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Abstract— Taslima Nasrin’s Lajja (Shame), first published in 1993, is a landmark novel that transcends its 

immediate socio-political context to present a broader critique of communalism, religious fundamentalism, 

and gender oppression. While the novel documents the anti-Hindu violence in Bangladesh following the 

demolition of the Babri Masjid in India, it goes beyond mere reportage to propose a secular, humanistic 

vision for society. This article critically examines Lajja as a novel that not only reflects reality but also 

reimagines a society free from communal divisions. Using textual analysis and critical perspectives, this 

study highlights how Nasrin’s narrative structure, characterization, and ideological stance contribute to her 

broader goal of social transformation. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Literature has long served as a powerful medium for 

social critique, and Taslima Nasrin’s Lajja (Shame) stands 

as a compelling example of how fiction can challenge 

societal norms and provoke discussions on fundamental 

human rights. First published in 1993, Lajja is a novel that 

captures the horrors of communal violence, particularly the 

persecution of the Hindu minority in Bangladesh following 

the demolition of the Babri Masjid in India. 

While deeply rooted in the socio-political climate of the 

early 1990s, the novel transcends its immediate historical 

context to offer a broader critique of religious 

fundamentalism, gender oppression, and the fragility of 

secular nationalism. Rather than simply documenting 

violence, Nasrin uses her narrative to question the very 

foundation of identity and belonging in a society that 

prioritizes religious majoritarianism over inclusivity. 

The novel revolves around the Dutta family—

Sudarshan Dutta, his wife Kironmoyee, their son Suranjan, 

and daughter Maya—who have lived in Bangladesh for 

generations and consider it their homeland. However, as 

communal tensions escalate, their religious identity as 

Hindus makes them targets of persecution. The abduction 

of Maya becomes a pivotal moment in the novel, 

symbolizing the vulnerability of women in patriarchal and 

religiously charged societies. Suranjan, once an idealist who 

believed in secularism, undergoes a transformation as he 

realizes that the land he loves no longer guarantees him 

safety or dignity. Through the disintegration of the Dutta 

family’s faith in Bangladesh’s secular promise, Nasrin 

raises urgent questions about the nature of nationalism, 

citizenship, and the possibility of coexistence in an 

increasingly polarized world. 

At its core, Lajja is not just about the suffering of one 

family; it is an allegory for the betrayal of secular ideals in 

postcolonial South Asia. While Bangladesh was founded on 

the principles of linguistic nationalism and secularism in 

1971, Nasrin’s novel suggests that these ideals were 

gradually eroded by the growing influence of religious 

fundamentalism. This shift is not unique to Bangladesh; 

rather, it reflects a broader pattern in many postcolonial 

nations where majoritarian religious identity has been used 

as a tool for political dominance. Critics such as Shabnam 

Tejani argue that Lajja “mirrors the disillusionment of 
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secularists across South Asia, where the dream of an 

inclusive nation-state has been repeatedly undermined by 

communal politics” (Tejani 67). 

Furthermore, Lajja does not limit its critique to 

communal violence alone. It also examines the intersections 

of gender and religious persecution. Maya’s abduction is 

not merely an act of communal revenge; it underscores the 

way in which women’s bodies are often used as 

battlegrounds in ethnic and religious conflicts. As scholar 

Sanchita Islam notes, “Nasrin’s portrayal of Maya’s fate 

challenges the patriarchal structures that render women 

disposable in times of socio-political crisis” (Islam 201). In 

this sense, Lajja functions as both a political and feminist 

text, calling for a reimagining of society where human 

rights, rather than religious identity, determine an 

individual’s place in the nation. 

This article explores how Lajja goes beyond its 

immediate socio-political context to serve as a visionary 

text advocating for a secular and egalitarian world. By 

analyzing the novel’s narrative structure, thematic 

concerns, and critical reception, this study highlights 

Nasrin’s role in reshaping discourses on nationalism, 

religion, and gender. The discussion will be divided into 

three key areas: the novel’s critique of religious 

fundamentalism and its impact on national identity, its 

feminist interrogation of gender-based violence, and its 

ultimate call for a humanistic society free from communal 

divisions. In doing so, this paper aims to illustrate how Lajja 

remains as relevant today as it was at the time of its 

publication, offering a crucial perspective on the ongoing 

struggles for secularism and gender justice in South Asia 

and beyond. 

 

II. COMMUNALISM AND THE FRAGILITY OF 

NATIONAL IDENTITY 

One of the central themes of Lajja is the fragility of 

national identity when religion becomes a divisive force. 

The Dutta family has always identified as Bangladeshi first 

and Hindu second, believing that their place in society is 

secure. However, as anti-Hindu sentiments rise following 

the Babri Masjid demolition in India, they become outsiders 

in their own land.Nasrin illustrates this through Suranjan, 

who initially refuses to believe that his Muslim friends and 

neighbors would turn against him. However, as the violence 

intensifies, his faith in national unity is shattered: “He felt 

like a refugee in his own country. The land he had loved so 

deeply no longer seemed to belong to him” (Nasrin 142). 

This disillusionment reflects Nasrin’s broader 

argument that nationalism based on religious identity is 

inherently unstable. As critic Niaz Zaman observes, Lajja 

“exposes the limits of a nationalism that excludes minorities 

from its fold, turning them into perpetual outsiders” (Zaman 

56). Nasrin’s depiction of Suranjan’s crisis of identity is a 

powerful indictment of communalism. She suggests that a 

truly secular nation must be built on inclusivity, where 

citizenship is not determined by religious affiliation. 

 

III. PATRIARCHY AND THE DOUBLE 

OPPRESSION OF WOMEN 

While Lajja is often analyzed for its critique of 

religious fundamentalism, its portrayal of gender 

oppression is equally significant. The character of Maya, 

Suranjan’s sister, symbolizes the vulnerability of women in 

a patriarchal and communal society. When she is abducted 

by fundamentalists, her fate becomes a metaphor for the 

dual oppression faced by women—both as religious 

minorities and as female bodies subjected to male control. 

Nasrin describes Maya’s abduction in stark terms: “Her 

body was not hers anymore. It belonged to those who had 

claimed her as their victory trophy” (Nasrin 88). 

Critic Roushan Jahan argues that “Maya’s fate reflects 

Nasrin’s broader feminist critique, where women are 

rendered voiceless in both nationalist and religious 

discourses” (Jahan 123). Unlike Suranjan, who can still 

resist, Maya’s body becomes a battleground for religious 

vengeance. Nasrin does not merely depict Maya as a passive 

victim. Instead, she uses her story to question the 

intersection of gender, religion, and violence. As scholar 

Sanchita Islam notes, “Maya’s abduction is not just about 

religious persecution; it is about the systemic devaluation of 

women’s autonomy in societies shaped by patriarchy” 

(Islam 201). 

 

IV. SURANJAN’S DISILLUSIONMENT: A 

MICROCOSM OF A NATION’S BETRAYAL 

Suranjan’s character arc is central to Nasrin’s 

argument. Initially a believer in secularism, he resists the 

idea of leaving Bangladesh, even when his family urges him 

to consider migration. However, as events unfold, he begins 

to see the reality of a society that has abandoned its secular 

ideals. His transformation is evident when he finally 

confronts his father: “I thought love for my country was 

enough. But love means nothing if the land itself does not 

want you” (Nasrin 178). Critic Shabnam Tejani interprets 

Suranjan’s journey as an allegory for the failed promises of 

postcolonial nationalism: “Suranjan’s heartbreak mirrors 

the disillusionment of secularists in South Asia, where the 

ideal of a pluralistic nation-state has repeatedly been eroded 

by religious majoritarianism” (Tejani 67). Nasrin’s 

depiction of Suranjan challenges the romanticized notion of 
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nationalism and calls for a reimagining of national identity 

based on humanism rather than religious affiliation. 

 

V. REIMAGINING SOCIETY: NASRIN’S VISION 

FOR A SECULAR FUTURE 

While Lajja is often regarded as a bleak novel, its 

underlying message is one of hope. Through the destruction 

of the Dutta family’s belief in the system, Nasrin calls for a 

radical restructuring of society. She proposes a vision 

where: 

a) Religious Identity Does Not Define Citizenship: A 

truly secular state must ensure that minority 

communities do not live in fear of persecution. 

b) Women’s Autonomy is Protected: Maya’s story 

underscores the need for legal and social frameworks 

that protect women from being used as symbols in 

communal conflicts. 

c) Nationalism is Rooted in Humanism, Not Religious 

Identity: The novel’s tragic ending is a call to rethink 

the very foundations of national identity. 

Critic Pradeep Sharma observes: “Nasrin’s Lajja is not 

merely a lament; it is a manifesto for a future where 

secularism is not an ideal but a lived reality” (Sharma 220). 

 

VI. CONCLUSION 

Taslima Nasrin’s Lajja is a novel that goes beyond 

topicality to offer a radical critique of communalism, 

patriarchy, and nationalism. Through the Dutta family’s 

experiences, Nasrin exposes the fragility of secularism 

when religion becomes a political tool. At the same time, 

she provides a vision for a society where justice is not 

determined by religious majorities but by universal human 

rights. As the world continues to grapple with rising 

religious intolerance and gender-based violence, Lajja 

remains as relevant today as it was at the time of its 

publication. It is not just a novel about the past or the 

present—it is a blueprint for the future. 
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