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Speculating with human rights: two South Asian women writers
and utopian mobilities
Barnita Bagchi

Comparative Literature Section, Department of Languages, Literature, and Communication Utrecht University,
Utrecht, Netherlands

ABSTRACT
Utopian and dystopian fiction are classifiable under the umbrella term
speculative fiction, which speculates with or takes risks with the reality it
creates in the fiction. My paper investigates speculative writing which is
also utopian by South Asian feminist and activist women, comparing
creative texts by Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain, from the first half of the 20th

century, and Vandana Singh, from contemporary times. A selection of
their published short fiction are focused on, in particular Hossain’s
‘Sultana’s Dream’ (1905) and Padmarag and the short story ‘Delhi’ by
Singh. The article pulls together analysis of different kinds of mobility to
argue that both writers, in their imagination of mobile utopia, also
further creative speculations round human rights, with special reference
to gender and the city. The article analyses how South Asian metropo-
lises, notably Calcutta and Delhi, get reimagined in their writing. Both
Hossain and Singh were/are educators in real life. How do their educative
and speculative voices come together (or not) in their mobile utopia
reimagining human rights? My answer is that the speculative reality-
bending mode offers an articulation of the educative in a very different
key to the conventionally pedagogic.

KEYWORDS
South Asia; utopia; gender;
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The ‘social dreaming’ (Claeys and Sargent 2017, 1–5) of utopia combines social and imaginative
experimentation, and articulates anticipations of the future (Bloch and Plaice 1995). Although the
Greek word utopia was invented in Europe in 1516 by Thomas More in his Latin work Utopia,
utopia as an imaginative mode manifests itself in all inhabited continents. Utopian and dystopian
fiction are also classifiable under the umbrella term speculative fiction, fiction with an apocalyptic
or futuristic feel, fiction which speculates with or takes risks with the worlds it builds. My article
investigates utopian writing by South Asian feminist and activist women, comparing in particular
creative texts by Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain, from the first half of the 20th century, and by Vandana
Singh, from contemporary times. A selection of their published short fiction and essays will be
focused on, in particular Hossain’s ‘Sultana’s Dream’ (1905), her Bengali novella Padmarag, or The
Ruby (1924, translation by Bagchi 2005), and the short story ‘Delhi’ from Singh’s The Woman Who
Thought She Was a Planet and Other Stories (Singh 2008). I analyse how, in these utopian and
speculative texts, mobilities are discussed, with particular focus on the experience and social
aspects of walking and flying, which are linked to human rights, especially gender equity and
equality, and the right of city-dwellers to the cities they inhabit.

The article places the two creative texts in focus in the mobilities turn for the Humanities.
Merriman and Pearce (2017) argue for the importance of Humanities approaches and methods to
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mobility studies, examining how autobiographical, fictional, poetic, visual, journalistic and other
texts can be analysed in this field, and how features of texts that the social sciences consider
‘unreliable’ can actually be invaluable for both representational and non-representational analysis
of texts through the lens of mobility (Merriman and Pearce 2017, 503). The immersive and affective
textures of literary texts is as important as what those texts represent for Humanities analyses of
mobility, they argue.

Such immersive and affective textures may be especially fascinating in speculative fiction that
overlaps with utopian fiction, given that these modes are not usually driven by mimetic or
representational styles, being more focused on giving us feels of surprising other worlds, in
which literary and social futures and dreams are played with. All the pieces of fiction I consider
in this article can be considered as speculative fiction as well as utopian fiction.

The term “speculative fiction” has three historically located meanings: a subgenre of science fiction that deals
with human rather than technological problems, a genre distinct from and opposite to science fiction in its
exclusive focus on possible futures, and a super category for all genres that deliberately depart from imitating
“consensus reality” of everyday experience. In this latter sense, speculative fiction includes fantasy, science
fiction, and horror, but also their derivatives, hybrids, and cognate genres like the gothic, dystopia, weird
fiction, post-apocalyptic fiction, ghost stories, superhero tales, alternate history, steampunk, slipstream, magic
realism, fractured fairy tales, and more. (Oziewicz 2017)

Oziewicz further highlights the capacity of speculative fiction to accommodate ‘the non-mimetic
genres of Western but also non-Western and indigenous literatures – especially stories narrated
from the minority or alternative perspective’ (Oziewicz 2017, 2). This article investigates such
primarily non-mimetic genres, by South Asian feminist and activist women.

This article mobilizes utopia as heuristic methodology, following the work of Ruth Levitas, and
also finds Levitas’s notion of utopia as desire for a better life to be important. Desires for mobilities
and immobilities are very much part of such visions of better lives. Levitas argued in The Concept of
Utopia that utopia is the experimental or heuristic expression of the desire for a better way of being
or of living, and as such is braided through human culture, analogous to a quest for grace which is
both existential and relational. (Levitas 2013, xii-xiii). Levitas further writes:

A definition of utopia in terms of desire is analytic rather than descriptive. It generates a method which is
primarily hermeneutic but which repeatedly returns us from existential and aesthetic concerns to the social
and structural domain. (Levitas 2013, xiii)

I would challenge this view, as a scholar of aesthetics and literature, to argue that there is continuous
interplay between the social and structural, and the existential and aesthetic domains in utopian
writing, with neither side dominating, and that the cases I analyse illustrate this very well.

Through mobilities, including walking and/or flying, both utopian imagining or social dream-
ing and the right to gender equity and equality are voiced in a range of speculative and utopian
texts. The articulation of human rights in speculative, including utopian fiction, is fascinating
and complex. This is all the more so with human rights themselves conceivable of in
a multiplicity of ways: ‘ ““natural scholars” conceive of human rights as given; “deliberative
scholars” as agreed upon; “protest scholars” as fought for, and “discourse scholars” as talked
about’ (Dembour 2010, 1). I analyse rights as fought for, talked about, and claimed in these
fictions, not as agreed on or as given. This ties in with Bagchi’s argument that utopia and
human rights, both critically oscillating between promise and actualisation, can be mutually
enriching when examined together, and that part of this enrichment comes from the unsettling
possibilities that they unleash (Bagchi 2016, 105). Hossain is recognized today as a pioneering
educator of Muslim girls and women in South Asia, who worked for ‘narir adhikar’ or ‘the rights
of woman’ (Hossain 2008, 254–256), the title of her last, unfinished essay. Singh writes in her
fiction and non-fiction about environmental rights, indigenous peoples’ rights, and the right to
gender equality.
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Contextualizing the oeuvre of Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain and Vandana Singh

It is useful to locate the oeuvre of Hossain and Singh in their respective contexts. Born into
a landholding family in east Bengal, Hossain (1880–1932) did not get formal schooling or higher
education. Her conservative father discouraged her hunger for learning, but a supportive elder
sister and elder brother helped her pursue her study of English and Bengali respectively. The same
elder brother facilitated Hossain’s marriage at the age of sixteen to a much older man who
respected Hossain’s intelligence, hunger for education, and talent for writing. After marriage,
Hossain moved to a provincial town, Bhagalpur, in what would be the present-day province of
Bihar’, neighbour to West Bengal, in India, where her husband was a government official. Hossain
wrote ‘Sultana’s Dream’ while living in Bhagalpur, and the fable was published in a magazine called
the Indian Ladies’ Magazine in 1905. The Indian Tamil Christian writer Kamala Satthianadhan
(1879–1950) started this periodical in 1901. The magazine published major women writers such
as the poet and nationalist leader Sarojini Naidu.

Hossain became a regular and familiar writer in Bengali-language periodicals and reviews such
as Nabanoor, Mahila, and Nabaprabha by 1904. She was bequeathed a legacy of Rs 10,000 by her
husband to start a school for girls, and when she was widowed at the age of 29, she first attempted
to start this school in her marital place of residence, Bhagalpur, in what is now a neighbouring
province of West Bengal in India. However, relations with members of her marital family became
sour, and Hossain moved alone to Kolkata. In 1911, she started the Sakhawat Hossain Memorial
School for Muslim girls in a rented house in Kolkata, with eight students. The school was very
successful, and kept on expanding: even today, the Sakhawat Hossain Memorial School is
a flourishing and well-regarded school. In 1916, Hossain started the Bengal branch of the
Anjuman-e-Khwatin-e-Islam, an association for Muslim women, engaged in welfarist and develop-
mental work, including literacy and vocational training classes in the slums of Calcutta.

‘Sultana’s Dream’ was published a decade before the white US writer Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s
Herland (first published in 1915), perhaps the most well-known early twentieth-century feminist
utopian novel. Herland is about a highly evolved and civilized female-only society, set in a secluded
geography in South America, a land in which years of evolution have given women the power to
reproduce by themselves. Three white men from the USA, Van (the narrator), Terry, and Jeff enter
this all-female utopia of Herland. ‘Sultana’s Dream,’ in contrast, is narrated by a female voice. While
Herland and ‘Sultana’s Dream’ both share a vision of female-led cooperative social progress, with
both societies deeply interested in women’s education and in concern and care for the environ-
ment, ‘Sultana’s Dream’ does not emphasize motherhood, which is the highest social good in
Herland. ‘Sultana’s Dream’ also critiques imperialism and colonialism, seen as associated with
competitive knowledge production and education, as we see later in this article.

Further, the women of Herland are white women, described as being ‘of Aryan stock’ (Gilman
1979, 54), women who are ‘race mothers’ (Fusco 2009, 423). Sultana’s Dream has a racially
indeterminate character called Sister Sara, who is the guide to Ladyland for the narrator named
Sultana; Sultana would appear to be an Indian Muslim woman. Ladyland, the female utopian
society in Hossain’s text, consigns men to a mardana, a satirical inversion and critique of the
zenana, the spaces of female seclusion in India. In both Herland and in ‘Sultana’s Dream,’ women
are mobile, but there is an emphasis on loose, comfortable women’s clothing in Herland (Gilman
15) that ‘Sultana’s Dream’ lacks. Equally, while the males use an aircraft as part of their journey to
Herland, the Herlanders themselves are not shown as invested in the technology of flying; in
‘Sultana’s Dream,’ the women of the female-led utopia are greatly invested in flying by hydrogen-
propelled air-cars. The comparison between these two texts reveals that the South Asian text is
even more invested in technologies of mobility, notably flying, than the one from the USA, and that
the South Asian text is driven by female voices, with male voices absent in it, unlike the text from
the USA, in which a male narratorial voice drives the text. Pioneering studies of feminist utopian
literature (Bartkowski 1991; Sargisson 2002) failed to mention, let alone discuss, Hossain’s utopian
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writing; recent feminist and postcolonial scholars have been redressing the balance (Bagchi 2009;
Chattopadhyay 2017; Banerjee 2019), though not with attention to mobilities.

Vandana Singh writes speculative fiction, mainly science fiction, and children’s fiction. She was
born in New Delhi, India, and now lives in Boston, where she is a Professor of Physics at
Framingham State University, Massachusetts. She writes blog posts, fiction, essays, and poetry.
She is deeply concerned with the environment and climate change, which is evidenced in her
fiction but also in a keynote address she delivered at the Science Fiction Research Association
Conference in 2015 (Singh 2018). Singh speaks here of the kind of speculative fiction she admires,
and ways in which that literature and social change intersect:

These liminal spaces are where we can most clearly hear the voices that are suppressed – the child crying in
the basement prison, the marginalized human, the unacknowledged, nonhuman other. The great science
fiction writer and thinker, Samuel Delany, describes this space as a “pivotal suspension . . . a kind of revelation –
a kind of center, formed of a play of ambiguities, from which I might move in any direction.” Identity matters
enormously in our struggle for justice. Nobody can deny that. But identity is dependent upon context. It is
a fluid, shifting thing; it does not have a predefined meaning independent of context. The feminist philosopher
and physicist Karen Barad’s notion of agential realism reminds us that what we speak of as true is neither
relative nor absolute, but dependent on the particular ways we entangle with animate and inanimate matter.
Concepts such as identity arise out of our paradigms. I believe our freedom lies in first inhabiting and exploring
our identities, and then going beyond them. (Singh 2018)

An interest in liminal, suppressed voices, an ability to articulate fluid shifting identities, and
a commitment to speculative fiction that voices the rights of the liminal and oppressed: all these
themes are evident in Singh’s short story ‘Delhi.’ Mobilities are a key feature of the ways in which
Singh’s characters inhabit and explore their identities.

Mobilities in ‘Sultana’s dream’ and Padmarag

Hossain travels in and through a dream to an otherwhere and an otherwhen. There is a register of
affective friendly sisterhood shown in the relationship between the dreamer and her guide to
Ladyland, who may or may not be the narrator’s friend Sister Sara, a name that itself brings up
connotations of sisterhood and monastic orders, and cuts across Islam, Judaism, and Christianity.
Walking and flying in aircraft are both modes of mobility in ‘Sultana’s Dream’ in Ladyland, a utopian
country in which, in a satirical inversion, men live in seclusion in the mardana, while women,
leaders among whom include the queen and lady principals of two universities, rule a world which
is green, technologically advanced, peaceloving, and driven through education. Lurking in the
story, however, is a sense of the dystopian worlds of actually existing patriarchy, predatory,
masculinist rape culture, and denigration of women and female talents, as a speculative imagina-
tive protest against which ‘Sultana’s Dream’ is composed.

Ladyland is contrasted to but also offered as a future model for the city of Calcutta: Sister Sara
says, ‘ “Your Calcutta could become a nicer garden than this if only your countrymen wanted to
make it so”’ (Hossain 2005, 4). Ladyland is not dissimilar to a colonial-era garden city model, with
bungalows, gardens, and flowers; the country also however has fields tilled by electricity. The story
is distinctly speculative, but even in Padmarag (first published in 1924), Hossain’s longer and
stylistically more realistic utopian novella, depicting a female-led utopian welfarist community
set in early twentieth-century Calcutta, there is an interweaving of humour, a love of greenery
and aesthetics, and female leadership.

‘Lazily’ thinking of ‘the condition of Indian womanhood’ (Hossain 2005, 3), the narrator of
‘Sultana’s Dream’ falls asleep and dreams. That phrase about the condition of Indian womanhood
is a signal of the story entering into the contested terrain of the future of Indian womanhood and
relationships between tradition, modernity, reform, and gender that played out in writings by
Indians and the British colonialists from the second half of the nineteenth century (Bagchi 2009,
744–745). Hossain adopted a feminist and reformist position in which education was a particularly
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cherished cornerstone, arguing that one could combine belief in and practice of social reform and
women’s rights with espousal of religion, such as her own faith in Islam, and with respect for culled
and consciously chosen customs and traditions compatible with gender equality; she also believed
in educating women and men in sciences, technology, and creativity. In ‘Sultana’s Dream,’ the
dreamer and her guide, perhaps Sister Sara, travel through Ladyland, in a way that reminds the
narrator of walking on vacation in Himalayan hill-stations.

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. (Hossain 2005, 3)

Like the narrator of ‘Sultana’s Dream,’ in real life Hossain loved going on holidays, and walking on
vacation, with favourite places including the hill-stations of Kurseong and Darjeeling in Himalayan
North Bengal in India and the town of Ghatsila in present-day Jharkhand in India. Basu and
Banerjee (2015) argue that late nineteenth-century travelogues by Bengali Hindu men see the
production of an Anglo-vernacular notion of the nation-space in which women, non-Hindus, and
the labouring classes are marginalized. Hossain’s utopias, foregrounding experiences of female
mobility and travel in Himalayan hill-stations, by women of different religions, including non-
Hindus, from Muslims to Brahmos to Christian women, offers a corrective to such texts and
views. My later reading of the mobilities of the female utopian community leaders in Hossain’s
novella Padmarag reinforces this strand of my argument.

The dreamer feels shy during walking since she is ‘not used to walking about unveiled’ (Hossain
2005, 4). Moreover, Ladyland is imaged as a garden again and again, with Sister Sara’s house,
situated in a ‘heart-shaped garden’ (Hossain 2005, 6) evoking the register of love. Further walking
takes the narrator to a kitchen. The statement that it is situated in a ‘beautiful vegetable garden’
(Hossain, 7) is followed by the remark that each plant in the garden is an ‘ornament’ (Hossain
2005, 7), thereby emphasizing the aesthetic dimension, not merely the functional one. This
connotation is further heightened with the evocation of lack of smoke, of cleanliness and bright-
ness, coupling environmental non-pollution with feminized aesthetics. The affective, immersive
register is one of peace, greenness, and emotional tranquillity. While the mobility of walking itself
articulates, in Levitas’s terms, the utopian impulse as the desire for a better way of life, mobility also
facilitates access to other elements, notably cultivated and environmentally unpolluted nature, that
are also expressive of utopia as a better way of life. This takes place while at a meta-level of
readerly experience the flights of fantasy and risk-taking of speculative fiction facilitate Levitas’s
notion of utopia as a heuristic, risk-taking method.

Flying is one of the delights as well as functionalities of Ladyland. While walking is more allied to
the garden-like, green, and pastoral quality of the feminist utopian vision, flying is more allied to
the technophilia, futurism, and love of the sciences found the narrative (see Bhattacharya and
Hiradhar 2019).

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. (Hossain 2005, 13)

There is a paradoxical sense of order, comfort, and regulation, along with the perhaps pre-
dictable sense of freedom in this picture of flying. In 1930, much later than the publication of
‘Sultana’s Dream,’ Margery Brown would write about women aviators flying, ‘Women are
seeking freedom. Freedom in the skies! They are soaring above . . . [the obstructions to] their
sex which have kept them earth-bound. Flying is a symbol of freedom from limitation.’ (quoted
in Oakes 1985, 4).
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Reading ‘Sultana’s Dream,’ one gets a feeling of the love of scientific order, regulation, and on
ease and comfort present in that text, even more than a feel of soaring and freedom from
limitation that one hears in Power’s words. In the same year that Power wrote, in the month of
December, Hossain flew in an aircraft 50 miles above Calcutta, having been taken up by Morad, the
first Muslim pilot of Bengal. Hossain wrote, while recounting this experience,

When I wrote ‘Sultana’s Dream,’ the aeroplane or zeppelin did not exist. Even the motor-car had not reached
India then. Electric lights and fans were beyond imagination. At least I had not seen any of these. Nearly
6 years later (in 1911) I came to Calcutta and saw an aeroplane flying, from a distance. I never hoped I would
myself ever get on to an aeroplane. I simply sighed in silence. (Hossain 2008, 450; my translation)

In her account of flying in a male-propelled aircraft, Hossain emphasizes the bravery of the pilot’s
mother, a ‘helpless widow,’ (Hossain 2008, 451; my translation) who allowed her son to fly to Cape
Town. I would argue that the textual space of ‘Sultana’s Dream’ allows a depiction of flying in
which love of scientific precision and patterning and of personal order, comfort, cooperative social
progress, and freedom interweave, in a way absent from Hossain’s account of flying, mediated and
led by a male pilot, two years before her death.

The engaged, absorbed register with which flying is presented in ‘Sultana’s Dream;’ is in stark
contrast to the depiction of men immobilised in the mardana in the new dispensation, a picture
which is satirical, and deconstructive of the logic of patriarchal seclusion and immobilisation of
women.

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.’
‘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.’ (Hossain 2005, 5)

This passage raises many unsettling questions, as the best speculative fiction does.
Relentlessly, Sister Sara’s argument leads to the conclusion that if men are to be seen as

predatory purveyors of rape culture, then it is they who should be secluded. And yet no answer
is given to the dreamer’s questions around what men should do in this seclusion, whether it would
at all be possible to sequester them in this way. Indeed, we keep asking whether the same
questions should not be raised for patriarchal societies, that subordinate and even seclude
women: mobilities/immobilities, and freedom/unfreedom are deeply related in ‘Sultana’s Dream.’
The mobile, supple nature of the dream, the walks and flying with a metaphorical sister, the
futuristic clean energy envisaged, and the hydrogen-propelled travel to be found in ‘Sultana’s
Dream’ are all counterpointed by the pulsing dystopian vision of patriarchy that drives the
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speculative myth. In that subterranean dystopian myth, seclusion, relative immobility of one
gender, and predation are drivers.

In utopian hope, nonetheless, Hossain’s speculative reality-bending mode offers an articulation
of the educative, by the Ladyland women, in a very different key to competitive visions of
education and knowledge production that are associated with imperialism and colonialism.

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. (Hossain 2005, 14)

Hossain here makes allusions to the famous Peacock Throne of the Mughal rulers of India which
was captured in the eighteenth century by the invading king Nader Shah of Persia and subse-
quently lost, and to the equally famous diamond, the Koh-i-noor, which eventually became part of
the British Crown Jewels, after the 10-year old Indian Sikh ruler Duleep Singh was forced to cede
the diamond to the British by the terms of the Treaty of Lahore of 1849. Ladyland does not engage
in such imperialist pillage and capture. Instead, we have a very connotative image of mobility, with
the dwellers of this utopia diving into the ocean to ‘enjoy nature’s gifts:’ nothing is robbed, and no
one’s rights are violated in the utopia of Ladyland, as they are in the imperial or colonial practices
evoked just before this positive image. Knowledge is supposedly garnered without violence in
Ladyland, and educational institutions engage in innovative research, while also transmitting
education through institutions such as women’s universities to sustain Ladyland.

Hossain’s other piece of utopian fiction, in Bengali, about an urban female-led utopia set in
Calcutta, Padmarag or The Ruby, first published in Bengali in 1924 (Hossain 2005), offers portraits of
everyday working life and of working women running a female-led community, which has a school,
residential facilities for the female teachers and other workers in the community, a home for the
disabled and indigent, and a vocational training centre. A lot of thought by the female leadership
of the community goes into planning the route of the school bus or coach: some houses are so
tucked away in lanes that the coach cannot reach them. Sometimes the coachman, if he does not
receive a tip, lies and reports a house to be inaccessible when it is not, so that the leader of the
female utopian community, Tarini Sen, has to appoint someone to prepare a detailed report on the
accessibility of the houses of the students. Hossain’s own lifelong experience of forming associa-
tions and linkages among women allowed her to portray with confidence and humour the
exasperated efficiency with which women educators and philanthropists must move about and
do their work, work in which issues around girls’ and women’s mobility were crucial.

At the Sakhawat Hossain Memorial School for Girls, Hossain was an imaginative pedagogue,
teaching her students music and physical exercise, and battling throughout her life to impart education
in Bengali, the language spoken by the vast majority of people in Bengal (present-day West Bengal in
India and the sovereign country of Bangladesh). In Padmarag, women find travel and walking, often in
conversation with others, to be sources of relaxation and freedom; such mobilities outside the busy
everyday reality of Calcutta take the women teachers and leaders of the utopian institution of Tarini
Bhavan to the hill-station of Kurseong, and to the towns of Munger and Ranchi, in neighbouring
provinces of West Bengal, to recharge their batteries (Hossain 2005, 42, 84, 159). The camaraderie and
badinage we find in the episodes of the novel set in busy Calcutta continue to be present in the travel
episodes, but there is a far greater sense of ease and scope for reflection in the vacation episodes. Thus
while the women activists of Tarini Bhavan devote much time to literal and metaphorical (intellectual
and creative) mobility of the girl students under their supervision in Calcutta, the inner and physical
resources to continue doing this work are furthered by travel to places at a remove from the urban
bustle of the megapolis of Calcutta. Brahmo, Hindu, and Muslim women, all part of the core leadership
of Tarini Bhavan, travel together, reinforcing my earlier argumentative point, made in relation to
‘Sultana’s Dream,’ that the foregrounding of experiences of female mobility cutting across religions is
a notable achievement of Hossain’s utopian narratives.
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Mobilities in ‘Delhi’

Singh’s story stars not just the protagonist Aseem (the name means infinity) but the city of Delhi
and its history and future: Aseem continuously travels both through the space of Delhi and
through different timescapes. ‘Delhi’ is a story with dystopian as well as utopian elements.
Aseem, who has been on the brink of suicide in his past, and whom we see on the brink of suicide
in the narrated present of the story too, nonetheless saves many people like himself from death,
and achieves an epiphany with hope towards the end of the story: ‘What he must do, he sees at
last, is what he has been doing all along: looking out for his own kind, the poor and the desperate,
and those who walk with death in their eyes’ (Singh 2008, 38). ‘Delhi’ feels simultaneously and
paradoxically like a utopia and a dystopia, focalized from the perspective of an empathetic,
dispossessed, time-travelling male, a narrative set in a megapolis that even in the future will
have dystopian, hierarchised components, in which men like Aseem and women like the nameless
female fellow-citizen he encounters, interested in biochemistry and in architecture, have to stand
by each other in solidarity, in bewildering, difficult times. The desire to escape dystopian futures is
more readily evident in ‘Delhi’ than Levitasian desires for a better life, but it is indeed desire as well
as faith in a better life, in difficult circumstances, that drive Aseem’s life and wanderings. Singh’s
interest in women, and in men and women who are talented at scientific subjects, whose minds are
supple and mobile, and who also physically travel through spaces, offer other utopian charges to
‘Delhi,’ as does the cross-gender solidarity expressed in the story.

Aseem in his travels through time keeps seeing different facets of the megapolis of Delhi in its
many historical incarnations.

He’s seen more apparitions in the older parts of the city than anywhere else, and he’s not sure why. There is
plenty of history in Delhi, no doubt about that – the city’s past goes back into myth, when the Pandava
brothers of the epic Mahabharata first founded their fabled capital, Indraprastha, some three thousand years
ago. In medieval times alone there were seven cities of Delhi, he remembers, from a well-thumbed history
textbook – and the eighth city was established by the British during the days of the Raj. The city of the
present day, the ninth, is the largest. Only for Aseem are the old cities of Delhi still alive, glimpsed like
mysterious islands from a passing ship, but real, nevertheless. He wishes he could discuss his temporal visions
with someone who would take him seriously and help him understand the nature and limits of his peculiar
malady, but ironically, the only sympathetic person he’s met who shares his condition happened to live in
1100 A.D. or thereabouts, the time of Prithviraj Chauhan, the last great Hindu ruler of Delhi. (Singh 2008, 20)

Aseem sees not just the past but what he realizes are futures of Delhi: taking notes of his
encounters with people across time, he knows how to distinguish apparitions from the past from
those of the future:

Still, he makes compulsive notes of his more interesting encounters. He carries with him at all times a thick,
somewhat shabby notebook, one half of which is devoted to recording these temporal adventures. But
because the apparitions he sees are so clear, he is sometimes not certain whether the face he glimpses in
the crowd, or the man passing him by on a cold night, wrapped in shawls, belong to this time or some other.
Only some incongruity – spatial or temporal – distinguishes the apparitions from the rest.

Sometimes he sees landscapes, too, but rarely – a skyline dotted with palaces and temple spires, a forest in the
middle of a busy thoroughfare – and, strangest of all, once, an array of tall, jeweled towers reaching into the
clouds. Each such vision seems to be charged with a peculiar energy, like a scene lit up by lightning. And
although the apparitions are apparently random and don’t often repeat, there are certain places where he sees
(he thinks) the same people again and again. For instance, while traveling on the Metro he almost always sees
people in the subway tunnels, floating through the train and the passengers on the platforms, dressed in
tatters, their faces pale and unhealthy as though they have never beheld the sun. The first time he saw them,
he shuddered. “The Metro is quite new,” he thought to himself, “and the first underground train system in
Delhi. So what I saw must be in the future . . . ” (Singh 2008, 22-23)

It is this ability to see darkly into the future that produces perhaps the single most memorable
sentence in the story: ‘One day, he tells himself, he will write a history of the future’ (Singh 2008,
23). Without the mobility of a marginal city-dweller like Aseem, such a history would not be
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possible. Without the empathetic social dreaming of Aseem and his fellow-travellers, who dot
different timescapes, who recognize fellow time-travellers, and who endeavour to help desperate,
marginal fellow men and women, the world of ‘Delhi’ could not have been built.

Aseem’s destiny, as foretold in a computer print-out by Om Prakash, the assistant to the strange,
astrologer-like character of Pandit Vidyanath (a name which means Lord of Learning), is mysterious:

“It is for you to interpret what this picture means,” says Om Prakash. “You must live because you need to meet
this woman, perhaps to save her or be saved. It may mean that you could be at the right place and time to
save her from some terrible fate. She could be your sister or daughter, or a wife, or a stranger.”

There are dark smudges for eyes, and the hint of a high cheekbone, and the swirl of hair across the cheek, half-
obscuring the mouth. The face is broad and heart-shaped, narrowing to a small chin.

“But this is not very clear . . . It could be almost anyone. How will I know . . . ”

(Singh 2008, 29)

The future is most uncertain, yet being in the right place and time is crucial, and Aseem’s mobilities
across cityscapes and timescapes enable this. For Singh, the rights of the dispossessed and
marginal are key recurring tropes in her reimagining of Delhi. A woman in the story brings alive
the prospect of a dystopian future of Delhi in which the poor live in Neechi Dilli or Lower Delhi
while the rich live and fly (Singh 2008, 31–32). In ‘Delhi,’ thus, in contrast to ‘Sultana’s Dream,’ there
is no utopian hope that flying is infused with. The divided future of Delhi, beautiful for the
privileged members of the society who live in the upper regions, and dystopian for the inhabitants
of the nether regions, is a heightening of the neoliberal present of the megapolis of Delhi,
a present that is read critically. The woman character, the story suggests, may be the same
woman that Aseem also encounters in his present: history is not linear but arranged in different
kinds of repeating patterns, with an element of cyclicality, just as mobilities in this story are also
non-linear.

In ‘Delhi’, then, Aseem, the protagonist, who, as his allegorical name suggests, can transcend
finite, linear boundaries of time, brings alive for the reader layered histories and layered futures of
the megacity of Delhi. Aseem’s realization that he has been and shall be looking out for his own
kind, the poor and the desperate, is coupled with the realization that the city’s needs are opaque
and ‘unfathomable’ (Singh 2008, 38). If the city of Delhi, now ‘burrowing into the earth,’ ‘will reach
long fingers towards the stars’ (Singh 2008, 38) later, then across all this vast urban expansiveness
extending into infinities of space, marginal, liminal denizens of the city will have to create
solidarities. The city might, impersonally and with cruel consequences for its vulnerable dwellers,
expand linearly and vertically into space, but humans, both men and women, have to find empathy
in their complexly patterned, non-linear journeys across time and space.

Conclusion

In both of the narratives by Singh and Hossain that I consider, South Asian megapolises are
reimagined, and mobility and social dreaming are intertwined. Walking or flying, across space or
time, allows connections to be made, complex realizations to be arrived at, the rights and wrongs
of human beings to be reflected on, and the sociality of utopia to be understood and expressed. In
both pieces, too, the affective, immersive nature of the literary text is as important as the mimetic
or representational engagement of the texts with mobile utopia.

Mobility in ‘Delhi’ is most often the mobility of bewildered, empathetic, visionary wanderers
across the city and its timescapes, wanderers who through their meanderings nonetheless arrive at
startling realizations and reach out to others. In comparison, in ‘Sultana’s Dream,’ by satirizing and
inverting a machismo-led culture of female seclusion and relative immobility, and by simulta-
neously articulating the promise of the right to education for girls and women, Hossain creates
a complex picture of human rights and gender, emplaced in a futuristic city, both pastoral and
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scientifically advanced, and led by highly educated women. Hossain’s other urban feminist utopian
narrative Padmarag, in which travel and walking in quieter places outside Calcutta relaxes and re-
energizes the leaders of the female utopian community delineated, is also less valorizing of
meandering than Singh’s short story.

Are Hossain’s and Singh’s walkers flâneurs? In European, male-dominated and Modernist ima-
ginaries of flânerie, offered notably by the poet Charles Baudelaire in the 1860s and the critic
Walter Benjamin between the 1920s and 1940 (Baudelaire 1964; Benjamin 2006), the flâneur
wanders without purpose and offers an aesthetic and political critique of capitalist modernity.
Solnit asks (2000) ‘why women were not out walking too,’ (Solnit 2000, 265) and then writes
suggestively,

Of course women’s walking is often construed as performance rather than transport, with the implication that
women walk not to see but to be seen, not for their own experience but for that of a male audience, which
means that they are asking for whatever attention they receive (Solnit 2000, 268).

In this context, it is remarkable that Hossain’s utopian women characters walk for themselves,
especially in ‘Sultana’s Dream.’ Solnit argues that in European cultural history, there has been
a circumscription of women’s freedom to walk in solitude (Solnit 279), though Elkin (2016) has
shown how women such as Sophie Calle, George Sand, Virginia Woolf, and Agnès Varda engaged
in and creatively imagined walking. The utopian female walkers in Sultana’s Dream and Padmarag
and the very marginalized, teetery male walker of ‘Delhi’ created by a woman writer, all to be found
in texts connected to South Asia, contribute, I argue, to a non-Eurocentric reconceptualization or
transculturation of the notion of flânerie. The walkers in Hossain’s and Singh’s texts do not conform
to the image of the aestheticized male wanderer of the streets of highly planned European cities.
These South Asian speculative fictions offers trajectories of walking that are aligned with rechar-
ging of the mind and body for female utopian activism (Hossain’s texts), and with marginalized
male and female figures who walk across time and space with the purpose of meeting and saving
from death fellow-marginal denizens of a city that is imaginatively experienced from medieval to
future times (Singh’s short story).

Hossain’s utopias, like her educational practices in real life in the school and welfarist
institutions she founded, foreground women’s human rights, and mobility, intellectual and
physical, is key to these rights; her Ladyland is an urban setting with prominent gardenlike
elements, while Padmarag is firmly an urban utopia. Singh articulates what Lefebvre (1968)
would call the ‘right to the city,’ the rights of marginal and dispossessed city-dwellers; Singh
also espouses gender equality.

Singh recalls writing her first piece of speculative fiction to be submitted for publication, that
too in the USA as a migrant there, drawing on her memories of indigenous female-led activism for
environmental rights in Himalayan India:

When I wrote my first science fiction story as a young mother living in the US, there were no white men in it.
The story was about a remote Himalayan village where a social-ecological movement was in progress, and it
featured an outcast who, it would turn out, was harboring an alien marooned on our world. It drew upon an
experience I’d had when I was seventeen, having just finished high school. I had gone on an expedition to the
Himalayas with some other young people to study the Chipko movement, a movement for environment,
livelihood, and social justice that had, as its backbone, rural village women.

As I stood on that remote Himalayan hillside and watched a meeting of local villages – as I saw a woman speak
with fist raised, and the audience of a couple of hundred men and women listen to her – a fault line appeared
in my understanding of the world. Later I realized what it was: in the speech of that illiterate village woman,
a doyenne of the Chipko movement, so far from the centers of power, education and modern civilization, I’d
witnessed a homegrown, indigenous feminism that owed exactly nothing to, say, Betty Friedan. Somehow
over the years I’d absorbed without knowing it this colonial message – that to recover from, and grow as
successful as the occupying power, you had to turn to its ideas and its people and its history to make your own
shining future, naturally in the image of that power. (Singh 2014)
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Singh writes about connecting back to her own history and the part of her identity that is
postcolonial through her writing; she writes about resisting shiny, colonial or neo-colonial images
of the world which erase indigenous stories and feminist movements. Equally, she asserts her right
not to be boxed in as only a postcolonial writer, asserting the right to move across her many
identities including those of physicist, American academic, American, woman, and woman of Indian
origin (Singh 2014).

The works in focus in this article achieve their effects all the more defamiliarizingly because they
bend and change common-sense reality, as good speculative fiction does, and critique disempo-
werment, exclusion, marginality, and dispossession. Creative speculative writing forms an alter-
native space of mobile utopia for these two educator-writers, in ways that go beyond reductive,
mimetic educative stories.
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