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What makes me myself rather than anyone else is the very fact that I am poised between two countries, two or 
three languages, and several cultural traditions. It is precisely this that defines my identity. Would I exist more 
authentically if I cut off a part of myself ? (Amin Maalouf, 2001, p. 1)

Farida Sultana is a Bangladeshi-born woman who came to New Zealand in 1995 and became 
an advocate for migrant and refugee women’s rights. In 1995 she established Shakti, the first 
ethnic women’s refuge in New Zealand. Due to her persistent efforts and lobbying, the New 
Zealand government founded the first Asian Women’s Safe Houses throughout New Zealand. 
She was awarded a Queen’s Service Medal for Community Service in 2007. In Purple dan-
delion, Farida recounts her triumphant journey of overcoming domestic violence and societal 
oppression to become an independent, successful woman, and an advocate for women’s rights. 
Former Prime Minister of New Zealand, Helen Clark, provides the foreword in the book. 
 Purple dandelion is an autobiography in which Farida narrates her own physical and spir-
itual journey – a physical journey that starts in the traditional Muslim Bangladeshi society and 
ends in New Zealand. It is at the same time a journey of self-discovery and realisation of an 
individual identity that was subdued in Bangladesh and subsequently struggled to find form 
and shape abroad. Farida’s journey goes through four phases during which she follows her hus-
band on his career trajectory from Bangladesh to Iran, England, Scotland and Brunei. While 
in England, Farida finds her first job, becomes a breadwinner and celebrates her triumph as 
an independent woman, but her triumph widens the gap between Farida and her husband and 
eventuates in an episode of domestic violence and a suicide attempt. Ultimately, her husband 
goes to the United States for career reasons, but chooses to send Farida and their daughter to 
New Zealand. Through reading about the difficulties of life for a growing girl in Bangladesh, 
the reader begins to appreciate how a female loses her individuality for the sake of becoming a 
‘good Muslim girl’.  
 Purple dandelion is well written and the transition between the different phases of Farida’s 
journey is smooth. She relies on flashbacks which are probably intended to give a sense of 
warning and a reminder for her, and the reader, that no matter how she succeeds in rebelling 
against the Muslim-Bangladeshi social norms and achieving her individuality as a woman, she 
is still inextricably bound to the traditions of her society because this is part of her identity as 
a woman from a conservative society. This is clearly expressed in her statement: ‘I realised we 
Eastern women live our lives for others. We put our mother, father, husband, children, nephews 
and nieces before ourselves’ (p. 148).
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 Purple dandelion is neither academic theorising nor fiction – it is grounded in real life expe-
riences. It begins with a personalised account of an individual life and develops throughout the 
chapters to incorporate issues faced by women not only in Bangladesh, Iran, England, and New 
Zealand, but by women worldwide. Farida highlights the need for cultural sensitivity in deal-
ing with Asian/African women – especially from Muslim backgrounds – and the awareness of 
the language barrier that challenges those women. She highlights this difficulty by discussing 
the cultural discrimination embedded in women’s refuges and the immigration laws for women 
whose visas are dependent on their spouses, and cites some of the issues faced by African and 
Asian migrant women in the women’s refuges in New Zealand before the establishment of 
Shakti. The book reflects on the differences between the East and West, but at the same time it 
highlights the fact that women’s suffering of domestic abuse and struggle to achieve individu-
ality and their search for identity, especially in a cross-cultural society, colourful and different 
as that may be, remains the same.  
 Farida’s aim ‘to question the “male privilege” that was predominant in the Asian commu-
nity; to challenge religious oppression and the cultural suppression of women’ (p. 201) led her 
to the conclusion ‘there was nothing ‘Western’ or ‘Eastern’ about challenging male privilege or 
working against the oppression of women’ (p. 201).
 In summary, I believe that Purple dandelion is an eye opener to women’s suffering not only 
in an Eastern traditional society but also in Western society in general, and in New Zealand in 
particular. Throughout the book, Farida makes it clear that though domestic violence is a uni-
versal issue, solutions for it need to be focused to cater for the divergent requirements of wom-
en from different backgrounds. She also emphasises the need to consider women individually, 
rather than collectively. 

LEEN AL-HADBAN is a Ph.D. candidate in the English programme at the University of Wai-
kato. 
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