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Abstract

Conditioned by South Asian social and religious traditions, the South
Asian British literary arena has long been dominated by prominent male
figures such as V. S. Naipaul and Salman Rushdie. However, the end of the
twentieth century has witnessed the rising prominence of creative works
by women. Many of these have entered the mass cultural imagination and
have become highly influential not only in terms of the reformulation of
“Britishness,” but also as an important and integral part of the South Asian
diaspora within the context of global flows. This essay reads Monica Ali’s
acclaimed debut novel Brick Lane (2003) as a quintessential Bildungsroman
focusing on a female immigrant subject and as a representation of the ways in
which South Asian women cope with the problems of re/constructing selfhood,
subjectivity and South Asian British identity. As such, it focuses on exploring
the themes of belated sexual and political awakenings of a Bangladeshi im-
migrant female protagonist, Nazneen. Since both sexual and political awak-
enings are still tabooed in Islamic traditions, in the final analysis Ali’s novel
challenges the traditional definition of South Asian Muslim womanhood and
provides a way out of the brick lane of an ethnic ghetto.
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Brick Lane has always been a holding area, a temporary interzone for immigrants who
have not yet fully settled in England; whose lives are defined by the past—their own or
that of their parents—but who wish to seize the future; who wish to become consum-
ers rather than hunch-backed toilers. Its a slow and incomplete journey as far as many
Bangladeshis are concerned.

—Sukhdev Sandhu, “Come Hungry, Leave Edgy”

Conditioned by South Asian social and religious traditions, the South
Asian British literary arena has long been dominated by prominent male figures
such as V. S. Naipaul and Salman Rushdie. However, the end of the twentieth
century has witnessed the rising prominence of creative works by women. Many
of these have entered the mass cultural imagination and have become highly
influential not only in terms of the reformulation of “Britishness,” but also as
an important and integral part of the South Asian diaspora within the context
of global flows. This essay reads Monica Ali’s acclaimed debut novel Brick
Lane (2003) as a quintessential Bildungsroman focusing on a female immi-
grant subject and as a representation of the ways in which South Asian women
cope with the problems of re/constructing selthood, subjectivity and South
Asian British identity. As such, it focuses on exploring the themes of belated
sexual and political awakenings of a Bangladeshi immigrant female protagonist,
Nazneen. Since both sexual and political awakenings are still tabooed in Islamic
traditions, in the final analysis Ali’s novel challenges the traditional definition of
South Asian Muslim womanhood and provides a way out of the brick lane of an
ethnic ghetto.

Brick Lane, as Sukhdev Sandhu describes in the epigraph, is a liminal space
which holds the hopes and disappointments of underprivileged immigrants from
various racial and cultural backgrounds. Hence, this area is an ideal setting for
literary explorations of immigrant lives in the metropolis of the former British
Empire. As the first novel concentrating on the lives of Bangladeshi women
of Tower Hamlets in East London, Ali’s portrayal of that particular community
in Brick Lane has received various receptions.! Jane Hiddleston, for example,
regards Ali’s deployment of the East London setting as a way to fulfill the author’s

! Ali does have predecessors who have also written about the Bangladeshi communities in Brick Lane.
According to Sandhu, Farrukh Dhondy writes for Bangladeshi young adults in East End at Your Feet
(1976) and Come to Mecca (1978) and Syed Manzurel Islam wrote about “Brother-Man, one of the
pioneering ship-jumpers and now an ‘invisible surveyor of the city’”” in his collection of short stories,
The Mapmakers of Spitalfields (1997). But Ali is the first one who has written specifically about Tower
Hamlets, a borough which has one of the highest ethnic minority populations in London, consisting
mainly of Bangladeshis.
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political agenda of putting the Bangladeshi communities on the cultural map of
London and to demystify the stereotypes associated with them. “One part of Ali’s
endeavour consists in puncturing the myths that circulate around this annexed
region,” Hiddleston notes, “and she seeks at once to humanize the apparent
‘underclass’ of its residents and to expose the preconceptions informing popular
images of the unfamiliar stranger within” (58). Sandhu, on the other hand, is
obviously dissatisfied with Ali’s “endeavour” and decries the novel for ignoring the
history of racial violence before 1985, the year when Nazneen immigrated to
London with her husband Chanu (13). According to Yasmin Hussain, a South
Asian sociologist, the novel’s claim for a “sense of ‘authenticity’ as a text from
within the Bangladeshi diaspora is a marketing myth.” To Hussain, Brick Lane
“presents an image of Britain’s Bangladeshi community which is a textbook defi-
nition and it is not a book which is written from ‘within’ the community it ex-
plores” (92). Furthermore, for Hussain the novel fails to present interactions
between the Bengalis and other migrant groups; the indigenous population is also
conspicuously absent from the text (100). The way in which Nazneen’s husband,
a graduate from the Dhaka University and an advocate of lifelong education,
superciliously talks about how most of the residents of Tower Hamlets are Sylhetis
who have jumped ship and are uneducated, illiterate and close-minded peasants
certainly does not help Ali’s case, either.?

The accusations of inauthenticity and extraneity are indicative of the “bur-
den of representation” upon which Chris Weedon has remarked in her discussion
of Brick Lane. Weedon deems the demands on cultural texts “to offer true and
representative positive images of the communities that they depict” as “unrealis-
tic” (27). Ali herself talks about the “tyranny of representation” and admits that,
growing up as a Eurasian and residing in South London, she has “never been
an insider” of the Bangladeshi diaspora; instead of courting the center, she is
nevertheless “seeking out the peripheral” to observe and to practice her writing
in a liminal position (“Where I'm Coming From”). Hiddleston, who reinforces
Ali’s self-defense by contending that Ali’s is “an uneasy position in the peripheral
shadows of the text” (70), also excuses the novel from the unwelcome burden as a
representative text and argues that Brick Lane is “not a testimony offering reliable
information but a linguistic operation, and it forces us to reflect on the difficulties
of accessing its referent in an unmediated way” (71).

2 The passage reflects poorly on Chanu by revealing his false sense of class superiority. It also briefly
comments on racial ideology when Chanu laments, “to a white person, we are all the same: dirty little
monkey all in the same monkey clan” (21).



18 Tamkang Review 40.1 (December 2009)

While Ali cannot excuse herself from the demands for a responsible repre-
sentation of her subject matter, it is also unproductive to read a literary text on the
basis of its sociological accuracy, with which some of the reviewers have enthusias-
tically credited Brick Lane. Such a demand for an absolutely “accurate” portrayal
will only push ethnic texts back into the stale and sterile entrapment of being
evaluated and appreciated as social documents. Michael Perfect’s reading of
the novel as a “multicultural Bildungsroman” offers an interesting example of
looking beyond the “burden of representation” and accusations of stereotyping.
Perfect argues that “the major concern of the novel is not the stereotypes but the
celebration of integration; the veneration of the potential for adaptation in both
individuals and societies” and that “Ali employs stereotypes as aesthetic counter-
points in order to further emphasize her protagonist’s final integration into con-
temporary British society” (110). His analysis of the intertextual correspondences
between the novel and its major source 7he Power to Choose, Naila Kabeer’s
comparative study of Bangladeshi garment workers in Dhaka and London, inter-
estingly shows the differences between a sociological study and a literary text.
Perfect points out that whereas in Kabeer’s finding “it is the women in Dhaka
rather than London who are experiencing an increase in personal agency” (118),
Ali has purposely inverted the finding and invested the potential of development
and “power to choose” upon her immigrant protagonist, Nazneen.> Although
Perfect has not defined exactly what is a “multicultural Bidungsroman” in his
essay, throughout his analysis the term can be understood as a kind of narrative
of Bildung with a special focus on the integration of ethnic/immigrant subject
into the host society. Thus, Perfect skirts the controversy over the issue of stereo-
typing in Brick Lane and presents a reading based on the narrative demands of
a specific genre and social context. It provides a way out of the endless debates
over the “politics of authenticity,” which is an important issue in itself but which
also has the inherent danger of being counterproductive and deadlocked. Espe-
cially in the case of works by ethnic women writers, oftentimes the argument will
be reduced to the opposition between women and nation, which is extremely
hurtful to the development of both feminist and nationalist causes. This essay
secks to follow Perfect’s trajectory and suggest a reading of the novel as a work
of an ethnic female Bildungsroman, with a special emphasis on the theme of
awakening.

According to the editors of Voyage In: Fictions of Female Development, there
are two predominant narrative patterns in the female Bildungsroman. The first

3 Perfect has not ignored the fact that Ali has selected the most despairing testimonies of Kabeer’s
Dhaka women for her own use in portraying Nazneen’s sister, Hasina (118).
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one is a narrative of apprenticeship, which adapts the male version of the genre
and narrates the Bildung of the female protagonist chronologically (11); the
second one is that of “the awakening” (11), in which the significant development
of the female protagonist may take place only after marriage and her growth “may
be compressed into brief epiphanic moments” (12). “Because it frequently por-
trays a break not from parental but from marital authority,” the editors further
point out, “the novel of awakening is often a novel of adultery” (12). Implicit
in this pattern of female awakening is a sense of belatedness, as opposed to the
chronological progression of the apprenticeship plot. The act of adultery, more-
over, is considered in terms of female autonomy and taken out of the context of
morality since moral standards themselves are most likely of patriarchal
construction. Taking texts such as Madame Bovary, Awakening and Middlemarch
as representatives, in the same collection of essays, Susan Browski defines “the
novel of awakening” as “awakening to limitations” since the narrative direction
of such a novel is characterized by an inward movement “toward greater self-
knowledge that leads in turn to a revelation of the disparity between that
self-knowledge and the nature of the world” (49). What is significant for feminist
redefinition of the genre, it is argued, are the ways in which the female protagonist
handles this knowledge of limitations. Does she simply conform to the social
constraints and hence lives in submission, as in the case of Dorothea Brooke?
Does she decide to take her own life, as in the cases of Emma Bovary and Edna
Pontellier? Or does she see the patriarchal ideology behind the socially imposed
limitations and go on to fight for the re/construction of her own subjectivity? In
Nazneen’s case, she has chosen the latter route of self-reconstruction after her
belated awakening at the age of thirty-four.

Moreover, this theme of belated awakening in Brick Lane is developed in
conjunction with Islamic and South Asian cultural backgrounds and it is pre-
sented with cultural and historical specificities. Having immigrated from a village
in Bangladesh to settle in the metropolitan London at eighteen through an ar-
ranged marriage in 1985, the female protagonist Nazneen has been walled in the
ethnic enclave by religious traditions for sixteen years, during which time she has
been a silent exemplar of dutiful Islamic womanhood. At thirty-four, her work
as a seamstress and her affair with a younger man from her community changes
her monotonous life at East London. As an embodiment of fatalistic passivity
since birth, Nazneen is presented as a sharp contrast to her sister Hasina, who, at
sixteen, runs away to enter a love marriage. The temporal setting of Nazneen’s
immigrant life—spanning from the post-Thatcher 1980s to the post-9/11 new
millennium—suggests a subtle critique of British politics in terms of race and
class ideologies. The shock wave and growing difficulties for Islamic immigrants
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in Britain after the bombing of the World Trade Center further hastens the awak-
ening of Nazneen’s dormant political awareness, which in turn moves the private
narrative of Bildung into the arena of public and national politics.

Although the novel seems to progress chronologically, it is in fact emplotted
in a retrospective and cyclical form. In the beginning of the novel when the
story of Nazneen’s difficult birth, or the story of “How You Were Left to Your
Fate” (5) has been delineated, the temporal setting abruptly changes from that
of Nazneen’s childhood to the time when she is thirty-four. As the third-person
narrator states:

What could not be changed must be borne. And since nothing could be changed,
everything had to be borne. This principle ruled her life. It was mantra, fettle, and
challenge. So that, at the age of thirty-four, after she had given three children and had
one taken away, when she had a futile husband and had been fated a young and de-
manding lover, when for the first time she could not wait for the future to be revealed
but had to make it for herself, she was startled by her own agency as an infant who
waves a clenched fist and strikes itself upon the eye. (6; emphasis original)

This sudden shift in temporal register indicates that the novel, instead of taking a
linear course, is in fact circular in direction. This short passage actually serves as a
plot summary of the next twenty-one chapters. And the magic number “thirty-
four”—Nazneen’s age at the narrative present—is shown as the key moment in
Nazneen’s narrative of Bildung, at which point she has finally achieved a sense
of “agency.” The figurative description of Nazneen as an infant trying out its
physical power signals a sense of rebirth for the South Asian immigrant woman.
Although she is still surprised by her own transformation, with the emergent power
that she is experiencing, Nazneen is looking forward to a future of independence.

The trope of Nazneen as an infant in the passage quoted above also prefig-
ures the ending of the novel, in which Nazneen, her two daughters and her friend
and business partner Razia go ice skating together. Nazneen has long entertained
a fascination for the sport ever since as a young bride she saw a performance
of figure skating on television. What captivates Nazneen in her first encounter
with ice skating is the female figure skater’s sense of control and agency in the
grand finale: “She stopped dead and flung her arms above her head with a look
so triumphant that you knew she had conquered everything: her body, the
laws of nature, and the heart of the tight-suited man, who slid over on his knees,
vowing to lay down his life for her” (29). The newly arrived immigrant woman is
fascinated not only with the spectacular new technology of televised images, but
also with the illusion that it has created a sense of female victory and a fulfilled
heterosexual romance that are both out of her range of experience. Later on when
she is contemplating the possibility of transforming her identity through sartorial
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changes, the woman skater again surfaces as an image for emulation. As Nazneen
mentally tries out different western outfits, the last, but not the least, item on her
power wardrobe list is the skater’s bodice and tutu: “if she had a tiny, tiny skirt
with knickers to match and a tight bright top, then she would—how could she
not>—skate through life with a sparkling smile and a handsome man who took
her hand and made her spin, spin, spin” (297). Whereas the skirt, jacket, high
heels and trousers are related to images of successful career women, in Nazneen’s
mind the figure skater and her outfit are always associated with a desirable hetero-
sexual relationship. Indeed Ali does allow Nazneen to get out of the spell of ice
skating and to see through “the false smiles, the made-up faces, the demented
illusion of freedom chasing around their enclosure” on the screen after her ner-
vous exhaustion (395). At the end of the novel, however, instead of watching the
mediated image on the television Nazneen and her female companions get on the
ice. When Nazneen protests that one cannot skate in a sari and Razia replies that
one can do whatever one likes in England, the sense of freedom associated with
ice skating returns. Razia’s remark, which is also the last line in the novel, is
an obvious exaggeration of the postcolonial subject’s freedom to choose in the
“mother country.”® Still Razia’s bold comment signifies a possibility of rebirth
for Nazneen and her female companions. If the traditional plot of the novel of
awakening leads to the knowledge of limitations, Brick Lane is on the opposite
trajectory and offers an alternative ending in the potential regeneration and
reconstruction of the female self.

The ice skating episode at the end of the novel is also indicative of the im-
portance of the female community for Nazneen’s Bildung. In addition to her two
daughters, the women who are closely related to Nazneen’s progress toward agency
include Razia, Hasina, and her mother Rupban. Throughout the novel, Razia is
the mainstay of the Nazneen support group. The chain-smoking, tracksuit- or
tank top-wearing Razia is such a highly unconventional woman due to her desire
to learn English and to work outside the home that she is sometimes regarded
as “touched” or “crazy” in the Islamic community (243). Moreover, she is a woman
of business who manages to set up an ethnic fashion line that feeds her own family,
as well as Nazneen’s. In fact, Razia is so instrumental to Nazneen’s economic
independence that their venture into entrepreneurship has been noted by critics
as bearing “all the signs of a dues ex machina” (Marx 18). Despite the communal

4 Alistair Cormack argues that Razia’s final “statement has an appallingly false ring. In the postcolonial
context of Brick Lane—and particularly in the aftermath of the September 11 attacks—these words point
to the limits of the developmental narrative implicit in realism. Freedom is certainly not guaranteed
to Nazneen. Her rejections of fatalism and Karim represent liberation but also a move away from any
potential political collectivity in which she might be able to recognize herself” (712-13).
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gossip Razia is one of the most positive figures and who makes Ali aware of
the infinite possibilities for South Asian British women. In view of Razia’s
capacity for self-empowerment, it is little wonder that Ali gives her the last
word in the novel.

The close tie between Nazneen and her spirited sister is one of the major
themes in the novel and directly influences Nazneen’s development as a woman.
Nazneen’s communication with her sister remains epistolary after her marriage
and immigration. The first time when Nazneen gets lost in the Brick Lane area,
she is described as someone “[w]ithout a coat, without a suit, without a white
face, without a destination” (52). The overwhelming negativity presents an acute
sense of alienation for the newly immigrated Nazneen, we are then told that
Nazneen “has gotten herself lost because Hasina was lost. . . . Hasina was in
Dhaka. A woman on her own in the city, without a husband, without family,
without friends, without protection” (53). And Hasina is lost because she has left
her abusive husband. At this point the two sisters are bonded by a shared lack of
social recognition and familial protections as well as a shared experience of having
trod upon dangerous ground. Besides highlighting the sense of estrangement
felt by new immigrants, the Brick Lane episode offers another possible reading.
Right after enumerating what she is in lack of, the narrator describes Nazneen’s
feelings: “A leafshake of fear—or was it excitement>—passed through her legs”
(52). The indeterminacy of her actual feelings reveals the fact that she may have
secretly enjoyed her adventure in the unfamiliar metropolis that she shall call home.
The day’s adventure ends in Nazneen’s great sense of achievement for having
spoken her first English word: “She had spoken, in English, to a stranger, and she
had been understood and acknowledged. It was very little. But it was something”
(57). Nazneen’s mood of self-congratulation suggests that what had started as a
reaction against frustrated impotence and anxiety over the fate of her sister has
proven to be something positive to the immigrant woman’s interaction with her
new home. In other words, Hasina’s boldness in taking action has been instru-
mental to Nazneen’s Bildung, even in the early stage of her career.

Later on when Chanu goes back to Dhaka, in his telephone conversation
with Nazneen he refers to Hasina, who works as a maid for a wealthy family,
as someone who is “[u]nbroken” (536). The next message from Chanu about
Hasina is that she has eloped with the young cook of the family. While the
furious Chanu queries Hasina’s motivation for such a seemingly foolish move,
Nazneen’s reply renders her husband speechless: “Nazneen glanced down and was
surprised to see her legs: ‘Because,” she said, ‘she isn’t going to give up”™” (538).
The image of Hasina as a traumatized woman who nonetheless refuses to give up
hope is a poignant one, although to critics like John Marx Hasina’s persistent
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commitment to domestic romance creates a kind of textual indeterminacy and
ambivalence.’ It can be argued that what Ali is attempting to portray through the
character of Hasina is not simply the miserable and exploited existence of a
Bangladeshi woman, as many critics have concluded.® Rather, Hasina is to be
read as a woman who dares to defy social and religious conventions in pursuit of
her self-defined happiness. As a young girl she is easily victimized and cannot
help spiraling down the social ladder from her membership in the middle-class
to that of a despised prostitute; however, she nevertheless survives the hard times
and keeps her dreams alive. Even after being abused and abandoned by
two husbands, she has not given up hope on finding her ideal “love marriage.”
While we can certainly criticize Hasina and her author for this insistence on a
utopian vision based on the heterosexual romance mode, Hasina’s sexual agency
in the final elopement is as significant as Nazneen’s decision to forsake hetero-
sexual relationships. Granted that Ali’s feminist vision is never radical, she never-
theless has revised the stereotypical image of Muslim women as passive and
submissive by giving the two sisters the agency and freedom to choose at the
end of the novel.

After Raqib’s death, Ali substitutes the narrative of Nazneen’s life in London
from 1998 to early 2001 with thirty letters from Hasina in Chapter Seven. In his
review of the novel, Michael Corra believes that the use of Hasina’s letters to
bridge this gap of thirteen years allows Ali to avoid writing about sensitive politi-
cal events, such as the fatwa against Salman Rushdie. More importantly, “it
also uses Hasina’s account of her life in a desperately poor and violent city to tell
Nazneen that the ‘home’ she imagines no longer exists.” Indeed, throughout
the novel in Hasina’s letters from Dhaka, in which with child-like simple language
Hasina details how she has suffered domestic violence, poverty and involuntary
prostitution, an “imaginary homeland” or idyllic matrbhumi (motherland) is con-
stantly invoked and deconstructed, leaving the immigrant woman disillusioned
about ever being able to be “at home” again. The way in which Nazneen’s narra-

> John Marx offers two ways to read the differences between the two sisters in terms of their relation-
ships to domestic romance. The first one sees Nazneen and Hasina in hierarchical differences: “Inasmuch
as Nazneen moves past that genre, we may be inclined to conclude that Hasina’s insistence on love repre-
sents the absence of progress. . . . It also implies a hierarchy between the localities in which Hasina and
Nazneen operate. It makes sense to distinguish between economic reality in London and Dhaka” (21-22).
The second reading refutes the existence of such a clear-cut hierarchy: “the novel hints that if we cannot
decide whether a tale like Nazneen’s represents progress and Hasina’s represents decline, we may wish to
acknowledge the novelty of both plots” (22).

© Michael Perfect, for instance, regards Hasina as a foil to Nazneen: “Hasina is such a stereotypical
representation of defeat and naivety, because this forms a counterpoint to—and so serves to further em-
phasize and to render extraordinary—Nazneen’s narrative of emancipation and enlightenment” (119;
emphasis original). In this reading Hasina is obviously a helpless victim of fate.
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tive of Bildung has been telescoped also signifies Nazneen’s silent grief after the
death of her firstborn and only son, as well as the monotonous “non-existence”
that constitutes her daily life before she has achieved any sense of agency. Thus,
the temporal leap brings us directly to the time in which Nazneen has her belated
awakening.

Significantly and perhaps ironically, motherhood is a major factor that
prompts Nazneen to move towards independence. When the narrative temporal-
ity has finally moved into the fateful year of 2001, we first witness how the profes-
sionally frustrated Chanu forces his two daughters Shahana and Bibi to recite
Tagore’s “My Golden Bengal” and takes to threatening and beating up the disobe-
dient teenager daughter Shahana:

“Tell the little memsahib that I am going to break every bone in her body.” Chanu

never addressed his threat directly to his elder daughter. Nazneen was the preferred

intermediary or, if a new and particularly lurid threat had been invented, Bibi would

be chosen. “T’ll dip her in boiling fat and throw her out of that window. Go and tell
that memsahib. Go and tell your sister.” (188)

Although Nazneen understands that Chanu himself actually suffers the most from
the “ritual” of beating, the inherent violence in the imagined tortures and the
shadow of domestic abuse are too prominent to be ignored. Chanu is portrayed
not only as a “futile husband” (6) but also as a failed father. Like many immigrant
fathers, Chanu has struggled vainly in his attempt to indoctrinate culturally the
second generation with traditional values and historical glory, as symbolized by
the poetry of the Nobel laureate. The intergenerational tension is extremely stressful
for Nazneen and Chanu’s announcement that the family will “go back home”
promptly puts her “back on the tightrope that stretched between her husband and
her children” (347). In her search for the runaway Shahana in the last chapter,
Nazneen comes face to face with the riot in Brick Lane which is the result of racial
confrontations in response to 9/11. If Nazneen has been lost in her first outing
into Brick Lane, in this episode her frantic combing through the streets and hous-
ing estates shows that she is now quite familiar with the area. If her first venture
into Brick Lane has been adventurous, this time Nazneen accomplishes more than
speaking an English word—she crosses the police line, gets a multicultural liaison
officer out of danger, and finds her lost daughter while enacting her maternal role.
Whereas motherhood has been regarded as an obstacle to female development,
as in the case of Kate Chopin’s Awakening, Nazneen’s maternal instinct draws
her out of passivity and motivates her to weather through political turmoil and
to voice her refusal to return to Bangladesh with Chanu.

As a protective mother who will act for her daughter, Nazneen stands in
sharp contrast to her own mother Rupban. Right after Chanu has announced his
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plan to return to Bangladesh, Nazneen has a nightmare about her mother in which
Rupban literally tries to drag Nazneen down into the underworld with her to find
the answer to God’s test (348). When Nazneen struggles to free herself and in a
bizarre way Rupban has turned vampirish:

“No, baby, come to me.” She pulled harder, so hard that Nazneen gave way and slid
down to the floor. “It’s easy.” Amma began to cackle, and she did not cover her teeth
and her mouth became wider and wider and the teeth became longer and sharper and
Nazneen put up her hands to cover her face.

“It’s easy. You just have to endure.” (349)

The transformation of the mother from a saint into a figure of fear in this scene
embodies Nazneen’s sense of “horror” about Chanu’s decision. While Rupban
has offered her maternal advice about the importance of endurance and im-
potence of struggle, her physical metamorphosis into the form of the undead
belies the soundness of such admonition. Nazneen has unconsciously rebelled
against the maternal figure after which she has modeled herself for the most part
of her life.

In her next dream about Rupban, the mother forces Nazneen to admit that
by taking Raqib to the hospital for medical treatment she has actually killed her
infant son: ““When you stood between your son and his Fate, you robbed him
of any chance.” She held her hands over her chest. The red spurted out from
between them” (474). In this second nightmare about Rupban, instead of em-
bodying the threat of blood-sucking vampirism, the mother is literally spurting
blood. Hasina’s letter, in which she confesses the secret of her mother’s death in
the next chapter, solves the mystery of the bleeding mother: Rupban has not died
of an accident but has committed suicide by using the sharpest spear with which
to impale herself. In her ungrammatical writing, Hasina starts the letter with the
image of the passive mother who has silently suffered and endured her life and
comments: “She wrong. So many ways. At the end only she act. She who think
all path is closed for her. She take the only one forbidden” (475). The signifi-
cance of the act of suicide can only be understood in a religious context. While
she refuses to stand between her daughter and her Fate, Rupban nevertheless takes
the “forbidden” action to end her own life’s misery. Alistair Cormack reads
Nazneen’s encounters with the maternal apparitions from a formalistic perspec-
tive and feels “the surface of realism being scratched but not actually breaking”
(716). These gothic episodes involving her mother indeed stretch the logic
of bourgeois realism and challenge the realistic containment; yet the way in which
they signify the discourse of “blood” relations forcefully brings back a past for
which Nazneen needs to account. These scenes also effectively embody Nazneen’s
internal conflicts as a daughter who has been indoctrinated by the patriarchal
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mandate apparently upheld by her mother. Despite the fact that both the
vampire mother and the bleeding mother speak the patriarchal language, it is the
suicidal mother who has the agency to act.

Significantly, Nazneen responds to the knowledge and example of maternal
agency by taking a series of actions. She does not take her own life as a way of
resistance but rather she removes the obstacles to her independence. The revela-
tion of her mother’s secret is what prompts Nazneen to rebel against Chanu’s
decision to leave England.” Armed with the knowledge, Nazneen is also able to
fight against Mrs. Islam, an underground moneylender whose name ironically
comments on her unholy business and her sin against Islamism. Moreover, soon
after she defeats the formidable usurer, Nazneen acts on her own initiative again
and refuses Karim’s marriage proposal. Once the image of Rupban as a saintly
mother and a confirmed handmaid to Fate is disillusioned, Nazneen is no longer
confined and controlled by the web of illusions which have surrounded her for
the most part of her life. She is free to make her own decisions and to act upon
them. As she explains to Karim, who has mistaken Nazneen’s decision as a conse-
quence of her religious guilt for committing the sin of adultery, their relationship
is actually built upon illusions: “I wasn’t I, 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” (498). Disillusioned about maternal sainthood and heterosexual love
and yet awakened to her own agency, Nazneen finally wins her chance to “get on
the ice physically” (541) and brings this narrative of Bildung to its natural
conclusion. Of course such a “happy ending”—the female protagonist gains self-
awareness, independence and has the opportunity to live within and with the
support of a female community—inevitably can invite criticism due to its false
sense of optimism. However, Ali’s delineation of Nazneen’s story of belated awak-
ening has not been taken out of the context of “reality,” rather it is rooted in a
contemporary world divided by racial discrimination, religious fundamentalism
and political antagonism. The final empowerment of Nazneen not only signifi-
cantly revises the (white) tradition of the novel of awakening, but it also provides
a way for the immigrant South Asian woman to get out of the “holding area” and
the “temporary interzone” of Brick Lane.

7 Michael Perfect contends that Hasina’s letters function “to persuade Nazneen to stay in England . . .
as well as to persuade the reader that this is the right decision. . . . Nazneen’s decision not to return to
Bangladesh is not made on account of the attractiveness of life in England so much as the fear of the sorts
of horrors described by her sister” (115). T tend to think that it is the revelation of the secret associated
with her mother in Hasinas final letter that prompts Nazneen to act.
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