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‘Brick Lane is the first novel to focus almost exclusively on the lives of 

Bangladeshi women in Tower Hamlets. It tries to take us beyond the 

yellowing net curtains of their cramped tower-block flats, and into their 

living-rooms and bedrooms. It aims, for the most part successfully, to 

articulate their fears and desires, and offers a rich and finely textured 

corrective to those accounts which portray them as elective mutes, 

unthinking purveyors of Third World tradition’ – Sukhdev Sandhu

‘by focusing on the patriarchy of that community in isolation, the novel 

fosters a culturalism that allows it to be read as an allegory of a 

woman’s individual liberation from community oppression and her 

journey into the neutral space of an ‘inclusive’ multicultural Britain.’ 

– Rehana Ahmed



Brick Lane: key questions

1. What kind of view of London life does the novel present?

2. How does the novel represent identity and cultural clashes? (E.g. 
religious, generational, east-west)

3. How do ideas of religion, ethnicity and gender intersect in the 
representations of the characters?

4. To what extent does Brick Lane constitute a realist novel of 
migrant experience of London?



Postcolonial London – key dates
■ 1947: Partition of India and Pakistan (including East Bengal)

■ 1956: Sam Selvon, The Lonely Londoners

■ 1971: Bangladesh Liberation War; UK Immigration Act (‘patriality’)

■ 1976: Spitalfields Great Synagogue becomes the Jamme Masjid 

■ 1978: murder of Altab Ali in Whitechapel

■ 1981: Race riots in Brixton

■ 1993: BNP councillor elected on the Isle of Dogs

■ 1999: Brick Lane Bombing

■ 2001: Spitalfields area partly renamed Banglatown; Oldham race riots; 9/11

■ 2003: Monica Ali’s Brick Lane

■ 2007: Brick Lane the film; community protests





Monica Ali

■ Born in Dhaka, then East Pakistan, 1967

■ Her mother, Joyce, met Hatem, a Bangladeshi student, at a dance 

in Manchester, in the north of England in the mid-Sixties.

■ The couple moved to Dhaka and married, had two children, until 

Joyce fled to England in 1970 during the Civil War 

■ Father rejoined a year later; lived in Bolton thereafter

■ Strained relations: negative reaction locally to interracial marriage…

■ Monica and her brother Robin refused to speak Bengali and 

struggled to connect to the stories of their ‘home’ often told by her 

father



“Perhaps, the answer is I can write about it because I do not 

truly belong. Growing up with an English mother and a Bengali 

father means never being an insider. Standing neither behind 

a closed door, nor in the thick of things, but rather in the 

shadow of the doorway, is a good place from which to observe. 

Good training, I feel, for life as a writer.”





Brick Lane (2003)

■ Bidding war by many publishers (£200k advance…)

■ Initial title: Seven Seas and Thirteen Rivers, overruled by Doubleday

■ Included in Granta’s list of best young authors, shortlisted for the 

Man Booker prize and the US Award of the National Book Critics’ 

Circle

■ Greater Sylhet Development and Welfare Council condemned her 

‘shameful’ depiction of Bangladeshis as ‘backward, uneducated and 

unsophisticated’

■ Later works have involved scattered themes and less success: 

Alentejo Blue (2006), In the Kitchen (2009) and Untold Story (2011)





Plot

■ Nazneen, born in East Pakistan, 1967

■ Moves to Tower Hamlets, 1985, in marriage to the older, bumbling 

frog-like Chanu

■ Corresponds with her sister Hasina, who pursues a ‘love marriage’

■ Initially an ‘unspoilt girl’, passive and docile, confined to domestic 

work and caring for her children

■ Through her sewing work, meets the younger Karim and embarks on 

a passionate, hidden affair

■ By the end of the novel, she grows to independence, rejecting both 

Chanu and Karim, and co-running a sewing business with her friend 

Razia





Four themes:

1. Migration

2. London, global city

3. Women 

4. Fate





1. The Immigrant

■ Nazneen’s life is often one of isolation

■ Contact with other women from the community: Razia, Mrs Islam, Jorina

■ Fears of loss of identity at the garment factory. ‘Mixing with all sorts: Turkish, 

English, Jewish. … But if you mix with all these people, even if they are good 

people, you have to give up your culture to accept theirs. That’s how it is.’

■ ‘What she missed most was people. Not any people in particular (apart, of 

course, from Hasina) but just people. If she put her ear to the wall she could 

hear sounds. The television on. Coughing. Sometimes the lavatory flushing. 

Someone upstairs scraping a chair. A shouting match below. Everyone in 

their boxes, counting their possessions. In all her eighteen years, she could 

scarcely remember a moment that she had spent alone. Until she married. 

And came to London to sit day after day in this large box with the furniture to 

dust, and the muffled sound of private lives sealed away above, below and 

around her.’





Sylhetis

‘You see,’ said Chanu when he explained this for the first time, ‘most of our 

people here are Sylhetis. They all stick together because they come from the 

same district. They know each other from the villages, and they come to 

Tower Hamlets and they think they are back in the village. Most of them have 

jumped ship. That’s how they come. They have menial jobs on the ship, doing 

donkey work, or they stow away like little rats in the hold.’ 

He cleared his throat and spoke to the back of the room so that Nazneen 

turned her head to see who it was he was addressing. ‘And when they jump 

ship and scuttle over here, then in a sense they are home again. 

And you see, to a white person, we are all the same: dirty little monkeys all in 

the same monkey clan. But these people are peasants. Uneducated. Illiterate. 

Close-minded. Without ambition.’ He sat back and stroked his belly. ‘I don’t 

look down on them, but what can you do? If a man has only ever driven a 

rickshaw and never in his life held a book in his hand, then what can you 

expect from him?’







The Far Right

■ 1967: British National Party and League of Empire Loyalists merge to 
form a new group, the National Front

■ 1972: Under John Tyndall’s leadership, it concentrates on street 
protest and recruitment in East London

■ Murders: Tosir Ali (April 1970, Bethnal Green); Gurdip Singh Chaggar
(June 1976, Southall); Altab Ali (May 1978) 

■ 1976: 44% vote in Deptford

■ Battle of Lewisham 1977; 110 recorded attacks on Asians in autumn

■ While the NF declines from the 1980s, other groups replace them, like 
the British National Party over the 1990s (with a councillor elected in 
1993, and 33 elected in 2006…









Going Home Syndrome

■ Dr Azad: ‘They don’t ever really leave home. Their bodies are here but their 

hearts are back there. And anyway, look how they live: just recreating the 

villages here.’ … ‘But they will never save enough to go back. … Every year 

they think, just one more year. But whatever they save, it’s never enough.’

■ ‘They ate dinner on trays balanced on their laps. An unidentified meat in tepid 

gravy, with boiled potatoes. It was like eating cardboard soaked in water. Mrs 

Azad switched on the television and turned the volume up high.’

■ ‘Shahana did not want to listen to Bengali classical music. Her written Bengali 

was shocking. She wanted to wear jeans. She hated her kameez and spoiled 

her entire wardrobe by pouring paint on them. If she could choose between 

baked beans and dal it was no contest. When Bangladesh was mentioned she 

pulled a face. She did not know and would not learn that Tagore was more 

than poet and Nobel laureate, and no less than the true father of her nation. 

Shahana did not care. Shahana did not want to go back home. 

Shahana: ‘I did not ask to be born here.’





The Tragedy of the Immigrant (Ch5)

‘… behind every story of immigrant success there lies a deeper tragedy.’

‘Kindly explain this tragedy.’

‘I’m talking about the clash between Western values and our own. I’m talking 

about the struggle to assimilate and the need to preserve one’s identity and 

heritage. I’m talking about children who don’t know what their identity is. I’m 

talking about the feelings of alienation engendered by a society where racism 

is prevalent. I’m talking about the terrific struggle to preserve one’s sanity 

while striving to achieve the best for one’s family. I’m talking—’

‘Crap!’

… ‘Why do you make it so complicated?’ said the doctor’s wife. ‘Assimilation 

this, alienation that! Let me tell you a few simple facts. Fact: we live in a 

Western society. Fact: our children will act more and more like Westerners. 

Fact: that’s no bad thing. My daughter is free to come and go. Do I wish I had 

enjoyed myself like her when I was young? Yes!





2. London, Global City

■ Tower Hamlets, 1985…

■ ‘Nazneen waved at the tattoo lady. The tattoo lady was always there 

when Nazneen looked out across the dead grass and broken paving 

stones to the block opposite.’

■ Emphasis on moral and physical decay, a world of ‘shapes and 

shadows’ behind net curtains

■ ‘Nazneen could say two things in English: sorry and thank you. She 

could spend another day alone. It was only another day.

■ Fear of contamination: drinking, drug use (Tariq), disinterest and 

defiant behaviour in children (Shahana, learning from TV)





Late 20th century decline

Greater London’s population decreases by 500k (7%) from 1961-71;

A further 750k (10%) leave between 1971-81

By 1971, half a million are commuting

By 1981, Greater London has nearly 2 million fewer people than in 1938

1966-76: 40% (500k) of factory jobs in Greater London are lost

Between 1971-76 they fall by a third.

Between 1971-82, manufacturing jobs disappear by 42% (500k)

Job losses concentrated overall in inner London: 75% of the total



‘a disproportionate share of unskilled and semi-skilled 
workers, of unemployment, of one-parent families, of 
concentrations of immigrant communities and 
overcrowding and inadequate housing’
- Peter Shore, Environment Secretary (1976)



Racism

■ ‘it is the white underclass, like Wilkie, who are most afraid of people 

like me. To him, and people like him, we are the only thing standing 

in the way of them sliding totally to the bottom of the pile’ (Chanu)

■ ‘‘My husband says they are racist, particularly Mr Dalloway. He 

thinks he will get the promotion, but it will take him longer than any 

white man. He says that if he painted his skin pink and white then 

there would be no problem.’ 

■ Chanu had begun, she had noticed, to talk less of promotion and 

more of racism. He had warned her about making friends with 

‘them’, as though that were a possibility. All the time they are polite. 

They smile. They say ‘please’ this and ‘thank you’ that. Make no 

mistake about it, they shake your hand with the right, and with the 

left they stab you in the back.’







Global City

‘Inside, on a raised dais, a woman behind a glass desk crossed and 

uncrossed her thin legs. She wedged a telephone receiver between her ear 

and shoulder and chewed on a fingernail. 

… Every person who brushed past her on the pavement, every back she saw, 

was on a private, urgent mission to execute a precise and demanding plan: to 

get a promotion today, to be exactly on time for an appointment, to buy a 

newspaper with the right coins so that the exchange was swift and seamless, 

to walk without wasting a second and to reach the roadside just as the lights 

turned red. Nazneen, hobbling and halting, began to be aware of herself. 

Without a coat, without a suit, without a white face, without a destination’

She feels invisible, until another woman returns her gaze. Then she recites a 

sura ‘But the pain in her knee and her hands and her ankle destroyed the 

verses. Proclaim the goodness of your Lord. Proclaim the goodness of your 

Lord.’





Racial conflict

■ The Lion Hearts versus the Bengal Tigers from 2001

■ ‘There were pictures of hooded young men, scarves wrapped Intifada-style 

around their faces, hurling stones, furious with the cars that they set 

alight. Between the scarves and the hoods it was possible to catch 

glimpses of brown skin. There were pictures of police too, but they were 

hiding behind sheets of clear plastic, sometimes shuffling forward and 

sometimes shuffling back.’

■ From 2001 Chanu increasingly talks of returning home…

■ ‘A pinch of New York dust blew across the ocean and settled on the 

Dogwood Estate. Sorupa’s daughter was the first, but not the only one. 

Walking in the street, on her way to college, she had her hijab pulled off. 

Razia wore her Union Jack sweatshirt and it was spat on. ‘Now you see 

what will happen,’ said Chanu. ‘Backlash.’









3. Women

‘A girl’, said Rupban.

‘I know. Never mind’, said Hamid. ‘What can you do?’ And he went away again.’

‘Chanu had not beaten her yet. He showed no signs of wanting to beat here. In 

fact he was kind and gentle. Even so, it was foolish to assume he would never 

beat her. He thought she was a ‘good worker’ (She had overheard him on the 

telephone). He would be shocked if she lapsed. … ‘She is an unspoilt girl. From 

the village.’’

Contrast with Hasina; lionising of the anonymous woman who kills herself; 

characterisation of Razia and Mrs Azad; Impact of discovering later that her self-

sacrificing, passive mother Rupban actually killed herself…

… Mrs Begum or Bibi Syndrome





Intersections: gender/race

‘‘Because our own culture is so strong. And what is their culture? Television, 

pub, throwing darts, kicking a ball. That is the white working-class culture.’

He began to move again. Nazneen followed. For a moment she saw herself 

clearly, following her husband, head bowed, hair covered, and she was 

pleased. In the next instant her feet became heavy and her shoulders ached.

‘From a sociological standpoint, it is very interesting.’

A young woman with hair cropped like a man’s pointed an impressive camera 

at a waiter in a restaurant doorway. She wore trousers, and had she been 

wearing a shirt her sex would have been obscured. To alleviate this difficulty 

she had dispensed with a shirt and come out in underwear. She turned round 

now and pointed the camera at Nazneen.

‘You see,’ said Chanu to the street, ‘in their minds they have become an 

oppressed minority.’

Nazneen adjusted her headscarf. She was conscious of being watched.’





4. Fate

■ ‘A man’s character is his fate.’ Heraclitus

■ Rupban: ‘No, … we must not stand in the way of Fate. Whatever 

happens, I accept it. And my child must not waste any energy 

fighting against Fate. That way, she will be stronger.’

■ What’s interesting is how Nazneen does end up struggling against a 

life of docility and misery with Chanu.

■ Nazneen: ‘What could not be changed must be borne. And since 

nothing could be changed, everything had to be borne. This principle 

ruled her life.’





Nazneen takes control (Ch17)

‘The worst thing was she did not know what would happen. What was the point in 

fearing this and that, if only this and not that would happen? … She reminded 

herself: she had only to wait for everything to be revealed.

… Instead of appeasing her as usual, this thought rankled. Why should she wait? 

She felt as strongly as if someone, standing beside her in the kitchen, had taken 

a piece of paper, written down the answers and then set light to the page while 

she watched. She stood at the kitchen worktop making onion bhajis for the 

children, who would eat them smothered in tomato ketchup. In her frustration, 

she forgot she was in the middle of chopping chillies and rubbed her eye. 

Immediately a sensational pain exploded her eyeball. 

… She focused on the pain, rising up to meet it head on, boring into it, 

challenging it to do its worst. … Suddenly her entire being lit up with anger. I will 

decide what to do. I will say what happens to me. I will be the one. A charge ran 

through her body and she cried out again, this time out of sheer exhilaration.’





Nazneen takes control

■ ‘How did Karim see her? The real thing, he said. She was his real 

thing. A Bengali wife. A Bengali mother. An idea of home. An idea of 

himself that he found in her. … ‘Oh Karim, … always there was a 

problem between us. How can I explain? I wasn’t me, and you 

weren’t you. From the very beginning to the very end, we didn’t see 

things. What we did – we made each other up.’ (Ch20)

■ ‘Just wait and—’ Nazneen interrupted herself. She took more rice. 

She took more dal. She offered more to her daughters. ‘We’ll talk 

about it tomorrow, or later, and we’ll decide what to do. Staying or 

going, it’s up to us three.’ (Ch21)





Imagining England (Ch21)

The family’s trip to Buckingham Palace and St James’ Park…

Images of ice-skating and clothing throughout

‘Nazneen turned round. To get on the ice physically – it hardly seemed to matter. 

In her mind she was already there.

She said, ‘But you can’t skate in a sari.’

Razia was already lacing her boots. ‘This is England,’ she said. ‘You can do 

whatever you like.’

‘A cracked mug bearing a picture of a thatch-roofed cottage and a mouse in 

trousers leaning on the gatepost. It was a picture of England. Roses around the 

door. Nazneen had never seen this England but now, idly, the idea formed that 

she would visit it.’



‘the venture looks like being a white 
elephant, and is jokily referred to as 
the Margaret Thatcher Memorial 
Tower’ - Roy Porter, London (1994)

‘Canary Wharf has become a symbol 
of the regeneration of the riverside. 
It stands as a beacon or lighthouse 
on the borders of the East End, 
showing the way forward.’ 
– Peter Ackroyd, Thames (2007)



Contextualising BL: stereotypes

Does the novel destabilise stereotypes, or subtly reinforce them?

■ ‘What is perhaps most interesting about Brick Lane is the degree to which it is 

prepared to employ stereotypes in counterpoint to its narrative of 

empowerment; the degree to which it prioritizes the celebration of 

multiculturalism over the destabilization of the stereotypical’ (Hiddleston)

■ ‘by continuing to follow postcolonial patterns of identifying blacks and Asians 

in Britain in terms of “newness” (Sandhu xvii) rather than settlement [they] ... 

undermine the strength which their British-born characters at times seem to 

show (Sara Upstone)

■ BL ‘argues that Western reason is the answer to the problem, not its cause. 

More, not less, enlightenment in the bourgeois tradition is required’ (Alistair 

Cormack)





Contextualising the novel: racism

Does the novel impose a facile, de-politicised endorsement of multiculturalism 

that fails to recognise the socio-political disempowerment of Bangladeshis?

■ ‘As in Brick Lane itself, Ali, in her response to the protests against the novel, 

fails to situate the community, including its patriarchal practices, within its 

wider social and historical context. She does not appear to acknowledge 

‘the history and the vulnerabilities’ of the offended – that offence (and the 

protest that can ensue) is to a degree symptomatic of social 

disenfranchisement’ (Rehana Ahmed)

Is there a case for considering the novel as anti-Islamic? 

■ E.g. initial passivity of Nazneen, her reliance on suras she barely 

understands, the character of Mrs Islam, the fairly dismissive account of 

the Bengal Tigers…





Contextualising: East End realism?

■ ‘Do you know how many immigrant populations have been here before us?’ 

(Chanu) 

■ ‘This London Ghetto of ours is a region where, amid uncleanness and 

squalor, the rose of romance blows yet a little longer in the raw air of English 

reality; a world which hides beneath its stony and unlovely surface an inner 

world of dreams, fantastic and poetic as the mirage of the Orient where they 

were woven.’ – Israel Zangwill, Children of the Ghetto (1892) 

■ ‘‘Never again’ is the tacit credo by which today’s Bangladeshis live. Yet we 

don’t get any sense of this in Ali’s novel’ – Sukhdev Sandhu

■ ‘It’s the history, innit? . . . Brick Lane is the same place – the people have 

moved’ (Sayeeda Shikha, in Claire Alexander, “Making Bengali Brick Lane”)




