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            The novel When Dreams Travel by Githa Hariharan is written in the form of a 
metanarrative—a  narrative about a narrative. Exploring the context and the text of The 
Thousand and One Nights, Hariharan produces a metatext which examines the story of 
Shahrzad and Shahryar from all aspects- especially the post colonial and feminist. Not only does 
Hariharan dissect the plot and characters in the old myth, she uses the raw material of the old 
myth to create a modern-myth deviating boldly from the original misogynist approach of the old 
text and using it to examine gender vis-à-vis power politics. Hariharan subverts tradition and 
reinvents incidents and offers alternative women characters to show their inner strength, 
deviousness and fortitude in a patriarchal world.  

            From the outset, Hariharan makes it clear that she will take the reader behind the curtain 
to show them what the original text of The Thousand and One Nights misses out or ignores as 
insignificant. She recreates ‘her-stories’ of the women who have become pawns or victims at the 
hands of the oppressive patriarchal system personified in the character of Shahryar. Hariharan 
breaks away from the original version of the tales to present Shahrzad not as a trickster hero, but 
as a victim who devices her own unique way to counter patriarchy. While Shahryar signifies 
oppressive patriarchy and Shahrzad, the fearless and wily femininity; it is the sketchy Dunyazad 
whom Hariharan makes the heroine of her subverted version. Hariharan herself reveals that 
When Dreams Travel is the story of Dunyazad—the  woman who lies hidden behind the shadow 
of her illustrious sister Shahrzad:       

I think it would be more accurate to say that while Scheherazade is centre stage, 
as woman or storyteller or saviour, Dunyazad, the silent accomplice, occupies a 
part of the stage that is almost unlit. It is always this mysterious, unknown corner 
of a story that sets the writer going. It was Dunyazad’s position as the unheard 
younger sister, the yearning, questioning follower, which allowed me to step into 
the story as a writer. (The Telegraph) 

            Joana Filipa da Silva in her doctoral thesis titled Micro-universes and Situated Critical 
Theory: Postcolonial and Feminist Dialogues in a Comparative Study of Indo-English and 
Lusophone Women Writers, points out that Hariharan has attempted to provide alternative ideas 
and vision for the possibilities of the development of a woman’s potential. Da Silva says:  

   …Feminist writing can be less concerned with identifiying the mechanics of 
local patriarchies than with the search for alternative ideas and projects for 
women. If, would one wonder from the point of view of sexual difference 
theories, women had ever been allowed to have their way in terms of power and 
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social re-organisation what would they do? Another way to go around the 
perspectives advocated by sexual difference theories could be phrased as “how 
will liberated women be?” How can she be different from the domestic version 
created by patriarchy? I think this set of theoretical questions is relevant to present 
the last text … because When Dreams Travel246 really answered some of these 
questions in a very creative and intelligent way. (101) 

            Hariharan’s Dunyazad starts from the point of being a character lurking in the 
background of the tales. Hariharan grafts a new, invented plot taking the old story fast-
forwarding fifteen to twenty years after the time the original plot comes to an end. Dunyazad re-
enters the deconstructed plot disguised as a man leading her caravan from her home Samarkand 
to Shahabad, Sultan Shahryar’s capital. The metamorphosis of a subdued Dunyazad into a bold 
and determined middle-aged woman is a remarkable achievement. It appears that the shifty 
Dunyazad has finally found her true identity as a fearless woman who knows how to negotiate  
her terms in a patriarchal world. The journey undertaken by Dunyazad aims at knowing the cause  
of her sister Shahrzad’s sudden demise. Dunyazad is now a widow, since her husband 
Shahzaman died a mysterious death. Dunyazad’s matter-of-factness about her widowhood gives 
a glimpse into  the liberated psyche of a modern woman who doesn’t lose her identity after her 
husband’s death, but rather grows out stronger and freer to achieve her personal goals that had 
been laid aside for the sake of marital duties.  The widow Dunyazad is far removed from the 
stereotyped image of a widow reduced to a shadow of her former self after the death of the 
husband. 

            Dunyazad’s  mission is to know more about her sister’s death and avenge her death if 
need be. She constantly remembers, how, as children, Shahrzad and she played the game called 
The Martyr’s Walk. Living in the shadow  of sultan Shahryar’s cruel game of   marrying a virgin 
every night and killing her in the morning had made the two sisters conscious of their potential 
roles in the politics of the city  Shahabad. Dunyazad remembers how Shahrzad, even as child, 
intended to come out of the walk alive. Her  desire, almost bordering on greed, was to somehow 
come out alive. Dunyazad, on the other hand played the regular martyr almost inviting death to 
embrace her. Dunyazad, who knows her sister and brother-in-law too well; tied integrally as she 
was one of the vertices of the much known triangle in the plot of The Thousand and One 
Nights; can make a conjecture that a  woman so much in love with  life could not have died a 
sudden quick death. It is this point, she contests with herself while in Shahabad.  

            Dunyazad plays the role of a female avenger of her sister. By becoming an ally to 
Shahryar’s son Umar, she succeeds  in toppling Shahryar and bringing about  his imprisonment 
inside the same monument that Shahryar is building in the memory of his beloved dead wife. It is 
the slave girl Dilshad who motivates Dunyazad to become an ally to Umar’s coup-d’état.  
Having accomplished her mission, Dunyazad is free to go back to Samarkand or any other place. 
She has brought the story of The Thousand and One nights to its logical conclusion by making 
sultan Shahryar understand what  it is to be confined by walls, what  it is to live life under 
constant fear and what it is to be powerless and upon another’s mercy.  Breaking the accepted 
norms of heterosexual relationship, Dunyazad takes the slave girl Dilshad as her lover. She finds 
herself liberated in the company of another woman instead of searching for a heterosexual option 
for her bodily loneliness. In rejecting male company, Dunyazad offers an alternative to women 
who feel stifled and oppressed by the only option of a heterosexual relationship. The solution 
that Dunyazad offers may not be palatable to all women, but her attempt almost provides an 
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answer to the queens’ languishing in lonely existence even as the kings frolic with other women. 
The queens indulging in adulterous relationships with their male servants might be carrying the 
potential situation for the rise of other gruesome and horrific tales like The Thousand and One 
Nights. Dunyazad and Dilshad are two women seared by their experiences of patriarchy which 
has treated them as pawns in their power-games. They know patriarchy too well to look for a 
solution within its confined spaces. Hariharan gives them the option of creating a new order of 
their own—a  circle of love where male hegemony,  along with its oppression, cannot enter. 

            Joana Filipa da Silva contrasts the storytelling of seven days and nights with that of the 
story telling of the thousand and one nights and emphasises the subversive element of the former 
in her words:  

            In the Arab collection, Scheherazade tells her tales to save her life (and 
other women’s lives) by entertaining her husband, the sultan. In Harihran’s 
version (Part-II) two women, who are lovers, tell each other stories, one tale 
answer the others’, for seven days and seven nights. The victim’s position of 
princess is replaced by companion love in the re-written anthology, for Dilshad 
and Dunyazad are the active story-tellers in this version. (107)    

            Dunyazad and Dilshad play their own version of The Thousand and One Nights. Not 
stretching it to the length of three years, they settle for a period of seven days and nights in an 
interlude of love-making, storytelling and liberating the ghosts of their pasts in an attempt to 
search for the real  Shahrzad. Dunyazad’s and Dilshad’s stories  reveal themselves. Dunyazad’s   
story titled The Adventures of a Sultan reveals how Dunyazad was forced to kill her own 
husband, Shahzaman, for the welfare of the people. The rumour was that the sultan had gone 
missing, whereafter Dunyazad puts up her step-son as the minor sultan and rules on his behalf  as 
his regent: 

… Dunyazad has acted swiftly, in league; it is said, with a powerful and 
discontented general in the royal retinue. A boy on the throne, a ruler in the 
harem, a silent inhibited army; and the city, limping back to life, remains 
surprisingly calm. Though an occasional whisper links Dunyazad to the Sultan’s 
disappearance, not one voice is raised; nor is there any sign of the agitation that 
usually accompanies a sudden transfer of power. Though no one says it in so 
many words, the city seems to have turned, briefly, into the queen’s ally. 
(198,199) 

            Dunyazad emerges as a powerful matriarch. Her agency can be clearly understood 
through the above lines. She has, unlike her sister Shahrzad, learned to tackle violence with 
violence. Dunyazad still wishes that she had killed Shahryar with her dagger the night Umar was 
born. She thinks that if she and Shahrzad had done that, they would have been rid of the 
oppression of the sultan. With her own husband, Dunyazad has dealt swiftly and disposed of him 
cold bloodedly. Dunyazad’s blunt, though effective, act might not be approved of her father or 
even by Shahrzad. The image of an aggressive woman in possession of herself and tackling 
patriarchy with its own instruments is a fresh and welcome change from the powerless dreams of 
lesser mortals. Not only is Hariharan’s Dunyazad a woman of action, she also is a woman of 
letters. It is she who has written the first version of  Shahrzad’s thousand and one tales in letters 
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of gold.  In her role as Shahrzad’s scribe, Dunyazad plays a leading role in preserving the 
heritage of the story teller Shahrzad.          

            Dilshad, the slave girl, finds her own true identity in the whirlwind of the coup d’état and 
her newly attained freedom. Even during the initial stages, Dilshad is no ordinary slave girl. She 
is intelligent, enterprising and somewhat cynical towards the male rulers. Her presence disturbs 
yet attracts Dunyazad. Dilshad’s boyish features and the grotesque hairy patch on her cheek stirs 
strange desire in Dunyazad’s heart. Dilshad skilfully makes Dunyazad ally with Umar for 
deposing Shahryar.  She informs Umar about the right opportunity of executing his plan when 
Dunyazad and she are accompanying sultan Shahryar on a visit to the beautiful marble 
mausoleum.  As a reward, Dilshad wants the written version of Shahrzad’s tales. 

            Dilshad represents the oppressed postcolonial womanhood bearing the double burden of 
being the colonised oppressed by the colonizer as also a woman oppressed by the male-
dominated patriarchy. She symbolizes the suffering public of the kingdom forced into laboring 
for the sultan’s fantastic dream of a beautiful white marble mausoleum  as a mark of his love for 
his dead wife. To Shahryar’s fanciful question “ What colour is a dream?”(60) Dilshad’s answer 
is a cross question—“How much does this dream weigh? Can it break a man’s back?”(60) 
Dilshad inititates Dunyazad into Shahrzad’s world as the sultana of the kingdom. Dunyazad finds 
some  consolation from the fact that a young storyteller named Abdullah entertained a lonely 
Shahrzad. Dilshad had to undergo countless suffering before she could rise to the status of the 
personal attendant of queen Shahrzad. Having seen her from close quarters, Dilshad adores and 
idolises Shahrzad.  Her personal dream is to write her own version of the tales . Dilshad has a 
love for learning. She is, in this sense, the true spiritual descendant and successor of Shahrzad. 
She not only receives the original texts of Shahrzad’s tales, but also dares to steal a few more 
books from the   treasury. 

            Dilshad also stands for an average muslim girl aspiring for knowledge amidst the sea of 
ignorance. The new sultan Umar is so pleased with Dilshad’s services that he could give her 
anything she wants. That a poor girl like her would choose books over money, property or 
jewellery is not too surprising in the postcolonial feminist context where power is preferred to 
material possessions. It was Shahrzad who taught Dilshad reading and writing. It was the 
prophetic Satyasama who told her stories. The ability of using language and myth gives a new 
confidence to Dilshad. She is a free-woman now, free to write ‘her-stories’. Dilshad would write 
about the exploitation of the common people by patriarchy: 

   It is not enough to escape like the wise sultana or her still-faced sister. They left, 
but did not leave a dent in the hard heart of the palace. All but the merest 
skeletons of their histories were swallowed by its yawning mouth once they 
turned their backs on its demand.  

   No, the battle is not yet over. This soiled dungeon, the bedrock of the palace’s 
muscular immortality, is what she must tear apart. … 

She could feed the wide, gluttonous mouth of the dungeon a meal it does not 
expect, a potent and fiery banquet. Then armed with her newfound baggage of 
riches— freedom, the books she must insinuate herself into— she could set out 
after the ones who left, their stories in her keeping till she catches up with them. 
(244,245) 
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             Shahrzad, the hero of the original tales, has become a myth and a reference point in 
Hariharan’s When Dreams Travel.  She is the sultana, “chaste and tender”. She has achieved 
martyrdom without dying. Yet she walks with heavy steps towards her chamber as if her real 
trial has begun after the end of the nights. The martyr and sultana seems to have lost her calling. 
In her role as sultana, Shahrzad resembles an intelligent woman caught in an absurd role she can 
not play. A glimpse of the witty Shahrzad, however, remains in Dunyazad’s memory. Shahrzad, 
the brilliant strategist and executor can be seen in action in Dunyazad’s tale Rowing a Floating 
Island. She emerges as an idealist who would not allow Dunyazad to bring about Shahryar’s end 
through his own weapon—violence. Instead, she uses her wily tongue and imagination to bring 
about a “peaceful revolution”. In the process, she not only saves her own life but also that of the 
coming generation of women. 

She fought for her own head. For it to escape, to be saved. How are these girls to 
know? That while she fought furiously, mounted and rode her words with a  life-
and-death desperation, that she already carried their souls within her, the seeds of 
her descendents.? … She sees her past, their futures curving one into the other, a 
circle with no beginning or end. (275,276) 

            Each of the three—Shahrzad, Dunyazad and Dilshad— ultimately discovers her identity 
as a free woman who can take her own decisions and will no more be oppressed by the 
patriarchal hegemony. Shahrzad, a woman of substance, knows from the very beginning that she 
will have survive for herself and the coming generations of women. Like a trickster hero, she 
keeps death at bay and ultimately succeeds in making Shahryar mend his prejudice towards 
women. She had never been gendered despite her femininity.  She is neither sentimental nor 
sacrificing nor even complaining at her plight. Even when delivering her baby, she puts her own 
life before that of the child in her womb. When the thousand and one nights are over, and she is 
sent to her queen’s chamber, she actively participates in the task of the ruling over the country.   

            Dunyazad, the silent wispy presence in the original version has been transformed by 
Hariharan as a powerful woman. Of the three—Shahrzad, Dunyazad and Dilshad—it is                              
Dunyazad whose personality towers above all in Hariharan’s When Dreams Travel. Her swift 
action and courage compensate for the doubts that she faces as she meets the people from her 
past. Together with Dilshad, she breaks free of her gendered destiny and sets out on a lesbian 
journey where there is no exploitation but only love and companionship. 

            Dilshad gets a new identity at the end of the novel when she becomes a free woman. 
Using her wit, courage, common sense, tact and presence of mind, she is able to subvert the old 
order and establish the new regime of a thoughtful and frugal Umar. Dilshad represents 
marginalized femininity taking on the forces of patriarchy. With freedom and knowledge, she 
attempts to write a new story of a liberated woman. 

            The three women present the three routes via which modern woman can regain her true 
identity: by tricking patriarchy a survival tactic; by overcoming patriarchy, through force, as a 
retaliatory tactic; and by writing ‘her-stories’  as an subversive tactic, instead of playing a silent 
role in history.  As Joana Filipa da Silva sums up : 

  Modern myths, like Shahrzad’s, are part of popular culture, of our collective 
cultural heritage, and can work as a powerful mechanism to understand the real or 
interpret experience. This is not to say that myths are, always, openly pedagogic. 
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They are complex narratives, ambiguous and multi-layered, allowing diverse 
interpretations. Still, they transmit an objective model of behaviour and promote 
certain values or attitudes. Shahrzad is an example of a positive reformulation of 
feminine/feminist identities, reversing the traditional victim status of women to a 
position of empowerment, even in the most adverse circumstances. … the women 
characters created by Hariharan are serious candidates to think new forms of 
liberated feminist  identity, a long patterns of resistance, survival, imaginative 
choices and solidarity, leading to unexpected  life stories. (121)  
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