that women are not equal human beings." She
has called for Christian and Muslim leaders in Nigeria to preach messages of peace
and togetherness.

Writing career
Ngozi Adichie's original and initial inspiration came from Chinua Achebe, after
reading late Prof. Chinua Achebe's "Things Fall Apart", at the age of 10. Adichie was
inspired by seeing her own life represented in the pages. Adichie published a
collection of poems in 1997 (Decisions) and a play (For Love of Biafra) in 1998. She
was shortlisted in 2002 for the Caine Prize for her short story "You in America", and
her story "That Harmattan Morning" was selected as a joint winner of the 2002 BBC
World Service Short Story Awards. In 2003, she won the O. Henry Award for "The
American Embassy", and the David T. Wong International Short Story Prize
2002/2003 (PEN Center Award). Her stories were also published in Zoetrope: AllStory, and Topic Magazine.
Her first novel, Purple Hibiscus (2003), received wide critical acclaim; it was
shortlisted for the Orange Prize for Fiction (2004) and was awarded the
Commonwealth Writers' Prize for Best First Book (2005). Purple Hibiscus starts
with an extended quote from Chinua Achebe's Things Fall Apart.
Her second novel, Half of a Yellow Sun (2006), named after the flag of the shortlived nation of Biafra, is set before and during the Nigerian Civil War. It received the
2007 Orange Prize for Fiction and the Anisfield-Wolf Book Award. Half of a Yellow
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Sun has been adapted into a film of the same title directed by Biyi Bandele, starring
BAFTA award-winner and Academy Award nominee Chiwetel Ejiofor and BAFTA
winner Thandie Newton, and was released in 2014.
Adichie's third book, The Thing Around Your Neck (2009), is a collection of 12
stories that explore the relationships between men and women, parents and children,
Africa and the United States.
In 2010 she was listed among the authors of The New Yorker′s "20 Under 40" Fiction
Issue.[43] Adichie's story "Ceiling" was included in the 2011 edition of The Best
American Short Stories.
Her third novel Americanah (2013), an exploration of a young Nigerian encountering
race in America was selected by The New York Times as one of "The 10 Best Books
of 2013".
In April 2014, she was named as one of 39 writers aged under 40 in the Hay Festival
and Rainbow Book Club project Africa39, celebrating Port Harcourt UNESCO
World Book Capital 2014.
Adichie's short story, "My Mother, the Crazy African" discusses the problems that
arise when facing two cultures that are complete opposites from each other. On one
hand, there is a traditional Nigerian culture with clear gender roles, while in America
there is more freedom in how genders act, and less restrictions on younger people.
Ralindu, the protagonist, faces this challenge with her parents as she grew up in
Philadelphia, while they grew up in Nigeria. Adichie dives deep into gender roles
and traditions and what problems can occur because of this.
In 2015, she was co-curator of the PEN World Voices Festival.
In a 2014 interview, Adichie said on feminism and writing: "I think of myself as a
storyteller but I would not mind at all if someone were to think of me as a feminist
writer... I'm very feminist in the way I look at the world, and that world view must
somehow be part of my work."
In March 2017, Americanah was picked as the winner for the "One Book, One New
York" program, part of a community reading initiative encouraging all city residents
to read the same book.
In April 2017, it was announced that Adichie had been elected into the 237th class
of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, one of the highest honours for
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intellectuals in the United States, as one of 228 new members to be inducted on 7
October 2017.
Her most recent book, Dear Ijeawele, or A Feminist Manifesto in Fifteen
Suggestions, published in March 2017, had its origins in a letter Adichie wrote to a
friend who had asked for advice about how to raise her daughter as a feminist.

Lectures
Adichie spoke on "The Danger of a Single Story" for TED in 2009. It has become
one of the top ten most-viewed TED Talks of all time with more than fifteen million
views. On 15 March 2012, she delivered the "Connecting Cultures" Commonwealth
Lecture 2012 at the Guildhall, London. Adichie also spoke on being a feminist for
TEDxEuston in December 2012, with her speech entitled, "We should all be
feminists".It initiated a worldwide conversation on feminism and was published as a
book in 2014. It was sampled for the 2013 song "***Flawless" by American
performer Beyoncé, where it attracted further attention.

The Danger of a Single Story
Adichie spoke in a TED talk entitled "The Danger of a Single Story" posted in July
2009. In it, she expressed her concern for under-representation of various cultures.
She explained that as a young child, she had often read American and British stories
where the characters were primarily of Caucasian origin. At the lecture, she said that
the under-representation of cultural differences could be dangerous: "Now, I loved
those American and British books I read. They stirred my imagination and opened up
new worlds for me. But the unintended consequence was that I did not know that
people like me could exist in literature."
Throughout the lecture, she used personal anecdotes to illustrate the importance of
sharing different stories. She briefly talked about the houseboy that was working for
her family whose name is Fide and said the only thing she knew about him was how
poor his family was. However, when Adichie's family visited Fide's village, Fide's
mother showed them a basket that Fide's brother had made, making her realize that
she created her opinion about Fide based on only one story of him. Adichie said, "It
had not occurred to me that anybody in his family could actually make something.
All I had heard about them was how poor they were, so that it had become
impossible for me to see them as anything else but poor. Their poverty was my single
story of them." She also said that when leaving Nigeria to go to Drexel University,
she encountered the effects of the under-representation of her own culture. Her
American roommate was surprised that Adichie was fluent in English and that she
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did not listen to tribal music. She said of this: "My roommate had a single story of
Africa: a single story of catastrophe. In this single story, there was no possibility of
Africans being similar to her in any way, no possibility of feelings more complex
than pity, no possibility of a connection as human equals."
Adichie concluded the lecture by noting the significance of different stories in
various cultures and the representation that they deserve. She advocated for a greater
understanding of stories because people are complex, saying that by only
understanding a single story, one misinterprets people, their backgrounds and their
histories.

We should all be feminists
In 2012, Adichie gave a TEDx talk entitled: "We should all be feminists", delivered
at TedXEuston in London, which has been viewed more than five million times. She
shared her experiences of being an African feminist, and her views on gender
construction and sexuality. Adichie said that the problem with gender is that it shapes
who we are. She also said: "I am angry. Gender as it functions today is a grave
injustice. We should all be angry. Anger has a long history of bringing about positive
change, but in addition to being angry, I'm also hopeful because I believe deeply in
the ability of human beings to make and remake themselves for the better."
Parts of Adichie's TEDx talk were sampled in Beyoncé's song "Flawless" in
December 2013. Harper-Collins published an essay based on the speech as a
standalone volume, We Should All Be Feminists, in 2014. She later said in an NPR
interview that "anything that gets young people talking about feminism is a very
good thing." She later qualified the statement in an interview with the Dutch
newspaper De Volkskrant: "Another thing I hated was that I read everywhere: now
people finally know her, thanks to Beyoncé, or: she must be very grateful. I found
that disappointing. I thought: I am a writer and I have been for some time and I
refuse to perform in this charade that is now apparently expected of me: 'Thanks to
Beyoncé, my life will never be the same again.' That's why I didn't speak about it
much."
Adichie has clarified that her particular feminism differs from Beyoncé's,
particularly in their disagreements about the role occupied by men in women's lives,
saying that "Her style is not my style but I do find it interesting that she takes a stand
in political and social issues since a few years. She portrays a woman who is in
charge of her own destiny, who does her own thing, and she has girl power. I am
very taken with that." Nevertheless, she has been outspoken against critics who
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question the singer's credentials as a feminist and said that "Whoever says they're
feminist is bloody feminist."

1.3

INTRODUCTION

This is a modified version of a talk I delivered in December 2012 at TEDxEuston, a
yearly conference focused on Africa. Speakers from diverse fields deliver concise
talks aimed at challenging and inspiring Africans and friends of Africa. I had spoken
at a different TED conference a few years before, giving a talk titled ‘The Danger of
the Single Story’ about how stereotypes limit and shape our thinking, especially
about Africa. It seems to me that the word feminist, and the idea of feminism itself, is
also limited by stereotypes. When my brother Chuks and best friend Ike, both coorganizers of the TEDxEuston conference, insisted that I speak, I could not say no. I
decided to speak about feminism because it is something I feel strongly about. I
suspected that it might not be a very popular subject, but I hoped to start a necessary
conversation. And so that evening as I stood onstage, I felt as though I was in the
presence of family – a kind and attentive audience, but one that might resist the
subject of my talk. At the end, their standing ovation gave me hope.
We Should All Be Feminists

1.4

TEXT

Okoloma was one of my greatest childhood friends. He lived on my street and
looked after me like a big brother: if I liked a boy, I would ask Okoloma’s opinion.
Okoloma was funny and intelligent and wore cowboy boots that were pointy at the
tips. In December 2005, in a plane crash in southern Nigeria, Okoloma died. It is still
hard for me to put into words how I felt. Okoloma was a person I could argue with,
laugh with and truly talk to. He was also the first person to call me a feminist. I was
about fourteen. We were in his house, arguing, both of us bristling with half-baked
knowledge from the books we had read. I don’t remember what this particular
argument was about. But I remember that as I argued and argued, Okoloma looked at
me and said, ‘You know, you’re a feminist.’ It was not a compliment. I could tell
from his tone – the same tone with which a person would say, ‘You’re a supporter of
terrorism.’ I did not know exactly what this word feminist meant. And I did not want
Okoloma to know that I didn’t know. So I brushed it aside and continued to argue.
The first thing I planned to do when I got home was look up the word in the
dictionary. Now fast-forward to some years later. In 2003, I wrote a novel called
Purple Hibiscus, about a man who, among other things, beats his wife, and whose
story doesn’t end too well. While I was promoting the novel in Nigeria, a journalist,
a nice, well-meaning man, told me he wanted to advise me. (Nigerians, as you might
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know, are very quick to give unsolicited advice.) He told me that people were saying
my novel was feminist, and his advice to me – he was shaking his head sadly as he
spoke – was that I should never call myself a feminist, since feminists are women
who are unhappy because they cannot find husbands. So I decided to call myself a
Happy Feminist. Then an academic, a Nigerian woman, told me that feminism was
not our culture, that feminism was unAfrican, and I was only calling myself a
feminist because I had been influenced by Western books. (Which amused me,
because much of my early reading was decidedly unfeminist: I must have read every
single Mills & Boon romance published before I was sixteen. And each time I try to
read those books called ‘classic feminist texts’, I get bored, and I struggle to finish
them.) Anyway, since feminism was un-African, I decided I would now call myself a
Happy African Feminist. Then a dear friend told me that calling myself a feminist
meant that I hated men. So I decided I would now be a Happy African Feminist Who
Does Not Hate Men. At some point I was a Happy African Feminist Who Does Not
Hate Men And Who Likes To Wear Lip Gloss And High Heels For Herself And Not
For Men. Of course much of this was tongue-in-cheek, but what it shows is how that
word feminist is so heavy with baggage, negative baggage: you hate men, you hate
bras, you hate African culture, you think women should always be in charge, you
don’t wear make-up, you don’t shave, you’re always angry, you don’t have a sense
of humour, you don’t use deodorant. Now here’s a story from my childhood. When I
was in primary school in Nsukka, a university town in south-eastern Nigeria, my
teacher said at the beginning of term that she would give the class a test and whoever
got the highest score would be the class monitor. Class monitor was a big deal. If you
were class monitor, you would write down the names of noise-makers each day,
which was heady enough power on its own, but my teacher would also give you a
cane to hold in your hand while you walked around and patrolled the class for noisemakers. Of course, you were not allowed to actually use the cane. But it was an
exciting prospect for the nine-year old me. I very much wanted to be class monitor.
And I got the highest score on the test. Then, to my surprise, my teacher said the
monitor had to be a boy. She had forgotten to make that clear earlier; she assumed it
was obvious. A boy had the second-highest score on the test. And he would be
monitor. What was even more interesting is that this boy was a sweet, gentle soul
who had no interest in patrolling the class with a stick. While I was full of ambition
to do so. But I was female and he was male and he became class monitor. I have
never forgotten that incident. If we do something over and over again, it becomes
normal. If we see the same thing over and over again, it becomes normal. If only
boys are made class monitor, then at some point we will all think, even if
unconsciously, that the class monitor has to be a boy. If we keep seeing only men as
heads of corporations, it starts to seem ‘natural’ that only men should be heads of
corporations. I often make the mistake of thinking that something that is obvious to
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me is just as obvious to everyone else. Take my dear friend Louis, who is a brilliant,
progressive man. We would have conversations and he would tell me, ‘I don’t see
what you mean by things being different and harder for women. Maybe it was so in
the past, but not now. Everything is fine now for women.’ I didn’t understand how
Louis could not see what seemed so evident. I love being back home in Nigeria, and
spend much of my time there in Lagos, the largest city and commercial hub of the
country. Sometimes, in the evenings when the heat goes down and the city has a
slower pace, I go out with friends and family to restaurants or cafés. On one of those
evenings, Louis and I were out with friends. There is a wonderful fixture in Lagos: a
sprinkling of energetic young men who hang around outside certain establishments
and very dramatically ‘help’ you park your car. Lagos is a metropolis of almost
twenty million people, with more energy than London, more entrepreneurial spirit
than New York, and so people come up with all sorts of ways to make a living. As in
most big cities, finding parking in the evenings can be difficult, so these young men
make a business out of finding spots and – even when there are spots available – of
guiding you into yours with much gesticulating, and promising to ‘look after’ your
car until you get back. I was impressed with the particular theatrics of the man who
found us a parking spot that evening. And so as we were leaving, I decided to give
him a tip. I opened my bag, put my hand inside my bag to get my money, and I gave
it to the man. And he, this man who was happy and grateful, took the money from
me, and then looked across at Louis and said, ‘Thank you, sah!’ Louis looked at me,
surprised, and asked, ‘Why is he thanking me? I didn’t give him the money.’ Then I
saw realization dawn on Louis’s face. The man believed that whatever money I had
ultimately came from Louis. Because Louis is a man. Men and women are different.
We have different hormones and different sexual organs and different biological
abilities – women can have babies, men cannot. Men have more testosterone and are,
in general, physically stronger than women. There are slightly more women than
men in the world – 52 per cent of the world’s population is female but most of the
positions of power and prestige are occupied by men. The late Kenyan Nobel peace
laureate Wangari Maathai put it simply and well when she said, ‘The higher you go,
the fewer women there are.’ In the recent US elections, we kept hearing of the Lilly
Ledbetter law, and if we go beyond that nicely alliterative name, it was really about
this: in the US, a man and a woman are doing the same job, with the same
qualifications, and the man is paid more because he is a man. So in a literal way, men
rule the world. This made sense – a thousand years ago. Because human beings lived
then in a world in which physical strength was the most important attribute for
survival; the physically stronger person was more likely to lead. And men in general
are physically stronger. (There are of course many exceptions.) Today, we live in a
vastly different world. The person more qualified to lead is not the physically
stronger person. It is the more intelligent, the more knowledgeable, the more
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creative, more innovative. And there are no hormones for those attributes. A man is
as likely as a woman to be intelligent, innovative, creative. We have evolved. But our
ideas of gender have not evolved very much. Not long ago, I walked into the lobby
of one of the best Nigerian hotels, and a guard at the entrance stopped me and asked
me annoying questions – What was the name and room number of the person I was
visiting? Did I know this person? Could I prove that I was a hotel guest by showing
him my key card? – because the automatic assumption is that a Nigerian female
walking into a hotel alone is a sex worker. Because a Nigerian female alone cannot
possibly be a guest paying for her own room. A man who walks into the same hotel
is not harassed. The assumption is that he is there for something legitimate. (Why, by
the way, do those hotels not focus on the demand for sex workers instead of on the
ostensible supply?) In Lagos, I cannot go alone into many reputable clubs and bars.
They just don’t let you in if you are a woman alone. You must be accompanied by a
man. And so I have male friends who arrive at clubs and end up going in with their
arms linked with those of a complete stranger, because that complete stranger, a
woman out on her own, had no choice but to ask for ‘help’ to get into the club. Each
time I walk into a Nigerian restaurant with a man, the waiter greets the man and
ignores me. The waiters are products of a society that has taught them that men are
more important than women, and I know that they don’t intend harm, but it is one
thing to know something intellectually and quite another to feel it emotionally. Each
time they ignore me, I feel invisible. I feel upset. I want to tell them that I am just as
human as the man, just as worthy of acknowledgement. These are little things, but
sometimes it is the little things that sting the most. Not long ago, I wrote an article
about being young and female in Lagos. And an acquaintance told me that it was an
angry article, and I should not have made it so angry. But I was unapologetic. Of
course it was angry. Gender as it functions today is a grave injustice. I am angry. We
should all be angry. Anger has a long history of bringing about positive change. But I
am also hopeful, because I believe deeply in the ability of human beings to remake
themselves for the better. But back to anger. I heard the caution in the acquaintance’s
tone, and I knew that the comment was as much about the article as it was about my
character. Anger, the tone said, is particularly not good for a woman. If you are a
woman, you are not supposed to express anger, because it is threatening. I have a
friend, an American woman, who took over a managerial position from a man. Her
predecessor had been considered a ‘tough go-getter’; he was blunt and hard-charging
and was particularly strict about the signing of time sheets. She took on her new job,
and imagined herself equally tough, but perhaps a little kinder than him – he didn’t
always realize that people had families, she said, and she did. Only weeks into her
new job, she disciplined an employee about a forgery on a time sheet, just as her
predecessor would have done. The employee then complained to top management
about her style. She was aggressive and difficult to work with, the employee said.
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Other employees agreed. One said they had expected that she would bring a
‘woman’s touch’ to her job, but she hadn’t. It didn’t occur to any of them that she
was doing the same thing for which a man had been praised. I have another friend,
also an American woman, who has a high-paying job in advertising. She is one of
two women in her team. Once, at a meeting, she said she had felt slighted by her
boss, who had ignored her comments and then praised something similar when it
came from a man. She wanted to speak up, to challenge her boss. But she didn’t.
Instead, after the meeting, she went to the bathroom and cried, then called me to vent
about it. She didn’t want to speak up because she didn’t want to seem aggressive.
She let her resentments simmer. What struck me – with her and with many other
female American friends I have – is how invested they are in being ‘liked’. How they
have been raised to believe that their being likeable is very important and that this
‘likeable’ trait is a specific thing. And that specific thing does not include showing
anger or being aggressive or disagreeing too loudly. We spend too much time
teaching girls to worry about what boys think of them. But the reverse is not the case.
We don’t teach boys to care about being likeable. We spend too much time telling
girls that they cannot be angry or aggressive or tough, which is bad enough, but then
we turn around and either praise or excuse men for the same reasons. All over the
world, there are so many magazine articles and books telling women what to do, how
to be and not to be, in order to attract or please men. There are far fewer guides for
men about pleasing women. I teach a writing workshop in Lagos and one of the
participants, a young woman, told me that a friend had told her not to listen to my
‘feminist talk’; otherwise she would absorb ideas that would destroy her marriage.
This is a threat – the destruction of a marriage, the possibility of not having a
marriage at all – that in our society is much more likely to be used against a woman
than against a man. Gender matters everywhere in the world. And I would like today
to ask that we should begin to dream about and plan for a different world. A fairer
world. A world of happier men and happier women who are truer to themselves. And
this is how to start: we must raise our daughters differently. We must also raise our
sons differently. We do a great disservice to boys in how we raise them. We stifle the
humanity of boys. We define masculinity in a very narrow way. Masculinity is a
hard, small cage, and we put boys inside this cage. We teach boys to be afraid of
fear, of weakness, of vulnerability. We teach them to mask their true selves, because
they have to be, in Nigerian-speak, a hard man. In secondary school, a boy and a girl
go out, both of them teenagers with meagre pocket money. Yet the boy is expected to
pay the bills, always, to prove his masculinity. (And we wonder why boys are more
likely to steal money from their parents.) What if both boys and girls were raised not
to link masculinity and money? What if their attitude was not ‘the boy has to pay’,
but rather, ‘whoever has more should pay’? Of course, because of their historical
advantage, it is mostly men who will have more today. But if we start raising
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children differently, then in fifty years, in a hundred years, boys will no longer have
the pressure of proving their masculinity by material means. But by far the worst
thing we do to males – by making them feel they have to be hard – is that we leave
them with very fragile egos. The harder a man feels compelled to be, the weaker his
ego is. And then we do a much greater disservice to girls, because we raise them to
cater to the fragile egos of males. We teach girls to shrink themselves, to make
themselves smaller. We say to girls, ‘You can have ambition, but not too much. You
should aim to be successful but not too successful, otherwise you will threaten the
man. If you are the breadwinner in your relationship with a man, pretend that you are
not, especially in public, otherwise you will emasculate him.’ But what if we
question the premise itself? Why should a woman’s success be a threat to a man?
What if we decide to simply dispose of that word – and I don’t know if there is an
English word I dislike more than this – emasculation. A Nigerian acquaintance once
asked me if I was worried that men would be intimidated by me. I was not worried at
all – it had not even occurred to me to be worried, because a man who would be
intimidated by me is exactly the kind of man I would have no interest in. Still, I was
struck by this. Because I am female, I’m expected to aspire to marriage. I am
expected to make my life choices always keeping in mind that marriage is the most
important. Marriage can be a good thing, a source of joy, love and mutual support.
But why do we teach girls to aspire to marriage, yet we don’t teach boys to do the
same? I know a Nigerian woman who decided to sell her house because she didn’t
want to intimidate a man who might want to marry her. I know an unmarried woman
in Nigeria who, when she goes to conferences, wears a wedding ring because she
wants her colleagues to – according to her – ‘give her respect’. The sadness in this is
that a wedding ring will indeed automatically make her seem worthy of respect,
while not wearing a wedding ring would make her easily dismissible – and this is in
a modern workplace. I know young women who are under so much pressure – from
family, from friends, even from work – to get married that they are pushed to make
terrible choices. Our society teaches a woman at a certain age who is unmarried to
see it as a deep personal failure. While a man at a certain age who is unmarried has
not quite come around to making his pick. It is easy to say, ‘But women can just say
no to all this.’ But the reality is more difficult, more complex. We are all social
beings. We internalize ideas from our socialization. Even the language we use
illustrates this. The language of marriage is often a language of ownership, not a
language of partnership. We use the word respect for something a woman shows a
man, but not often for something a man shows a woman. Both men and women will
say, ‘I did it for peace in my marriage.’ When men say it, it is usually about
something they should not be doing anyway. Something they say to their friends in a
fondly exasperated way, something that ultimately proves to them their masculinity –
‘Oh, my wife said I can’t go to clubs every night, so now, for peace in my marriage, I
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go only on weekends.’ When women say ‘I did it for peace in my marriage,’ it is
usually because they have given up a job, a career goal, a dream. We teach females
that in relationships, compromise is what a woman is more likely to do. We raise
girls to see each other as competitors – not for jobs or accomplishments, which in my
opinion can be a good thing, but for the attention of men. We teach girls that they
cannot be sexual beings in the way boys are. If we have sons, we don’t mind
knowing about their girlfriends. But our daughters’ boyfriends? God forbid. (But we
of course expect them to bring home the perfect man for marriage when the time is
right.) We police girls. We praise girls for virginity but we don’t praise boys for
virginity (and it makes me wonder how exactly this is supposed to work out, since
the loss of virginity is a process that usually involves two people of opposite
genders). Recently a young woman was gang-raped in a university in Nigeria, and
the response of many young Nigerians, both male and female, was something like
this: ‘Yes, rape is wrong, but what is a girl doing in a room with four boys?’ Let us,
if we can, forget the horrible inhumanity of that response. These Nigerians have been
raised to think of women as inherently guilty. And they have been raised to expect so
little of men that the idea of men as savage beings with no self-control is somehow
acceptable. We teach girls shame. Close your legs. Cover yourself. We make them
feel as though by being born female, they are already guilty of something. And so
girls grow up to be women who cannot say they have desire. Who silence
themselves. Who cannot say what they truly think. Who have turned pretence into an
art form. I know a woman who hates domestic work, but she pretends that she likes
it, because she has been taught that to be ‘good wife material’, she has to be – to use
that Nigerian word – homely. And then she got married. And her husband’s family
began to complain that she had changed. Actually, she had not changed. She just got
tired of pretending to be what she was not. The problem with gender is that it
prescribes how we should be rather than recognizing how we are. Imagine how much
happier we would be, how much freer to be our true individual selves, if we didn’t
have the weight of gender expectations. Boys and girls are undeniably different
biologically, but socialization exaggerates the differences, and then starts a selffulfilling process. Take cooking, for example. Today, women in general are more
likely to do housework than men – cooking and cleaning. But why is that? Is it
because women are born with a cooking gene or because over the years they have
been socialized to see cooking as their role? I was going to say that perhaps women
are born with a cooking gene until I remembered that the majority of famous cooks
in the world – who are given the fancy title of ‘chef’ – are men. I used to look at my
grandmother, a brilliant woman, and wonder what she would have been if she’d had
the same opportunities as men during her youth. Today, there are more opportunities
for women than there were during my grandmother’s time, because of changes in
policy and law, which are very important. But what matters even more is our attitude,
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our mindset. What if, in raising children, we focus on ability instead of gender? What
if we focus on interest instead of gender? I know a family who has a son and a
daughter, a year apart in age, both brilliant at school. When the boy is hungry, the
parents say to the girl, ‘Go and cook Indomie noodles for your brother.’ The girl
doesn’t like to cook Indomie noodles, but she is a girl and she has to. What if the
parents, from the beginning, taught both children to cook them? Cooking, by the
way, is a useful and practical life skill for a boy to have. I’ve never thought it made
much sense to leave such a crucial thing – the ability to nourish oneself – in the
hands of others. I know a woman who has the same degree and same job as her
husband. When they get back from work, she does most of the housework, which is
true for many marriages, but what struck me was that whenever he changed the
baby’s nappy, she said thank you to him. What if she saw it as something normal and
natural, that he should help care for his child? I am trying to unlearn many lessons of
gender I internalized while growing up. But I sometimes still feel vulnerable in the
face of gender expectations. The first time I taught a writing class in graduate school,
I was worried. Not about the teaching material, because I was well prepared and I
was teaching what I enjoyed. Instead I was worried about what to wear. I wanted to
be taken seriously. I knew that because I was female, I would automatically have to
prove my worth. And I was worried that if I looked too feminine, I would not be
taken seriously. I really wanted to wear my shiny lip gloss and my girly skirt, but I
decided not to. I wore a very serious, very manly and very ugly suit. The sad truth of
the matter is that when it comes to appearance, we start off with men as the standard,
as the norm. Many of us think that the less feminine a woman appears, the more
likely she is to be taken seriously. A man going to a business meeting doesn’t
wonder about being taken seriously based on what he is wearing – but a woman
does. I wish I had not worn that ugly suit that day. Had I then the confidence I have
now to be myself, my students would have benefited even more from my teaching.
Because I would have been more comfortable and more fully and truly myself. I have
chosen to no longer be apologetic for my femininity. And I want to be respected in
all my femaleness. Because I deserve to be. I like politics and history and am
happiest when having a good argument about ideas. I am girly. I am happily girly. I
like high heels and trying on lipsticks. It’s nice to be complimented by both men and
women (although I have to be honest and say that I prefer the compliments of stylish
women), but I often wear clothes that men don’t like or don’t ‘understand’. I wear
them because I like them and because I feel good in them. The ‘male gaze’, as a
shaper of my life’s choices, is largely incidental. Gender is not an easy conversation
to have. It makes people uncomfortable, sometimes even irritable. Both men and
women are resistant to talk about gender, or are quick to dismiss the problems of
gender. Because thinking of changing the status quo is always uncomfortable. Some
people ask, ‘Why the word feminist? Why not just say you are a believer in human
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rights, or something like that?’ Because that would be dishonest. Feminism is, of
course, part of human rights in general – but to choose to use the vague expression
human rights is to deny the specific and particular problem of gender. It would be a
way of pretending that it was not women who have, for centuries, been excluded. It
would be a way of denying that the problem of gender targets women. That the
problem was not about being human, but specifically about being a female human.
For centuries, the world divided human beings into two groups and then proceeded to
exclude and oppress one group. It is only fair that the solution to the problem should
acknowledge that. Some men feel threatened by the idea of feminism. This comes, I
think, from the insecurity triggered by how boys are brought up, how their sense of
self-worth is diminished if they are not ‘naturally’ in charge as men. Other men
might respond by saying, ‘Okay, this is interesting, but I don’t think like that. I don’t
even think about gender.’ Maybe not. And that is part of the problem. That many
men do not actively think about gender or notice gender. That many men say, like
my friend Louis did, that things might have been bad in the past but everything is
fine now. And that many men do nothing to change it. If you are a man and you walk
into a restaurant and the waiter greets just you, does it occur to you to ask the waiter,
‘Why have you not greeted her?’ Men need to speak out in all of these ostensibly
small situations. Because gender can be uncomfortable, there are easy ways to close
this conversation. Some people will bring up evolutionary biology and apes, how
female apes bow to male apes – that sort of thing. But the point is this: we are not
apes. Apes also live in trees and eat earthworms. We do not. Some people will say,
‘Well, poor men also have a hard time.’ And they do. But that is not what this
conversation is about. Gender and class are different. Poor men still have the
privileges of being men, even if they do not have the privileges of being wealthy. I
learned a lot about systems of oppression and how they can be blind to one another
by talking to black men. I was once talking about gender and a man said to me, ‘Why
does it have to be you as a woman? Why not you as a human being?’ This type of
question is a way of silencing a person’s specific experiences. Of course I am a
human being, but there are particular things that happen to me in the world because I
am a woman. This same man, by the way, would often talk about his experience as a
black man. (To which I should probably have responded, ‘Why not your experiences
as a man or as a human being? Why a black man?’) So, no, this conversation is about
gender. Some people will say, ‘Oh, but women have the real power: bottom power.’
(This is a Nigerian expression for a woman who uses her sexuality to get things from
men.) But bottom power is not power at all, because the woman with bottom power
is actually not powerful; she just has a good route to tap another person’s power. And
then what happens if the man is in a bad mood or sick or temporarily impotent?
Some people will say a woman is subordinate to men because it’s our culture. But
culture is constantly changing. I have beautiful twin nieces who are fifteen. If they
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had been born a hundred years ago, they would have been taken away and killed.
Because a hundred years ago, Igbo culture considered the birth of twins to be an evil
omen. Today that practice is unimaginable to all Igbo people. What is the point of
culture? Culture functions ultimately to ensure the preservation and continuity of a
people. In my family, I am the child who is most interested in the story of who we
are, in ancestral lands, in our tradition. My brothers are not as interested as I am. But
I cannot participate, because Igbo culture privileges men, and only the male members
of the extended family can attend the meetings where major family decisions are
taken. So although I am the one who is most interested in these things, I cannot
attend the meeting. I cannot have a formal say. Because I am female. Culture does
not make people. People make culture. If it is true that the full humanity of women is
not our culture, then we can and must make it our culture. I think very often of my
friend Okoloma. May he and others who passed away in that Sosoliso crash continue
to rest in peace. He will always be remembered by those of us who loved him. And
he was right, that day, many years ago, when he called me a feminist. I am a
feminist. And when, all those years ago, I looked the word up in the dictionary, it
said: Feminist: a person who believes in the social, political and economic equality
of the sexes. My great-grandmother, from stories I’ve heard, was a feminist. She ran
away from the house of the man she did not want to marry and married the man of
her choice. She refused, protested, spoke up whenever she felt she was being
deprived of land and access because she was female. She did not know that word
feminist. But it doesn’t mean she wasn’t one. More of us should reclaim that word.
The best feminist I know is my brother Kene, who is also a kind, good-looking and
very masculine young man. My own definition of a feminist is a man or a woman
who says, ‘Yes, there’s a problem with gender as it is today and we must fix it, we
must do better.’ All of us, women and men, must do better.

1.5

SYNOPSIS

On gender:
Gender is not an easy conversation to have. It makes people uncomfortable,
sometimes even irritable. Both men and women are resistant to talk about gender, or
are quick to dismiss the problems of gender. Because thinking of changing the status
quo is always uncomfortable. Some people ask: "Why the word feminist? Why not
just say you are a believer in human rights, or something like that?" Because that
would be dishonest. Feminism is, of course, part of human rights in general - but to
choose to use the vague expression human rights is to deny the specific and
particular problem of gender. It would be a way of pretending that it was not women
who have, for centuries, been excluded. It would be a way of denying that the
problem of gender targets women. That the problem was not about being human, but
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specifically about being a female human. For centuries, the world divided human
beings into two groups and then proceeded to exclude and oppress one group. It is
only fair that the solution to the problem acknowledge that.
Some men feel threatened by the idea of feminism. This comes, I think, from the
insecurity
triggered by how boys are brought up, how their sense of self-worth is diminished if
they are not
"naturally" in charge as men.
On how gender roles hurt boys
We do a great disservice to boys in how we raise them. We stifle the humanity of
boys. We define masculinity in a very narrow way. Masculinity is a hard, small cage,
and we put boys inside this cage.
We teach boys to be afraid of fear, of weakness, of vulnerability. We teach them to
mask their true selves, because they have to be, in Nigerian-speak—a hard man.
In secondary school, a boy and a girl go out, both of them teenagers with meager
pocket money.
Yet the boy is expected to pay the bills, always, to prove his masculinity. (And we
wonder why boys are more likely to steal money from their parents.)
What if both boys and girls were raised not to link masculinity and money? What if
their attitude was not "the boy has to pay," but rather, "whoever has more should
pay." Of course, because of their historical advantage, it is mostly men who will have
more today. But if we start raising children differently, then in fifty years, in a
hundred years, boys will no longer have the pressure of proving their masculinity by
material means.
But by far the worst thing we do to males—by making them feel they have to be
hard—is that we leave them with very fragile egos. The harder a man feels
compelled to be, the weaker his ego is. And then we do a much greater disservice to
girls, because we raise them to cater to the fragile egos of males.
We teach girls to shrink themselves, to make themselves smaller.
We say to girls: You can have ambition, but not too much. You should aim to be
successful but not too successful, otherwise you will threaten the man. If you are the
breadwinner in your relationship with a man, pretend that you are not, especially in
public, otherwise you will emasculate him.

18

1.6

LET US SUM UP

For centuries, the world divided human beings into two groups and then proceeded to
exclude and oppress one group. It is only fair that the solution to the problem should
acknowledge that.” Of course it should. And yet, so often, the feeling that men are
being slighted or threatened by feminism has clouded people’s logic and set all of us
another small step backwards. Adichie’s words, combined with the reach the success
of her novels has afforded her, have the power to do the opposite.
“Some men feel threatened by the idea of feminism,” Adichie explains. “This comes,
I think, from the insecurity triggered by how boys are brought up, how their sense of
self-worth is diminished if they are not ‘naturally’ in charge as men.” Adichie is not
attacking men here; she is attacking a society – made up, lest we forget, of men and
women – that brings boys up to think in this detrimental way. Until this changes, we
will continue as we have for centuries. “We do a great disservice to boys in how we
raise them,” Adichie writes. “We stifle the humanity of boys. We define masculinity
in a very narrow way. Masculinity is a hard, small cage, and we put boys inside this
cage.”

1.7

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

1) We All Should Be Feminists. Justify the title
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
2) Gender is not an easy conversation to have. Elucidate
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
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……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
3) Boys have the pressure of proving their masculinity by material means. Justify
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
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UNIT 2 : SULTANA’S DREAM (A NOVELLA): ROKEYA
SAKHAWAT HOSSAIN
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2.5

Check your progress

OBJECTIVE

After going through this unit you would be able to know:
 Sultana’s encounter with a typical opposite world than her own world shows
how much she has been internalised with restrictions on women.
 The incidents and the encounters faced by Sultana make the reader think of
her as a fictional extension of Begum Rokeya herself. The part of Sister Sara
refers to that part of her understanding where she had argued against the
norms of patriarchy, which decides on women’s fate.
 This dream sequence presents many images, which were unthinkable for
women at the time when Begum Rokeya was writing.
 She had mentioned that Sultana had reached a place
 called Ladyland where women were not behind purdah or living in jenana.

2.1

INTRODUCTION

The celebration of scientific temperament by women in Sultana’s Dream, itself
makes it a radical feminist text. Not only she had glorified women’s participation in
science as a safer option but also maintained that given a chance, men had only
misused it. If women receive a chance to participate in scientific learning, they can
use it productively for future generations without wasting resources like men. She
discusses on wars where women had taken part and had won the same. This war
actually took place when few people, who had committed political offence, took
refuge in the Ladyland.
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The King in the neighbouring country wanted to get them back. However, the Queen
of Ladyland was not willing to do so. It was not her principle to turn out refugees.
Therefore, the King had declared war.

2.2

TEXT

Sultana's Dream
One evening I was lounging in an easy chair in my bedroom and thinking lazily of
the condition of Indian womanhood. I am not sure whether I dozed off or not. But, as
far as I remember, I was wide awake. I saw the moonlit sky sparkling with thousands
of diamond-like stars, very distinctly.
All on a sudden a lady stood before me; how she came in, I do not know. I took her
for my friend, Sister Sara.
'Good morning,' said Sister Sara. I smiled inwardly as I knew it was not morning, but
starry night. However, I replied to her, saying, 'How do you do?'
'I am all right, thank you. Will you please come out and have a look at our garden?'
I looked again at the moon through the open window, and thought there was no harm
in going out at that time. The men-servants outside were fast asleep just then, and I
could have a pleasant walk with Sister Sara.
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.
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'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.'
By and by I was enjoying the scenery. Really it was very grand. I mistook a patch of
green grass for a velvet cushion. Feeling as if I were walking on a soft carpet, I
looked down and found the path covered with moss and flowers.
'How nice it is,' said I.
'Do you like it?' asked Sister Sara. (I continued calling her 'Sister Sara,' and she kept
calling me by my name).
'Yes, very much; but I do not like to tread on the tender and sweet flowers.'
'Never mind, dear Sultana; your treading will not harm them; they are street flowers.'
'The whole place looks like a garden,' said I admiringly. 'You have arranged every
plant so skillfully.'
'Your Calcutta could become a nicer garden than this if only your countrymen
wanted to make it so.'
'They would think it useless to give so much attention to horticulture, while they
have so many other things to do.'
'They could not find a better excuse,' said she with smile.
I became very curious to know where the men were. I met more than a hundred
women while walking there, but not a single man.
'Where are the men?' I asked her.
'In their proper places, where they ought to be.'
'Pray let me know what you mean by "their proper places".'
'O, I see my mistake, you cannot know our customs, as you were never here before.
We shut our men indoors.'
'Just as we are kept in the zenana?'
'Exactly so.'
'How funny,' I burst into a laugh. Sister Sara laughed too.
'But dear Sultana, how unfair it is to shut in the harmless women and let loose the
men.'
'Why? It is not safe for us to come out of the zenana, as we are naturally weak.'
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'Yes, it is not safe so long as there are men about the streets, nor is it so when a wild
animal enters a marketplace.'
'Of course not.'
'Suppose, some lunatics escape from the asylum and begin to do all sorts of mischief
to men, horses and other creatures; in that case what will your countrymen do?'
'They will try to capture them and put them back into their asylum.'
'Thank you! And you do not think it wise to keep sane people inside an asylum and
let loose the insane?'
'Of course not!' said I laughing lightly.
'As a matter of fact, in your country this very thing is done! Men, who do or at least
are capable of doing no end of mischief, are let loose and the innocent women, shut
up in the zenana! How can you trust those untrained men out of doors?'
'We have no hand or voice in the management of our social affairs. In India man is
lord and master, he has taken to himself all powers and privileges and shut up the
women in the zenana.'
'Why do you allow yourselves to be shut up?'
'Because it cannot be helped as they are stronger than women.'
'A lion is stronger than a man, but it does not enable him to dominate the human
race. You have neglected the duty you owe to yourselves and you have lost your
natural rights by shutting your eyes to your own interests.'
'But my dear Sister Sara, if we do everything by ourselves, what will the men do
then?'
'They should not do anything, excuse me; they are fit for nothing. Only catch them
and put them into the zenana.'
'But would it be very easy to catch and put them inside the four walls?' said I. 'And
even if this were done, would all their business – political and commercial – also go
with them into the zenana?'
Sister Sara made no reply. She only smiled sweetly. Perhaps she thought it useless to
argue with one who was no better than a frog in a well.
By this time we reached Sister Sara's house. It was situated in a beautiful heartshaped garden. It was a bungalow with a corrugated iron roof. It was cooler and nicer
than any of our rich buildings. I cannot describe how neat and how nicely furnished
and how tastefully decorated it was.
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We sat side by side. She brought out of the parlour a piece of embroidery work and
began putting on a fresh design.
'Do you know knitting and needle work?'
'Yes; we have nothing else to do in our zenana.'
'But we do not trust our zenana members with embroidery!' she said laughing, 'as a
man has not patience enough to pass thread through a needlehole even!'
'Have you done all this work yourself?' I asked her pointing to the various pieces of
embroidered teapoy cloths.
'Yes.'
'How can you find time to do all these? You have to do the office work as well?
Have you not?'
'Yes. I do not stick to the laboratory all day long. I finish my work in two hours.'
'In two hours! How do you manage? In our land the officers, – magistrates, for
instance – work seven hours daily.'
'I have seen some of them doing their work. Do you think they work all the seven
hours?'
'Certainly they do!'
' No, dear Sultana, they do not. They dawdle away their time in smoking. Some
smoke two or three choroots during the office time. They talk much about their work,
but do little. Suppose one choroot takes half an hour to burn off, and a man smokes
twelve choroots daily; then you see, he wastes six hours every day in sheer smoking.'
We talked on various subjects, and I learned that they were not subject to any kind of
epidemic disease, nor did they suffer from mosquito bites as we do. I was very much
astonished to hear that in Ladyland no one died in youth except by rare accident.
'Will you care to see our kitchen?' she asked me.
'With pleasure,' said I, and we went to see it. Of course the men had been asked to
clear off when I was going there. The kitchen was situated in a beautiful vegetable
garden. Every creeper, every tomato plant was itself an ornament. I found no smoke,
nor any chimney either in the kitchen -- it was clean and bright; the windows were
decorated with flower gardens. There was no sign of coal or fire.
'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.
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'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.'
'How the tables are turned,' I interposed with a laugh.
'But the seclusion is the same,' she said. 'In a few years we had separate universities,
where no men were admitted.'
'In the capital, where our Queen lives, there are two universities. One of these
invented a wonderful balloon, to which they attached a number of pipes. By means
of this captive balloon which they managed to keep afloat above the cloud-land, they
could draw as much water from the atmosphere as they pleased. As the water was
incessantly being drawn by the university people no cloud gathered and the
ingenious Lady Principal stopped rain and storms thereby.'
'Really! Now I understand why there is no mud here!' said I. But I could not
understand how it was possible to accumulate water in the pipes. She explained to
me how it was done, but I was unable to understand her, as my scientific knowledge
was very limited. However, she went on, 'When the other university came to know of
this, they became exceedingly jealous and tried to do something more extraordinary
still. They invented an instrument by which they could collect as much sun-heat as
they wanted. And they kept the heat stored up to be distributed among others as
required.
'While the women were engaged in scientific research, the men of this country were
busy increasing their military power. When they came to know that the female
universities were able to draw water from the atmosphere and collect heat from the
sun, they only laughed at the members of the universities and called the whole thing
"a sentimental nightmare"!'
'Your achievements are very wonderful indeed! But tell me, how you managed to put
the men of your country into the zenana. Did you entrap them first?'
'No.'
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'It is not likely that they would surrender their free and open air life of their own
accord and confine themselves within the four walls of the zenana! They must have
been overpowered.'
'Yes, they have been!'
'By whom? By some lady-warriors, I suppose?'
'No, not by arms.'
'Yes, it cannot be so. Men's arms are stronger than women's. Then?'
'By brain.'
'Even their brains are bigger and heavier than women's. Are they not?'
'Yes, but what of that? An elephant also has got a bigger and heavier brain than a
man has. Yet man can enchain elephants and employ them, according to their own
wishes.'
'Well said, but tell me please, how it all actually happened. I am dying to know it!'
'Women's brains are somewhat quicker than men's. Ten years ago, when the military
officers called our scientific discoveries "a sentimental nightmare," some of the
young ladies wanted to say something in reply to those remarks. But both the Lady
Principals restrained them and said, they should reply not by word, but by deed, if
ever they got the opportunity. And they had not long to wait for that opportunity.'
'How marvelous!' I heartily clapped my hands. 'And now the proud gentlemen are
dreaming sentimental dreams themselves.'
'Soon afterwards certain persons came from a neighbouring country and took shelter
in ours. They were in trouble having committed some political offense. The king who
cared more for power than for good government asked our kind-hearted Queen to
hand them over to his officers. She refused, as it was against her principle to turn out
refugees. For this refusal the king declared war against our country.
'Our military officers sprang to their feet at once and marched out to meet the enemy.
The enemy however, was too strong for them. Our soldiers fought bravely, no doubt.
But in spite of all their bravery the foreign army advanced step by step to invade our
country.
'Nearly all the men had gone out to fight; even a boy of sixteen was not left home.
Most of our warriors were killed, the rest driven back and the enemy came within
twenty-five miles of the capital.
'A meeting of a number of wise ladies was held at the Queen's palace to advise as to
what should be done to save the land. Some proposed to fight like soldiers; others
objected and said that women were not trained to fight with swords and guns, nor
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were they accustomed to fighting with any weapons. A third party regretfully
remarked that they were hopelessly weak of body.
'"If you cannot save your country for lack of physical strength," said the Queen, "try
to do so by brain power."
'There was a dead silence for a few minutes. Her Royal Highness said again, "I must
commit suicide if the land and my honour are lost."
'Then the Lady Principal of the second university (who had collected sun-heat), who
had been silently thinking during the consultation, remarked that they were all but
lost, and there was little hope left for them. There was, however, one plan which she
would like to try, and this would be her first and last efforts; if she failed in this,
there would be nothing left but to commit suicide. All present solemnly vowed that
they would never allow themselves to be enslaved, no matter what happened.
'The Queen thanked them heartily, and asked the Lady Principal to try her plan. The
Lady Principal rose again and said, "before we go out the men must enter the
zenanas. I make this prayer for the sake of purdah." "Yes, of course," replied Her
Royal Highness.
'On the following day the Queen called upon all men to retire into zenanas for the
sake of honour and liberty. Wounded and tired as they were, they took that order
rather for a boon! They bowed low and entered the zenanas without uttering a single
word of protest. They were sure that there was no hope for this country at all.
'Then the Lady Principal with her two thousand students marched to the battle field,
and arriving there directed all the rays of the concentrated sunlight and heat towards
the enemy.
'The heat and light were too much for them to bear. They all ran away panic-stricken,
not knowing in their bewilderment how to counteract that scorching heat. When they
fled away leaving their guns and other ammunitions of war, they were burnt down by
means of the same sun-heat. Since then no one has tried to invade our country any
more.'
'And since then your countrymen never tried to come out of the zenana?'
'Yes, they wanted to be free. Some of the police commissioners and district
magistrates sent word to the Queen to the effect that the military officers certainly
deserved to be imprisoned for their failure; but they never neglected their duty and
therefore they should not be punished and they prayed to be restored to their
respective offices.
'Her Royal Highness sent them a circular letter intimating to them that if their
services should ever be needed they would be sent for, and that in the meanwhile
they should remain where they were. Now that they are accustomed to the purdah
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system and have ceased to grumble at their seclusion, we call the system "Mardana"
instead of "zenana".'
'But how do you manage,' I asked Sister Sara, 'to do without the police or magistrates
in case of theft or murder?'
'Since the "Mardana" system has been established, there has been no more crime or
sin; therefore we do not require a policeman to find out a culprit, nor do we want a
magistrate to try a criminal case.'
'That is very good, indeed. I suppose if there was any dishonest person, you could
very easily chastise her. As you gained a decisive victory without shedding a single
drop of blood, you could drive off crime and criminals too without much difficulty!'
'Now, dear Sultana, will you sit here or come to my parlour?' she asked me.
'Your kitchen is not inferior to a queen's boudoir!' I replied with a pleasant smile, 'but
we must leave it now; for the gentlemen may be cursing me for keeping them away
from their duties in the kitchen so long.' We both laughed heartily.
'How my friends at home will be amused and amazed, when I go back and tell them
that in the far-off Ladyland, ladies rule over the country and control all social
matters, while gentlemen are kept in the Mardanas to mind babies, to cook and to do
all sorts of domestic work; and that cooking is so easy a thing that it is simply a
pleasure to cook!'
'Yes, tell them about all that you see here.'
'Please let me know, how you carry on land cultivation and how you plough the land
and do other hard manual work.'
'Our fields are tilled by means of electricity, which supplies motive power for other
hard work as well, and we employ it for our aerial conveyances too. We have no rail
road nor any paved streets here.'
'Therefore neither street nor railway accidents occur here,' said I. 'Do not you ever
suffer from want of rainwater?' I asked.
'Never since the "water balloon" has been set up. You see the big balloon and pipes
attached thereto. By their aid we can draw as much rainwater as we require. Nor do
we ever suffer from flood or thunderstorms. We are all very busy making nature
yield as much as she can. We do not find time to quarrel with one another as we
never sit idle. Our noble Queen is exceedingly fond of botany; it is her ambition to
convert the whole country into one grand garden.'
'The idea is excellent. What is your chief food?'
'Fruits.'
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'How do you keep your country cool in hot weather? We regard the rainfall in
summer as a blessing from heaven.'
'When the heat becomes unbearable, we sprinkle the ground with plentiful showers
drawn from the artificial fountains. And in cold weather we keep our room warm
with sun-heat.'
She showed me her bathroom, the roof of which was removable. She could enjoy a
shower bath whenever she liked, by simply removing the roof (which was like the lid
of a box) and turning on the tap of the shower pipe.
'You are a lucky people!' ejaculated I. 'You know no want. What is your religion,
may I ask?'
'Our religion is based on Love and Truth. It is our religious duty to love one another
and to be absolutely truthful. If any person lies, she or he is....'
'Punished with death?'
'No, not with death. We do not take pleasure in killing a creature of God, especially a
human being. The liar is asked to leave this land for good and never to come to it
again.'
'Is an offender never forgiven?'
'Yes, if that person repents sincerely.'
'Are you not allowed to see any man, except your own relations?'
'No one except sacred relations.'
'Our circle of sacred relations is very limited; even first cousins are not sacred.'
'But ours is very large; a distant cousin is as sacred as a brother.'
'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. After we were comfortably
seated she touched a knob and the blades began to whirl, moving faster and faster
every moment. At first we were raised to the height of about six or seven feet and
then off we flew. And before I could realize that we had commenced moving, we
reached the garden of the Queen.
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My friend lowered the air-car by reversing the action of the machine, and when the
car touched the ground the machine was stopped and we got out.
I had seen from the air-car the Queen walking on a garden path with her little
daughter (who was four years old) and her maids of honour.
'Halloo! You here!' cried the Queen addressing Sister Sara. I was introduced to Her
Royal Highness and was received by her cordially without any ceremony.
I was very much delighted to make her acquaintance. In the course of the
conversation I had with her, the Queen told me that she had no objection to
permitting her subjects to trade with other countries. 'But,' she continued, 'no trade
was possible with countries where the women were kept in the zenanas and so unable
to come and trade with us. Men, we find, are rather of lower morals and so we do not
like dealing with them. We do not covet other people's land, we do not fight for a
piece of diamond though it may be a thousand-fold brighter than the Koh-i-Noor, nor
do we grudge a ruler his Peacock Throne. We dive deep into the ocean of knowledge
and try to find out the precious gems, which nature has kept in store for us. We enjoy
nature's gifts as much as we can.'
After taking leave of the Queen, I visited the famous universities, and was shown
some of their manufactories, laboratories and observatories.
After visiting the above places of interest we got again into the air-car, but as soon as
it began moving, I somehow slipped down and the fall startled me out of my dream.
And on opening my eyes, I found myself in my own bedroom still lounging in the
easy-chair!

2.3

PLOT

Sultana's Dream is a 1905 feminist utopian story written by Rokeya Sakhawat
Hossain, a Muslim feminist, writer and social reformer from Bengal. It was
published in the same year in Madras based English periodical The Indian Ladies
Magazine.

It depicts a feminist utopia (called Ladyland) in which women run everything and
men are secluded, in a mirror-image of the traditional practice of purdah. The
women are aided by science fiction-esque "electrical" technology which enables
laborless farming and flying cars; the women scientists have discovered how to
trap solar power and control the weather. This results in "a sort of genderbased Planet of the Apes where the roles are reversed and the men are locked away
in a technologically advanced future."
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There, traditional stereotypes such as “Men have bigger brains” and women are
"naturally weak" are countered with logic such as "an elephant also has a bigger and
heavier brain" and “a lion is stronger than a man” and yet neither of them dominates
men. In Ladyland crime is eliminated, since men were considered responsible for all
of it. The workday is only two hours long, since men used to waste six hours of each
day in smoking. The religion is one of love and truth. Purity is held above all, such
that the list of "sacred relations" (mahram) is widely extended.
Origin of the story
According to Hossain, she wrote Sultana's Dream as a way to pass the time while her
husband, Khan Bahadur Syed Sakhawat Hossain, a deputy magistrate, was away on a
tour. Her husband was an appreciative audience and encouraged Hossain to read and
write in English. Thus, writing Sultana's Dream in English was a way of
demonstrating her proficiency in the language to her husband. Sakhawat was very
impressed by the story and encouraged Hossain to submit the piece to The Indian
Ladies Magazine, which published the story for the first time in 1905. The story was
later published in book form in 1908.

2.4

LET US SUM UP

As a feminist utopia, Sultana’s Dream offers no space for male domination and
oppression. It throws light on various social and religious customs that were
practised to dominate women. Rokeya’s childhood memories and educational
background allows her to reflect her on issues plaguing women’s emancipation.
Sultana’s Dream hardly questions the discrimination perpetuated through gender
binaries. It attempts to make sexual role reversals in which men are shown as the
inferior sex. However, it narrowly questions the violence and discrimination
perpetuated through the category of gender. Since, it provides a critique of patriarchy
and the affect of it on women’s lives but barely examines caste and class
backgrounds in perpetuating inequalities and discrimination among individuals.
Indeed, this text was written much ahead of its time and thereby, sustains interest
with its radical approach.

2.5

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

1) Transformation in society to bring women out of the boundaries of four walls of
home and to work in the public sphere without interference of men at all.
Elucidate
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
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………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
2) The celebration of scientific temperament by women in Sultana’s Dream. Justify
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
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