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Abstract: Taslima Nasreen’s Shame (Lajja, 1993) deals with the impact of community violence on minority identity, family connections, 

women’s life, and the sense of belonging to one’s nation. The story takes set in the context of communal tension following the demolition 

of Babri Masjid in December 1992 and recounts the experiences of dread, discrimination, destruction, kidnapping and displacement of 

the Dutta family. The story is about the Hindu minority in Bangladesh, but its portrayal of women points to a wider issue of gender and 

identity. Maya’s kidnapping, Kiranmayee’s sacrifices and the constraints imposed on the cultural and personal choices of women indicate 

the extent to which the communal struggle penetrates the private domain. Women are particularly vulnerable as their bodies and identities 

are viewed as symbols of community honour. At the same time, through Nasreen women are shown as negotiating violence, familial 

obligation, memory, and displacement. The link of shame to communal violence, patriarchal control and loss of personal freedom is forged 

through Maya, Kiranmayee and other female characters. This paper claims that Nasreen’s work depicts female identity as fragile and 

vulnerable to community and patriarchal forces. It also reveals the modes of resistance via survival, emotional endurance, humanism and 

rejection of forced identities. Migration is finally conceived as a hard debate between attachment to hometown and need for safety in the 

novel. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Taslima Nasreen’s Shame (Lajja) is an important novel which 

deals with the issues of community violence, minority 

identity, religious intolerance, displacement and crisis of 

belongingness. The 1993 novel tells the story of the Dutta 

family Sudhamoy, Kiranmayee, Suranjan and Maya—and 

how their lives are influenced by the communal turmoil in 

Bangladesh following the demolition of the Babri Masjid in 

India. The family’s experience is presented through Nasreen 

in thirteen chapters grouped as “Day One” to “Day Thirteen.” 

The format gives the story a sense of immediacy, of 

documenting the slow passage from anxiety and insecurity to 

violence, psychological disintegration and displacement.  

 

The novel also deals with the place of women in this situation. 

Maya is not only the daughter of the Dutta family; her 

kidnapping becomes the emblem of the vulnerability of 

women of minority groups. Kiranmayee also stands for 

another depth of female experience again with her lengthy 

history of sacrifice, silence and emotional fortitude. Her 

biography demonstrates how women’s identities are not only 

constrained by collective violence but also by family and 

patriarchal expectations. Maya’s connections and 

Kiranmayee’s stifled cultural expression also point to the 

restrictions on women. Nasreen’s humanist stance is 

articulated through characters like Sudhamoy and Suranjan 

who refuse to identify themselves through religion initially. 

Suranjan constantly describes himself as a humanist and not 

merely a Hindu. But the violence around him slowly 

transforms his sense of self.  

 

The transition from secular humanism to rage and despair 

illustrates the psychological consequences of communal 

conflict. His experience also offers a significant contrast with 

the female characters, whose sorrow is often articulated 

through silence, care, displacement and physiological 

fragility. This article explores the representation of female 

identity in Shame through violence, familial dynamics, 

religious identity and displacement. It claims that Nasreen 

shows women battling many forms of oppression while trying 

to retain dignity and belonging. Maya’s abduction, 

Kiranmayee’s sacrifices and the family’s eventual decision to 

contemplate relocation highlight the devastating nexus 

between communal violence and patriarchal authority. 

 

Communal Violence and the Crisis of Minority Identity 

The narrative opens with the presentation of the vulnerability 

of the Dutta family as a minority household in Bangladesh. 

‘Why should I hide in my own house just because I am a 

Hindu,’ asks Suranjan. “But why should he run away from his 

own home? Just because of his identity as Suranjan Dutta…” 

(Shame 16).  

 

In posing this issue, he is asking one of the key difficulties in 

the novel: the discrepancy between legal citizenship and 

actual belonging. Suranjan doesn't have a certain religious 

identification at first. He has Muslim friends and thinks that 

human beings should live happily together. His humanism 

makes the community violence more distressing, for he 

cannot comprehend why religion should dictate a person’s 

freedom of movement or personal safety. When the voice is 

raised “There goes a Hindu, catch him and kill him” (Shame 

51), his identity is imposed upon him by others. The anguish 

is even worse for the Dutta family because Sudhamoy is 
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deeply attached to Bangladesh. He was a freedom fighter in 

the Liberation War and witnessed bloodshed during the war. 

His vision of the country is thus intertwined with sacrifice, 

patriotism and the idea that Bangladesh belongs equally to its 

residents. His reluctance to depart is a sign of emotional 

commitment to the nation. The story constantly juxtaposes 

this commitment with the sensation of minority insecurity. 

Hindu houses, shops and religious organisations are said to be 

attacked while families begin thinking of migration. 

Kiranmayee’s family background shows the emotional 

complexity of leaving. Her father has already migrated to 

Calcutta and keeps asking her to join him there. But she is 

attached to her family and her country. The concept of 

belonging is unstable to Nasreen in these stories. The Dutta 

family is based in Bangladesh but communal violence is 

making their house less and less safe. The dilemma is thus not 

only a religious one; it becomes a crisis of citizenship, 

identity, memory and belonging. 

 

Female Identity under Communal Violence 

Shame puts women in a particularly vulnerable situation. The 

best example is the kidnapping of Maya. The guys in the 

Dutta house raid smash furniture, books, household objects 

and other possessions before dragging Maya away by force. 

Kiranmayee passionately tries to save her daughter but fails 

to stop the abductors. The violence against Maya is 

noteworthy because she is seen as being part of the 

community under attack. Her body is thereby linked to 

collective identity and male violence. The destruction of the 

family house and the abduction of Maya occur at the same 

time, demonstrating that community violence assaults both 

physical space and personal identity.  

 

Kiranmayee’s retort is one of the strongest instances of 

resistance in the narrative. Maya's vehicles are speeding away 

as she runs after them, appealing to others for help. ‘They're 

taking my daughter!’ Her voice was urgent. ‘Dada, please 

save her!’ (Shame 26) reveals her vulnerability and her 

resolve to protect her child. The tragedy is made worse by the 

indifference of the people around her. Her struggle is 

corporeal but ultimately futile, for she has no institutional or 

social safety. The disappearance of Maya also impacts the 

emotional make-up of the family. Sudhamoy calls her name 

again and again. Kiranmayee and Suranjan are awake waiting 

for her return. The fact that she is not there is more powerful 

than her being there. Maya, thus, acts both as a character and 

a symbol of the vulnerability of minority women. 

 

Kiranmayee: Silence, Sacrifice and Female Identity 

Kiranmayee portrays a different kind of female experience. 

Unlike Maya, whose story is dominated by abduction and 

departure, Kiranmayee remains in the household, carrying its 

emotional and practical obligations. Her life is a paradigm of 

how patriarchy works in the family. She gives up practices 

vital to her, including worship of the home deity. She also 

quits singing after people ridicule Hindu women singing in 

public. The significance of the loss of her singing is that it 

signifies the repression of female self-expression. 

Kiranmayee does not publicly revolt against these limits. 

Instead, she says she displays her individuality via 

compassion, endurance and family responsibilities. She 

confesses to Sudhamay that “her pleasures and dreams are 

connected to this family” (Shame 216).  

This statement reveals her emotional dedication to the family, 

but it also illustrates the degree to which her individuality has 

been subsumed by domestic obligation. Her story 

demonstrates that women's subjugation in Shame cannot be 

explained solely by communal violence. Kiranmayee has to 

bear the burden of gender, religious antagonism and family 

obligation. Her identity is ever being formed by the demands 

of others. At the same time, her acts show opposition. She 

defends Maya throughout the attack, looks after the crippled 

Sudhamay and continues to bring the family together despite 

difficult circumstances. Her opposition is thus articulated in 

survival and caring rather than political action as such. 

 

Maya, Marriage and the Politics of Choice 

Maya’s interactions also illustrate the connection between 

female identity and religious limitations. The insecurity about 

the family is affecting her relationship with Jehangir. 

Eventually Jehangir thinks about leaving Bangladesh, about 

whether it is possible to create a future there. His choice 

impacts Maya’s dreams of marriage and security. Religious 

assumptions complicate the novel's interfaith interactions 

further. Suranjan does not convert and this causes his 

relationship with Parvin to break down. Maya’s relation with 

Jehangir is similarly affected by the larger communal 

divisions around them. These connections prove that religious 

conflict is not confined to private life. It impacts love, 

marriage, family expectations and individual choice. These 

limits are felt especially by women, in decisions regarding 

marriage and their future. The narrative thus portrays female 

identity as relational but not altogether free. Maya is a 

daughter. A sister. A possible wife. A minority. Each identity 

is touched by the violence happening around her. Her 

kidnapping finally removes her ability to choose her own 

future. Her absence is one of the biggest symbols of lost 

female independence in the novel. 

 

The Psychological Effects of Violence 

Nasreen does not confine violence to physical ruin. She also 

portrays its psychological effects. Suranjan begins to move 

away from secular humanism towards anger, despair and self-

destructive impulses. He comes to realise that the values he 

once followed have failed. His interaction with Sudhamoy is 

notable in particular: 

This country is turning me into a communal-minded 

being. It’s not my fault.” 

“This country has made you communal?” 

“Yes, this very country. (Shame 284) 

 

Suranjan’s comments speak about the transformation of 

personal identity under communal violence. He had rejected 

religious divisions but repeated feelings of insecurity drive 

him to internalise the identical divisions he had fought. This 

transition is symbolised by his burning of books. He destroys 

the works of Marx, Lenin, Engels, Gorky, Dostoevsky, 

Tolstoy, Sartre, Tagore etc. The works are typical of the 

intellectual and humanist concepts which had moulded his 

worldview. His lack of trust in political and philosophical 

goals is shown by their destruction. The family also suffers 

from the psychological stress. Sudhamoy suffers from a 

stroke, Maya vanishes, Kiranmayee loses her cultural 

independence and Suranjan is progressively isolated. The 

family home becomes a symbol of physical and psychic 

destruction. 
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Women, Displacement and the Loss of Home 

Migration is one of the most important effects of communal 

instability in Shame. Hindu families repeatedly think about 

leaving Bangladesh, and some characters finally migrate. 

Kiranmayee’s father’s letter presents migration as a painful 

necessity. He says they did not want to leave their homeland 

but felt they had to accept reality (Shame 158).  

 

This displacement is especially difficult for women. 

Kiranmayee has spent years putting her family and home first. 

Maya’s absence breaks another part of their domestic life. 

Ratna also takes a different path when she marries Humayun, 

showing that women have to make difficult personal 

decisions in a hostile social environment. In the novel, 

migration is therefore depicted as both loss and survival. 

Leaving home means leaving behind memories, people and 

emotional ties. To remain means continuing to live with 

insecurity. The Dutta family is torn between two painful 

alternatives. Initially, Suranjan refuses to leave because he 

believes that Bangladesh is his home. Later, however, he asks 

Sudhamoy to go to India. The final reversal occurs when 

Sudhamoy, who has resisted migration throughout the story, 

urges his son, “Come, let’s go away” and, when asked where 

they should go, responds, “India” (Shame 295).  This ending 

is deeply painful and ironic. The father who has fought for his 

homeland throughout the story eventually agrees to leave. His 

decision suggests that attachment to one’s homeland cannot 

be sustained indefinitely without a sense of security. The final 

movement towards migration is therefore both a defeat and an 

attempt to save life. 

 

Resistance and Humanism 

Shame offers certain forms of resistance, yet it remains a 

bleak portrayal of collective violence. The first is the 

humanist attitude of characters such as Sudhamoy and, 

initially, Suranjan. They oppose social divisions by arguing 

that a person’s worth should not be determined by religion. 

The second form of resistance is women’s survival. 

Kiranmayee’s struggle to save Maya, her continuous care of 

Sudhamoy and her resilience after the destruction of the home 

show that resistance does not always take the form of 

organised political activity. The novel also presents writing as 

a form of resistance. Nasreen gives literary voice to the 

brutality, discrimination and displacement represented in the 

novel, bringing experiences that might otherwise remain 

unheard to public attention. This function is strengthened by 

the documentary style of the novel, with its references to 

political events, demographic changes, damaged institutions 

and human experiences. The thirteen-day structure creates a 

gradual accumulation of violence. Rather than focusing on a 

single incident, Nasreen connects personal suffering with 

wider social problems. The experience of the Dutta family 

therefore becomes an examination of the effects of communal 

violence on ordinary people. 

 

The Symbolism of the Ruined Home 

The Dutta residence is an important symbolic space 

throughout the novel. Initially, it represents family, safety, 

memory, and belonging. As communal violence increases, the 

house is damaged and eventually invaded. The destruction of 

furniture, books, household objects, and personal belongings 

represents the breakdown of the family’s stable life. The 

recurring black-and-white cat also adds to the symbolic 

meaning of the narrative. The cat exists beyond religious 

divisions and witnesses the suffering around it, contrasting 

with the violence and hatred created by human conflict. The 

damaged house finally reflects the condition of the Dutta 

family. Sudhamoy’s physical weakness, Kiranmayee’s 

emotional suffering, Suranjan’s psychological collapse, and 

Maya’s disappearance parallel the destruction of their home. 

The title Shame therefore has several meanings. It refers to 

the violence suffered by the minority family, the failure of 

social protection, and the contradiction between human 

equality and the treatment of people according to their 

religion. 

 

2. Conclusion 
 

Taslima Nasreen’s Shame presents communal violence as a 

force that transforms both public and private life. The Dutta 

family becomes a lens through which the novel explores 

minority identity, displacement, political disillusionment, and 

loss of belonging. These issues are expressed most powerfully 

through its female characters. Maya’s kidnapping reveals the 

extreme vulnerability of minority women. Her body becomes 

a target of communal hostility, and her disappearance deeply 

affects the emotional stability of the Dutta family. 

Kiranmayee represents another form of female suffering. Her 

sacrifices, loss of cultural expression, and domestic 

responsibilities show how patriarchal demands combine with 

communal pressures. At the same time, her efforts to protect 

Maya and support the family reveal female strength and 

resistance. The novel also shows how communal conflict 

affects personal relationships and individual choices. 

Religious identity influences marriage, love, friendship, 

employment, mobility, and cultural expression. Suranjan’s 

transformation from a humanist into an angry and 

disillusioned man demonstrates the psychological effects of 

prolonged insecurity. The major irony of the novel appears at 

the end, when Sudhamoy finally accepts migration to India 

despite having always regarded Bangladesh as his homeland. 

His decision suggests that belonging depends not only on 

emotional attachment but also on safety and recognition. 

Thus, Shame explores the relationship between female 

identity, social violence, patriarchal power, displacement, and 

resistance. Women in the novel are not presented only as 

passive victims. Their resilience, care, memories, and efforts 

to protect one another become forms of resistance. The novel 

ultimately suggests that when communal and patriarchal 

forces threaten security and independence, the struggle to 

preserve human dignity itself becomes an act of defiance. 
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