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RESEARCH FRAMEWORK

~
o WINIF {77 52 wis F1A1?
(Amar bishoy Ri? Dorshok kara?
- What’s my topic? Who'’s the audience?)

My research explores how the Bangladeshi community has reshaped
Whitechapel and Brick Lane, transforming these areas into spaces of cul-
tural expression, resilience, and reclamation. Through a postcolonial lens, it
examines how migration influences urban identity, interrogating whether the
visible presence of Bangladeshis in Whitechapel represents a form of spatial
reclamation or a more complex negotiation of identity and belonging.

The intended audience includes academics, urban planners, architects,
and students interested in migration, postcolonial urbanism and cultural
studies. It also speaks to the general public, especially those curious about the
history of the Bangladeshi community in London.

BANGLADESH

93 937 &7

(Ei bishoy keno?
- Why this topic?)

ECHOES OF
L

This research is both personal and academic. Born in Bangladesh, | spent most
of my life in Italy before moving to the UK.When | arrived in London, | dis-
covered a vibrant Bangladeshi presence in Whitechapel and Brick Lane: places
where the language, food, and cultural practices | had grown distant from were
not only alive but thriving. This experience is what prompted a deeper explo-
ration of how migration shapes space, and how space, in turn, shapes identity.

This is a journey of rediscovery that allows me to reconnect with

my heritage while critically analysing the spatial, historical, and architectural
processes that have shaped Whitechapel into a centre of Bangladeshi identity.
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ECHOES OF

o HNIF fosia afeat 6?2

(Amar chintar proRriya Ri?
- What is my thought process?)

The structure of my research is influenced by movement through space:
walking through Whitechapel, tracing historical changes and mapping them
over time. The streets, buildings, parks and institutions of Whitechapel and
Brick Lane act as narrative anchors, that have allowed me to explore the
past, present and possible future of these spaces.

| want to understand how these places reflect the resilience of the Bangla-
deshi community, and how these spaces have come to tell their story of

o JIHIF LY SIRXINT & 152
(Amar prodhan gobeshonar proshno Ki?

-. What are my main research questions?)

o How has the Bangladeshi community shaped Whitechapel and Brick
Lane to reflect their cultural identity,and what does this say about the
postcolonial experience in London?

o Is this transformation a form of spatial reclamation or is it something
more complex? Does it challenge or reinforce existing power struc-

tures within the urban landscape?

o What role does architecture play in the negotiation of cultural identi-
ty and visibility within Whitechapel and Brick Lane?
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o (I TgAfei WAIF IFINF fSfS 199 F@I?

(Kon totthoguli amar gobeshonar bhitti gothon Rore?
- Which theories inform the foundation of my study?)

To answer my questions | will be drawing upon postcolonial theories of
Edward Said and Homi Bhabha which provide a critical foundation for under-
standing the spatial and cultural transformations within Whitechapel and Brick
Lane.

. Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978) examines how the West has histor-

ically represented and objectified the East, constructing narratives

that reinforce power imbalances. Said argues that colonial discourse

created the “Orient” as an exoticised, passive counterpart to the

West: an idea that continues to shape perceptions of migrant commu-

nities.
In the context of my thesis, Said’s work helps unpack how Bangladeshis
in Whitechapel negotiate their visibility within a city that was once the
heart of British imperial power.

2. Homi Bhabha’s The Location of Culture (1994) introduces key concepts
such as “hybridity”, “mimicry”, and “third space”, which are fundamental
to understanding how migrant communities construct identity in
postcolonial contexts. Hybridity refers to the blending of cultural in-
fluences, resisting binary categories of “coloniser” and “colonised”.

Third space is particularly relevant to my research, as it highlights how

s spaces like Whitechapel and Brick Lane become sites of cultural negoti-
ation, where migrants reconfigure their surroundings while navigating
Bh a b h a dominant power structures.
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METHODOLOGY & APPROACH

BANGLADESH

ECHOES OF

o AT #1767 QIR ST f5?
(Amar lokkho ebong uddessho Ki?

- What are my aims and objectives?)

o Investigate how the Bangladeshi presence in Whitechapel has resha-
ped the area’s identity.

o Examine whether this transformation represents a form of spatial recla-
mation or a more complex negotiation of power.

o Contribute to broader discussions on migration, cultural identity, and
postcolonial urbanism.

o Provide an architectural analysis of how spaces of migration function
as sites of identity formation.

o T AGfS f5?
(Amar poddhoti ki?
- What’s my approach?)

This research follows an interdisciplinary methodology, along with theo-
retical analysis | will be conducting:

ARCHIVAL RESEARCH

ARCHITECTURAL AND URBAN ANALYSIS
SITE OBSERVATIONS

NOTES OF PERSONAL REFLECTIONS

O 0O o0 O
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5 )

loop back to?eﬂecting with
refined viewpoints, as each pass
reshaped the understanding of

ECHOES OF BANGLADESH

situation
PERSONAL POSTCOLONIAL
REFLECTIONS 1 THEORY
Perceptions of Bangladeshi — - Serves as Starting Lens -t
community's situation in (key concepts, shaped how | looked at
research what
Whitechapel as "reverse “faverse colanisation™ spaces and history and_ influenced my
colonisation” e personal experiences)
A
applied theories to the current
2 situation of Whitechapel and
- Brick Lane
2/3
integrate own lived experiences SITE ANALYSIS 4
and subjective perspectives —
. re-evaluate postcolonial theories
gathered observatlon; of the to understnad whether they apply
urban layout and its to Whitechapel and Brick Lane
demographics

‘ deepen contextual understanding
3 of the place by looking at
‘ historical documents and census
data

3/4 -

integrate my ﬁﬁderstanding of
historical events that challenge ARCHIVAL RESEARCH

the initial theoretical assumptions

revealed temporal layers of
power, different waves of
migration, multiple socio-spatial
transformation of the same
places
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WRITING STYLE & CHOICES

o W (1T 434 F? &2

(Amar lekRhar dhoron Ri? Keno?
- What’s my writing style? Why?)

My writing is intentionally clear, accessible and reflective. | chose to use a
first-person perspective, to engage readers in my journey, making complex

- theories more approachable. The style is a blend of academic rigour and per-

& sonal reflections, ensuring that my research remains both critical and deeply

Pa) personal.

g | incorporate passages written in Bangla, that are followed by translation,

:; that are essential reflection that deepen my engagement with the themes |

4 explore. This choice mirrors the linguistic and cultural layering of Whitechapel
< itself, where bangla is as present in the streetscape as it is in the identi-
ties of those who inhabit it.

o I've chosen to use the color red throughout my thesis because it has strong

@ meaning in Bengali culture.

u" Red symbolizes the bloodshed during Bangladesh’s 1971 Liberation
g War and stands for strength, pride, and unity. It’s a way to tie my
3 heritage to the transformation of the community.

L}
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STRUCTURE & THEMES

o WNIF SIFTINE 1 eI ATSIEI?

(Amar gobeshona kemon Rore shajano?
- How is my thesis structured?)

o Chapter | — Roots and routes
lays the historical and theoretical foundation, tracing the mi-

- gration of Bangladeshis to the UK and positioning it within
$ the legacies of colonialism and postcolonial displacement.

(a]

< o Chapter 2 — Urban Canvas

- explores how the Bangladeshi community has reshaped Whi-
g techapel and Brick Lane, transforming their urban landscape
< through architecture, commerce, and cultural expression.

T8 o Chapter 3 — Cultural Resonance

o shifts focus to the tensions between cultural visibility and
" erasure, interrogating how processes like gentrification and
g commodification threaten these migrant spaces.

I

(§) o Chapter 4 - Theoretical Reflections

L}

brings these discussions together, critically reflecting on the
dynamics of belonging, power, and spatial reclamation.

Each chapter builds on the last, forming a narrative that moves between past
and present, history and lived experience.
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ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS & SOURCES

o (AfSpoim faag

(NoytiRotar bishoy
- About ethics)

In terms of ethics, | have ensured that all data used in this research is properly
credited. | have also made sure that the interviews that | am going to include,

£ even though they’re publicly available, are in line with ethical guidelines, re-
3 specting privacy and consent.

(a]

ﬁ The information | use from the Swadhinata Trust, TH Council and other online
T sources will be cited accurately.

4

g

18

o ® JIFIF AT ©AF 517w 5?2

o (Amar prodhan tottho shompod Ri?

(o) - What are my primary information sources?)

-

S

L]

o Archival materials from Tower Hamlets Local History Library
and Archives

o Swadhinata Trust, a London-based organization dedicated to docu-
menting the history of Bangladeshis in the UK, have played a crucial
role in preserving oral histories, archival photographs, and commu-
nity narratives.

By using these sources, | ensure that my research is both historically grounded and
experientially informed
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ECHOES OF BANGLADESH

to Mifyaz and Mihraz,
this work_is for you, so that you always
carry a deep love for where we come _from and the
stories that connect us
-maa



BANGLADESH

ECHOES OF

This thesis is not just an academic project, it's a deeply personal journey.

Born in Bangladesh, I spent most of my life far from my homeland and distant from my culture,
growing up in Italy for 21 years before moving to the UK, When I arrived in London in 2020,
I discovered something extraordinary: a little piece of Bangladesh was alive and thriving in the
heart of this big cosmopolitan city. Walking through Whitechapel and Brick Lane, I could hear
the language of my childhood ‘SIS @ =icaq?” (How are you?) and smell the spices of my
grandmother’s cooking, and see vibrant traces of a culture I had only Rnown in fragments. It felt
like finding my home in a place I'd never been before.

This feeling of familiarity and belonging left me with a question:

9BT FISIE TOET?
(“How did this happen?)

IR 93 TANECR e afis wfsIsfior It we FToE 9Hfb T St
frery a3fb sgfos @ RoiR Fesfie Facs s xeET?

(“How did a group of immigrants, arriving as workers from a_former colony, manage to trans-
form part of London into a cultural hub so undeniably theirs?)

These questions became the foundation of this exploration, blending personal reflections with
historical, cultural and architectural inquiry into the Bangladeshi community in Whitechapel
and Brick Lane.

Through this work, I question whether what appears as “integration” is actually spatial reclama-
tion. When I began this research, I wondered if it might be a form of ‘reverse colonisation’, where
a community once colonized is now inscribing its presence onto the city of its former coloniser. Yet
the deeper I looked, the more complex_ it became. Is this truly a reversal of colonial dynamics, or
are these spaces still shaped by forces that dictate who belongs and on what terms?

What makes this exploration even more meaningful'is its connection to identity and belonging. As
someone who has always lived between cultures, I've often felt caught in the space of “TIRUATEHI
SIq" (a life in-between). Writing this thesis has been a way of navigating those feelings, and a
way to show that architecture is not just about buildings: it’s about people, histories, and identi-
ties. It’s about how communities like the Bangladeshis in Whitechapel use the space to tell their
stories, preserve their culture, and claim their place in the world. And, for me, it’s about finding
my own story within theirs.
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INTRODUCTION

FINDING HOME,
FAR FROM HOME

in British-Bangladeshis, Al-
exander & Lidher explain
fhow colonial legacies and
global networks led to

Migration is more than the movement of people; it is a transformation of
space, identity, and belonging. This thesis explores how the Bangladeshi com-
munity has reshaped Whitechapel and Brick Lane, turning them into spaces
of cultural expression, resilience, and reclamation. It examines not only how
migration has influenced the urban fabric of these neighbourhoods, but also
how these transformations challenge and redefine narratives of postcolonial
urbanism, cultural identity, and what | refer to as “reverse colonisation”: the re-
claiming of space by formerly colonised peoples within the metropolis of their
former colonisers.

Reverse colonisation, in this context, does not replicate colonial enterprise;
it subverts its historical power structures. From a postcolonial perspective,
it describes how migrant communities inscribe their presence onto spaces
once controlled by their former rulers, not through dominance, but through
cultural negotiation (Bhabha, 1994).

the emergence of a visible
Bangladeshi diaspora in
London (2024, pp. 1-6)

The [isibility| of the Bangladeshi’s presence in Whitechapel is particularly
significant given the history of British colonial rule in the Bengal area. What
was once a site of extraction and subjugation has now become a place where
Bangladeshis define and reconstruct their own narratives, weaving their histo-

ries into the fabric of the city. But how did this transformation happen? How did |
a community, once displaced and marginalised, come to imprint its identity so visibly |
on this side of London? And what does it mean for the built environment to serve as

a medium to cultural resistance, memory, and belonging?

My thesis is an attempt to explore these questions, critically examining how
the Bangladeshi community has shaped the architecture and urban spaces of
today’s Whitechapel and Brick Lane. More than a story of adaptation, this is a
story of “reclamation”: a story of asserting presence in a city that, for centuries,
dictated the terms of movement, labour, and identity to people from Bangla-
desh and beyond; a story to understand the shift in power where a historically
marginalised community inscribes its presence within the city, redefining what
it means to belong. Mosques, curry houses, markets, and homes are not just
basic functional spaces; they are cultural artefacts that hold histories of strug-
gle, resilience, resistance, and self-definition. Their existence, in my opinion,
is more than integration; it’s an example that marks a negotiation of power
within the urban landscape, demonstrating how communities construct iden-
tity through space.

initial leading questions

INTRODUCTION
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To frame this discussion, | will draw upon postcolonial theories, particular-
ly from Edward Said’s concept of “OFientalism” (1978), which examines how

see Orientalism, (1978),

Chapter 1,“The Scope of the West has historically “othered” and objectified Eastern cultures, as well

Orientalism” and Chapter 3, as Homi Bhabha’s notions of “hybridity” (1994), which explores how cultural

"Orientalism now” . L . . .
identity is constantly redefined through interactions between dominant and
marginalised groups, and his perception of fthird'space’ which is particularly see Locations of Culture
relevant to this thesis, as it illuminates how migrant communities negotiate (1994), pages 1-4

cultural identity in urban environments, creating new forms of belonging with-
in the dominant cityscape. By applying these theories, | will examine the ways
in which cultural identity is constructed, performed, and negotiated within
physical spaces, revealing the tensions between nostalgia, adaptation, and re-
sistance.

The research is grounded in a combination of historical analysis, archival re-
search, and site observations, using materials from the Tower Hamlets Coun-
cil’'s (Fig. I) Local History Library and Archives, as well as the Swadhinata Trust.
These sources have provided a vital historical foundation, helping me trace
the evolution of Whitechapel from its industrial past to its present as a vibrant
multicultural hub. Archival photographs, historical documents, and oral histo-
ries illuminate how migration, activism, and cultural production have shaped
these spaces.Alongside this historical research, my methodology incorporates
site-based observations and personal reflections. In fact, spaces such as Brick
Lane and Altab Ali Park are not just locations of study; they are lived spaces,
they are sites of memory, negotiation, and identity-building.

This thesis, therefore, operates on two levels: as an academic investigation
and as a personal journey. Writing it has allowed me to reflect not only on
the transformation of Whitechapel and Brick Lane but also on my own sense
of belonging as someone whose identity has always existed between places.
Through my work, | hope to contribute to broader discussions on migration,
reverse colonisation, cultural identity, and postcolonial urbanism, not just as
abstract theories but as lived experiences that continuously shape both city
and the people who move through them.

Y SR I T FIASER F& IAI DA I FACO AR O FIAS Ty eI
afHT w23, °w &fofbx g et face st 339 3@ beifkl ©@, @RRIREHICIE
RIBCO 31500, IAT SRR <31 531 B 3R e A fos etz st o, wnfv e gaEw

T3 Tl Tge I -@F AN W6 ISIIEI 75 T (o1cz | aB B, T QITIH
T WG 5, 94T AT TOI6 W ISIEF JR a6 GTQI IFd 9 JCo! A
| 7ACST OB13 oo Wi ‘AT RRE —aft 9o /iR == 77, 392 I S @ =39
A Tfbo 3R TR FTHero F96 8 TS QIR Afowo! 725136 a6 T ol IF |

6 INTRODUCTION



ECHOES OF BANGLADESH

Fig. 1

7

©Yq Wiy e fqeer fScees 4
“ 95 Tl 5 Bioigs, T aft site coie, T Bierg, I AW 9F
Fiferera mift s@?”

EREBEIT FUE3 WNE 26TF FA & 71, 98 FTARI AGT AT AT
M a2 gftw@ oo oifde deeg, 3fozerw vaiw 3oz it @ of

BE B @1 IEE Fa 190178 QA AR e e for @ aifr —gfs,
oI, Q2 HfTcEE IRIE| I SfdeREY aFLRET WiEsae [ T 5T,
TR WOl AN 93 AVISER Tol3 Afofame agaeid if¥s zfem—arst AEw
fafes, oSy safg, a3z o wfSes w8 W T S off Fafzl
QB3 WINIF T I SN AT |

(I have always existed between places: never fully belonging to one, yet carrying pieces
of each within me. Walking through Whitechapel, hearing Bengali voices and smelling
familiar spices, I felt a quiet recognition, as if the past had folded into the present. These
streets, once foreign, now feel like a bridge between where I come from and where I am.
Perhaps this is what belonging truly is: not a single place, but a thread woven through
many.

But then, I ask myself:
“does a place belong to those who shape it, or to those who claim it first?

Whitechapel was never meant to be ours, yet over time, the Bangladeshi community has
inscribed its presence onto this landscape, layering histories over histories. I, too, have
traced my own story here, in between cultures, languages, and identities. If belonging is
a negotiation, then perhaps I, like these streets, am constantly being rewritten: adapting,
resisting, and making space for all the pieces of myself to exist.)

INTRODUCTION
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ROOTS AND ROUTES

BANGLADESH

ECHOES OF

in Bengalis in London’s
East End (2010), Ullahi
& Eversley describe how
how the earliest arrivals

Migration is more than a movement of people; it is a reconfiguration of
space, identity, and belonging. The story of Bangladeshi migration to London
is steeped in resilience and adaptation. It is also a narrative shaped by the
legacies of empire, the complexities of postcolonial identity,and the socio eco-
nomic realities that compelled thousands to seek new lives far from Bengal.
Their journey was not only about crossing oceans but also about navigating
unfamiliar landscapes, confronting institutional and language barriers, and forg-
ing communities despite formidable challenges.

For many Bangladeshis, migration to Britain was never solely about econom-

integrated or resisted with
in the community while
experiencing first-hand

marginalisation

ic opportunity: it was also about [SUFViVal) dignity, and securing a future for
generations to come. In every migration story, there exists an emotional and
cultural struggle to hold onto one’s identity while adapting to a new world.
As someone who has experienced migration firsthand, | often wonder how
those first arrivals must have felt as they stepped off the ships into the unfa-
miliar streets of East London. The echoes of those early struggles still shape
the way the Bangladeshi community negotiates space today. The negotiation
of cultural identity, belonging, and visibility in a city that was once the heart
of an empire that ruled Bengal is an ongoing process, one that continues to
evolve across generations.

Bangladeshis now represent one of the largest ethnic minority groups in
the UK: over 300,000 live here, and in Inner London (see Fig. 4) they form
the third largest ethnic group after White British and Black African/Caribbean
populations (London Borough Ethnicity Profiles, 2021). In Tower Hamlets specifically,
the Bangladeshi community is the largest ethnic group and constitutes one
of the most significant Bangladeshi diasporas outside Bangladesh and West

- according to which, the Bangladeshi born
migrants, currently residing in UK in 2021
were 273,042

e —

e —
T —

A —

Fig. 2

Bengal _.This demographic weight translates into
strong political and cultural influence, underscoring that migrants are not just
passive recipients of a host culture but active agents shaping their environ-
ment.

Postcolonial theorists Edward Said and Homi Bhabha reveal how formerly
colonised peoples negotiate and redefine spaces where they were once mar-
ginalised. Their ideas on Orientalism, hybridity, and the third space illuminate
how Bangladeshis have forged belonging in East London—a site once tied to
imperial dominance over Bengal, now alive with new cultural identities.

Ethnic Groups in Tower Hamlets, 2021

[Ethnic Group 2021| 2021%
[White British 71177| 229%
[White Irish 3567 11%
[White Gypsy Traveller 110| 0.04%
hite Roma 2225 07%
[White Other 45187| 146%
IAsian Bangladeshi 107333| 346%
|Asian Chinese 10279 33%
|Asian Indian 10135 33%
|Asian Pakistani 3341 11%
|Asian Other 6768 22%
Black African 15373 5.0%
'E_Lackcanbbean 4930 16%
[Black Other 2390] _ 08%
ixed White and Asian 4374 1.4%
ixed White and Black African 2236 0.7%
Ixet hite and Black Caribbean 3593 1.2%
ixed Other 5206 1.7%
Other Arab 3588 12%
[Other ethnic group 8494 27%
Fig. 3
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Brick Lane and Whitechapel

Asian / British Asians

OO000 = N -

>0.8 >63.5
Fig. 4 - Asian and British Asian presence in Greater London and Tower Hamlets

[ White (20%)
/ . Mixed / Multiple ethnic groups (2%)

B Asian / Asian British (69%)
[ Biack / African / Caribbean / Black British (7%)

. Other ethnic groups (2%)

Fig. 5 - Census 2021 data of ethnic presence in Whitechapel
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The Early Arrivals:
Lascars and the Maritime
Connection

in “Bengalis in London’s East End-
(2010) ) - a community-led oral history
project published by the Swadhinata
Trust, that explores the migration,
struggles, and cultural contributions of
the Bengali community in East London,
highlighting their activism, identity, and
transformation of the area, particularly
around Brick Lane and Whitechapel.

During the 18th and 19th centuries,
districts iRe Limehouse, Poplar, and
Wapping formed part of a bustling mari-
time hub. These dockside areas connected

London to global trade routes, drawing...................

in seamen of diverse origins. However,
many Lascars who ended up in these
docRlands faced overcrowded housing,
scarce job prospects, and minimal state
protection.

The presence of Bangladeshis in London stretches further back than com-

monly acknowledged. As early as the 18th century, the|East India Company

established extensive maritime trade routes, drawing workers from Bengal
onto British ships. These early maritime migrants were known as Lascars (Fig.
6 and Fig. 7) primarily sailors, cooks, and deckhands, who laboured under brutal
conditions aboard British merchant vessels. While they hailed from a land un-
der colonial rule, their labour was indispensable to the British Empire’s global
networks. Yet, despite their contribution, they faced systemic discrimination
and hardship, both at sea and upon arrival in Britain.

_explain that “many found themselves stranded in the docks

of East London, forcibly discharged or abandoned due to policies that restrict-
ed their ability to access stable housing or employment” (2010, p. 22). Many of
these seamen lived in poverty-stricken conditions, often crammed into over-
crowded lodging houses near the docks, with limited access to stable housing
or employment. Their status as temporary workers left them vulnerable to
exploitation and destitution, forcing them to rely on informal support net-
works and charity from local organisations.

prevented Lascars from staying in Britain for extended
periods, often forcing them into homelessness. Those who managed to settle
in East London were largely invisible within mainstream British society. They
formed fragmented communities, often living in lodging houses or makeshift
accommodations provided by charitable organisations. Despite these hard-
ships, small groups of Bengali seamen began forming close-knit communities
in seeking familiarity and solidarity in a city
where they were often unseen or dismissed. Over time, these fragmented
groups became the first anchors of what would later become a flourishing
Bangladeshi presence in East London. (Eversley & Ullah, 2010, pp. 24-26)

The East India Company, founded in
1600, was a British trading corporation
that exerted colonial control over Bengal,
heavily influencing migration patterns to
Britain. Its policies shaped the movement
of workers from Bengal to the Empire’s
maritime networks.

imposed strict regulations on non-British

.. seamen, limiting how long they could

remain in Britain and often compelling
them to disembark upon arrival. Lascars,
classified under this legislation, were
afforded few legal protections and faced
heightened vulnerability to homelessness
and exploitation.
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“It was not easy to build a community here. [...]
They faced poverty, racism, and language barriers, [...] but they persevered to
establish a sense of belonging.”
(Bengalis in London’s East End, 2019)

According to historical housing records For these early settlers, survival meant forging informal support networks:
d descritpions, the Whitechapel . . .
nd desrriprons B2 Ttecaper area sharing food, lHOUSiAg) and cultural practices that provided a semblance of

was charecterised by extreme poverty, ] - . o
sub-standard fousing and fomelessness home in a foreign land. Over time, these nascent communities became the
rom early 1800s. (Pall Mall Gazette, 4 foundation for the larger waves of Bangladeshi migration that would follow

November 1889, quoted in Evans and . . y

Rumbelow, p 225) in the mid-to-late 20th century. The Lascars’ presence not only shaped the
urban fabric of the East End but also created a legacy of transnational connec-

tions that would later facilitate chain migration (Alexander & Lidher, 2024).

S fATeT3 ST 36! B, IS8 T27 M5! TIF TABIRA! QLT TS, aF WG
FNE/ AR , @A ST @I HZFC JI1 I IOTR o5 11, o1 91 S garod
TfsrasibiFesT s R @RI SRIFF LTS TR (IR BT ST GAR S S
TP S TFIORTR AT G S A ST AF B TGS (GO TG T ? TSI |
TG 352 SITHF AT G2 O | SIHF TRERfT0 SSIEPR GRPIART BTG SThS

TS 0, @A © IfS arr3 ‘wgDIfcs’ 3f5aer [Regfy age J® A

AMSRER e smfer et WfSIsT semaEsr Tefis Roie 339 Q|
Q7o AR I 27, fF S AfSITH 218 qerdt S TP (S T, 938 O
TAfEfST A 218 Q AT 21T R Ioot o @ |

(I think about the Lascars arriving here centuries ago, lost in a foreign city with no legal
protection or place to call home. Did they ever imagine that their presence would lay
the groundwork jfor future generations? And yet, history barely remembers them. Their
overlooRed legacy resonates with diaspora theory, where collective memory often survives

despite the erasure of ‘official’ history.

The Lascars’ quiet footprints now form part of the diasporic tapestry that modern migrant
communities inherit. This reminds me of how migration often feels: unnoticed, invisible,
yet leaving traces that shape the world long after we're gone.)

Post-War Migration and the The end of the Second World War marked a turning point in Britain’s rela-
Growth of a Community tionship with its former colonies. Facing severe labour shortages, the British
government actively recruited workers from the Commonwealth, creating
new pathways for migration from South Asia. This policy shift allowed many
Bangladeshis, primarily from Sylhet, to settle in the UK (Eade, 1997). However,
migration was not solely driven by British economic demands; conditions in The Bhola cyclone filled an estimated
East Pakistan (now Bangladesh) also acted as a major push factor to military 300,000-500,000 people, worsening eco-

unrest, economic instability, and [RatUralldisasters| that intensified the need for nomic instability in East Pakistan and
. . further motivating migration to Britain
migration.
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By the 1950s and 1960s, the Bangladeshi population in East London had begun to
grow. Initially, men arrived alone, finding work in low-wage industries such as textiles,
restaurants, and factory labour. However,_ employ- manifested in both formal and informal

ment, and education meant that many were confined to overcrowded housing in practices, including racially restrictive
.. covenants and biased lending policies.
poor conditions

See “Second Review of the Race Rela-
tions Act 1976” (1992), for “recommen-

“The first Bengali seamen settled in the docks around East London. dation 30° (p70-76) which details cases
. . . s . . of landlords refusing to rent to South
Over time, they started bringing their families, and Whitechapel became their Asian families

anchor in a foreign land.”
(Bengalis in London’s East End, 2019)

The East End, historically a working-class migrant hub, provided an entry point
for Bangladeshis. Earlier settlers facilitated the arrival of family members, lead-
ing to the gradual formation of a tight-knit community in Whitechapel and
Brick Lane. With time, mosques, social clubs, and Bangladeshi-owned busi-
nesses emerged as vital spaces where migrants could maintain a connection
to their culture while navigating the realities of life in Britain.

EEIEEHIAT FARNCERT Ion f5a 3 AR FFI AfGINTE SAreey abt
@I @ RO FADPIG Jro@ DT FIoR I A6 e MF,
@AE @ el (5598)-9F “TOI FH” LN FOrT 3 SRIGI TR [Fereac
oy I T AT sIte @I QIR IFE 8 e AT WEE T4

i (o ks m@e ofte et o= qreiR afsst @S,
EIG (5995)-aF “right to the city’ RIT QF JSHANT FAE YA &I

SImF Ao T2 AN FE Il SfF6T, BH, WF AT FATEI AT 9F
o TISE AT, T8I-SATRAT T2 o AT a3 Tae IRIATF|

(The success of these migrants in shaping Whitechapel demonstrates how diaspora activ-
ism can reconfigure local power dynamics, forging what Homi Bhabha (1994) would call
new “third spaces” that transcend a simple homeland—host divide. By establishing perma-
nent institutions and mobilising for housing and educational rights, British Bangladeshis
have effectively inscribed their presence onto the urban landscape, asserting a form of
“right to the city” (Lefebvre, 1991).

Their collective efforts highlight how identity, space, and agency intertwine in the ongoing
negotiation of belonging within a postcolonial metropolis.)

Post-Liberation War Migration The Bangladesh Liberation War of 1971 profoundly reshaped migration pat-
and Transformation of terns and solidified the activism of the Bangladeshi diaspora in the UK. As war
Whitechapel and political upheaval engulfed the region, Ullah and Eversley (2010) explain

how thousands of families were displaced, many seeking refuge in London’s
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already established Sylheti networks. The conflict not only led to an influx of Ban-
gladeshi migrants in the 1970s but also mobilized the existing community in Britain,
who played a pivotal role in advocating for Bangladesh’s independence.

In his interview, Mr. Aziz, an activist who had lived in London since the 1960s, de-
scribed the intensity of the protests staged by British-Bangladeshis during the war:

“We, the Bengalis living in the UK, [were] so united and so strong that
a movement that saw widespread...... [QUI IMOVEMENt was successful in bringing world sentiment in favour of Bangladesh.”

[[‘ZZZEEZZ)OZ ;yﬁl Znir;lﬁ?:i ﬁe_f( :};é ;:;_{ (Mr Aziz Choudhury, cited in Tales of Three
ticularly in East London, where many Generations of Bengalis in Britain, 2006, p. 23)
Bengali migrants mobilised to amplify

the call for liberation.

Figures 8, 9, and 10 capture moments
from the Bangladesh Independence
demonstration at Trafalgar Square

in 1971. Figure 8 depicts a family of
protestors carring banners demanding
immediate recognition of Bangladesh’s
sovereignty. Figure 9 highlights speakers
addressing the crowd, symbolising the
diaspora’s political engagement. Figure
10 portrays a sea of demonstrators, their
unity and defiance reflecting the urgency
of the cause. Together, these images docu-
ment a pivotal moment when the Bengali
diaspora in Britain stood in solidarity
with the fight for freedom.

For many Bangladeshi migrants, the war was not just an event unfolding in
their homeland—it was deeply personal, shaping their sense of belonging and
political identity in Britain. Mr. Chakraborty, another activist, described how
the war was not merely a political struggle but part of his lived experience:

“The independence war, or Mukti Judho, was for our liberation. It is not only
a part of my history, it’s [the] plot of my life as it were.”
(Mr. Nikhilesh Chakraborty, cited in Tales of Three
Generations of Bengalis in Britain, 2006, p. 23)

By the 1970s and early 1980s, an influx of Bangladeshi migrants settled in Whi-
techapel, drawn by affordable housing and existing community ties. Despite
experiencing racism and exclusion, they persevered in building institutions
that reflected their identity—establishing cafés, mosques, and businesses that
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Racism, Resistance, and the
Battle for Belonging

“I personally knew Altab Ali.He was working

in Hanbury Street at that time. One of my
relative[s] got a factory there and he used to work,
there. He was maybe one or two years older than
me. But we really Rnew each other [...] I think it
was Friday and he was taking his wages home
and he was attacked and he collapsed and was
killed [at] the bus stop. He was stabbed and he
was running to the bus stop, trying [to] get away
but he couldn’t maRe it and he died. So ... that
was the time. Obviously, there were few issues
going in Tower Hamlets as well. People [were
being] attacked all the time. Lots of abuse was
going on [....] already Altab Ali was Killed, then
Ishaq Ali was Rilled [at a] takeaway. [... [then
Michael Ferreiro, the young boy, was waiting for
bus [and] got Rilled. He was Black

- Mr ARikur Rhaman, cited in Tales of Three
Generations of Bengalis in Britain, 2006, p65

catered to their cultural needs (Alexander & Lidher, 2024).

Shops selling fish, spices, and textiles familiar to the Bengali palate began
appearing along Whitechapel Road and Brick Lane, transforming these streets
into recognisable Bangladeshi cultural spaces. Over time, the area developed
into what is now referred to as Banglatown, marking an assertion of cultural
identity within the urban landscape (Ullah & Everslay, 2010, pp 50-53)

The migration of the 1970s and 80s was not merely about survival but about
actively shaping and redefining urban space. Unlike the Lascars before them,

these migrants came in larger numbers and with the iitention of establishing -

|PEFMANEREE! Their struggles led to campaigns for housing rights, educational
access, and protections against racial violence, shaping the political conscious-
ness of the Bangladeshi community in London (Eade & Garbin, 2006).

The presence of British Bangladeshis in Whitechapel today is not just a result
of economic migration but a testament to resilience, activism, and cultural
assertion. The streets they built, the businesses they established, and the in-
stitutions they fought for are not just remnants of a past struggle but ongoing
symbols of identity and belonging.

While the growing Bangladeshi presence in Whitechapel offered a sense of
cultural familiarity, it also sparked racial tensions. In the 1970s and 1980s, the
East End became a flashpoint for racist attacks, fuelled by far-right groups that
sought to intimidate and exclude immigrant communities.

[ThelmurdersfAIEabAINRNI978 was a defining moment. A young Bengali man

walking home from work, he was fatally attacked in a racially motivated assault,
galvanising the community to demand justice and recognition.

His death led to mass protests, and in the years that followed, St Mary’s Park
was renamed Altab Ali Park in his honour—a space that today stands as both
a memorial and a site of resistance.

“The importance of the killing of Altab Ali was that,
first of all, it happened on an election night. It happened when he
was going to vote. But also it came at the time of climax of these
long periods of racial attacks and | suppose you could say it was
the last straw. It wasn’t the fact that there haven’t been any other
killings and it will be wrong to say that it was worst of them all...

see interviews of migrants from the 1960

7777 Miah, Mr Mathin Miak and Mrs Husna
Matincited in strand 1 (pp 18-30) of
Tales of Three Generations of Bengalis in
Britain (2006) p. 23

L{# METROPOLITAN POLICE
212 Appeal for Assi

THURSDAY MAY 4 740.pm
ALTAB AL, aged 24, was stabbed in
Adier Street,EL (off Whitechapel Road).
WEREYOU IN THE AREATHEN?
DID YOU SEE ANYTHING? |
Please contact the Murder Squad st
LEMAN STREET POLICE STATION
| s 888, |

Fig. 11 - Poster by the Metropolitan Police asking for
public assistance in finding the murderers of Altab Ali
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Although the murder of Altab Ali
occurred in 1978, it took nearly two
decades of campaigning by community

activists for local authorities to Officially................

rename the park in his fionor. This pro-
longed process underscores the persistent
marginalisation of the Bangladeshi
community and the challenges they faced
in achieving public recognition of racist
violence and its lasting impact in Tower
Hamlets.

... But it was the one that mobilised the community or one
section of the community to protest and about seven thousand,
mostly Bengali, carried the coffin to Downing Street as a protest.

So [ think it was a kind of symbolic importance quite apart

from the fact of the killing tself. And it eventually led to the

renaming of the park where the Whitechapel had originally stood.

And it was renamed Altab Ali Park in memory of this relatively

unknown clothing worker. | mean many people in the East End,
probably most of the Bengali people, didn’t know who he was.

And now the park is named after him and it has become very
much a kind of place of pilgrimage for the people to remember

the victims of racial violence.”
-Mr. Kenneth Leech, cited in Tales of Three
Generations of Bengalis in Britain, 2006, p. 66

AtTion COMMITTEE
o ASAINST

2, e e 4
Fig. 12 - Procession behind Altab Ali coffin from Whitechapel to Whitehall. Hyde Park,

The [Féhaming of AltaB/AlIPaFK in 1998 was more than a symbolic gesture: it

marked the reclamation of urban space by the Bangladeshi community in the
face of decades of marginalisation and violence.

Originally St.Mary’s Park, the site was historically significant as the location of
the St. Mary Matfelon Church, which had stood since the Middle Ages before
being destroyed in the Blitz during World War Il. (Tower Hamlets Local History and
Archives).

The renaming represented an assertion of Bangladeshi visibility in Whitecha-
pel, rejecting the erasure of the community’s struggle and resilience.
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ATAT L W WO WA ANE AT IR, TI9 a7 oo™ 5B srSiFet
AR IR Too AR Qe [ ARG | 93 D3 —aww 9 freta
W, @ 9F TEEPE, W 94T 90 Yong—amT @ @ 3foa vy

VWERT AT @A ] A1, At I@ IW IV, WEAEE TR, TSI TR 8
I J, QIR G13 STRMASER A7 AfS@NE, I gz @ TR/ I

N SO 3052 37, Q3 SUTNSET TSI WS IO 5y WSS ST (A /A (GIR?

(The first time I walked into Altab Ali Park, I didn’t fully grasp the weight of its history.
Now I do. This space—once a churchyard, then a battleground, now a memorial—is
proof that history is written not just in books, but in streets, in names, in the silent resil-
ience of communities that refuse to be erased.

_ . . 5
« smaller replica of Dhaa's Shaid I wonder: how mamny more stories remain untold beneath the surface of these places?)

Minar (Fig. 13), originally designed by
Hamidur Rahman, constructed to honour- , L
the Language Movement martyrs of 1952, The placement of the (Martyrs monument) within
who were Killed while protesting for Altab Ali Park (see Fig. 14),in 1999, was highly symbolic, connecting the strug-

the recognition of Bangla as the official | f British Bangladeshi . . he hi ical fisht for li .
. gle of British Bangladeshis against racism to the historical fight for linguistic

state language in what was then East . &
Pakistan. and cultural identity in Bangladesh.

Fig. 14

The Tower Hamlets Council, working with Bangladeshi community lead-
ers, also commissioned the construction of the iron arch shorn in Fig.
I5 at the park’s entrance in 1989, blending Bengali and European design
motifs to reflect the area’s hybrid cultural landscape.
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Similarly, the Battle of Brick Lane saw Bangladeshi activists and anti-racist cam-
paigners physically confront those who sought to intimidate them out of the
area. These moments of resistance were crucial in shaping the Bangladeshi
community’s political identity in Britain (Ullah & Everslay, 2010)

Reclaiming Space: Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978) helps us contextualise how early Bangladeshi

a Postcolonial Perspective migrants were perceived by wider British society not as an integral part of the
city, but as an exotic, racialised presence that was often romanticised yet mar-
ginalised. The dominant narrative framed them as perpetual outsiders, their
presence marked by difference rather than belonging. This conceptualisation
is part of a colonial legacy, one that has historically positioned non-Western
communities as ‘other’ (Said, 1978). Said’s theory reveals how migrant commu-
nities must navigate and resist these narratives, asserting their agency within Fig. 15 - the iron arch at the entrance of the Altab
the spaces they inhabit. Al ark.

However, the Bangladeshi community in Whitechapel did not remain passive
subjects within these exclusionary structures. Over time, they redefined their
place, actively inscribing their identity onto the urban fabric in ways that chal-
lenged colonial-era assumptions. This process aligns with Homi Bhabha’s con-
cept of hybridity (1994), which highlights how marginalised groups engage in
cultural negotiation, producing new spaces of identity that resist assimilation
yet transform the dominant landscape.

3 @@ A SR FRNIAT FIE TP WNK JEF AFLIET TR JE
T, 58 @7 aerereT I Jarst At e eor A6 @, or 5 Nt =@
RIS Qe 8Fs 2-36io! 2o #AifF, aifs ffsfee @ Rows aw 2132

csrf%r—mzr"hybnduty" HIFN ST 4, WIS ST ST S AT SIS JI=A

g s SRS maics A aF AT TfSaE | S SAfIERe
&TZ‘WT@(FIW TAETS, TAEL DI 5 WIACETR Iy, Jifs @I @ @ST
f%?g‘c‘a%—;cﬂtsrﬁt—ﬁﬂm?

(Hearing Bangla on Brick Lane stirs a sense of home, yet if acceptance depends on profit
or spectacle, do we remain a curated “other” rather than genuine co-authors of the city’s
narrative?

Drawing on Homi Bhabha's notion of hybridity, migrant communities walk a fine line
between asserting cultural presence and being subsumed by dominant frameworks. Even if
we challenge colonial assumptions, have urban structures truly shifted, or simply adapted
to a selective version of difference?)
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Conclusion:
Migration, Struggle’
and the Right to Belong

From the Lascars of the 18th century to the post-war migrants of the 20th
century, the Bangladeshi community has left an indelible mark on London’s
East End. Their journey has been one of struggle, adaptation, and cultural im-
print, shaping not only their own identity but also the urban and social fabric

of Whitechapel and Brick Lane. . Like the _settlers who

Whitechapel has historically attracted-
successive waves of migrants seeKing
refuge and economic opportunity. French
Huguenots fleeing religious persecution

in the late 17th century established them-
selves here, drawn by the area’s burgeoning
silk-weaving industry and relatively
affordable housing. In the 19th century,
Eastern European Jews escaping pogroms
similarly found Whitechapel’s cheap rents,
proximity to the docks, and a network of
small workshops conducive to rebuilding
their lives. See British History Online, Vol.
27, pp. 199-225

preceded them, they, too, have fought to sustain their presence against adver-
sity and displacement.

These histories are not just remnants of the past; they are deeply intertwined
with the present, as this community has continued to resist displacement, en-
suring that their presence is not merely acknowledged but actively woven into
the city’s evolving landscape.

GBI a6 O3 WeINEd 1 I6/STS  Sitgd Ji9a - a3 Afen
@I AfSINTT WONED, MA@ aR - ooy R sfaEfes
AL W B @ESTR Y V@ VR AfG@ I ASTRF WA Al

g a3 Tefb@m WEE JF @EE? AN 93 IV T@ e aFed A&7,
9P JFSIBA, 9T 9 GFe JGN REE I 2767 Iz RFoF AR wfo|
TN 5 vy 9o wie, Tifs W o3 AfRSEs we, T Wiy RIco G Faf%?
©IF3 IRAPPT Q@ WNF 96T (G361 F19Q

(Whitechapel is a map of migration: every corner tells a story of arrival, struggle, and
adaptation.

But where do 1 fit in this map? I stand in these streets as a researcher, as a migrant, as

someone shaped by multiple cultures. Am I an observer, or am I part of the very transfor-
mation I am studying?)
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APPENDIX O01I:
Timeline of events

1952
1690 Bangladeshi Language’s
East India Company headquarter in 1803 movement day
Kolkata, India Opening of new East India Dock in (21st February)

oBlackwall, Tower Hamlets

.
1757 1978
Battle of Plassey, EIC gained power Altab Ali’s
and trading rights in Bengal territory murder
58 METROPOLTAN PO,

1600
East India Company founded 2001
Spitalfields and
Banglatown ward

recognised offically

Appeal for Assistance]
MURDER

1800
2000

1999
Brick Lane and Spital-
fields area marked as
Banglatown

1614+
First record of Bengali
settlement in Britain

" Act, 1962
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1962
Commonwealth Immigration
Act that officially permits
immigration from Common-

1857 qealth countries without
British Empire started officialy ruling restrictions

India, without the EIC’s alliance

.
.
.
.
.
.
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.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.

Bengal starts contributing in East India
Company’s work

© e 00 0000000000000 0000000 00

East India Company starts trading
within the Indian subcontinent

1773 1971

First Indian Bangladeshi Liberation War
restaurant in UK and Independence
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APPENDIX 01:
East India Company

1690 - Headquarters of the East India Company, in Kolkata (India) when the British entered the Indian territory via sea, as a trading
corporation to later become an imperial rulers

1760 - British company official’s portrait 1914 - Map of the British India after the East India Company
settled down in the territory.

21

CHAPTER 01 - APPENDIX



ECHOES OF BANGLADESH

APPENDIX 01:
Migration to UK

17thTO 19th CENTURY

)

BY SEA

During the 18th and 19th centuries, Bengali sailors,
known as lascars, were employed on British ships. Some
of these sailors settled in the UK after their voyages

20th CENTURY

BY AIR BY SEA BY TRAIN

With the Expansion of Migrants traveled by ship Given the geographical
commercial aviation in from ports in Bangladesh separation by sea be-
the mid-20th century, to the UK, a journey that tween Bangladesh and
many migrants began could take several weeks. the UK, direct train travel
traveling by air. was not a feasible option
for this migration route.
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The idea that migration reshapes

urban space both physically and ............

soctally aligns with postcolonial
urbanism, where migrants not only
settle in cities but actively redefine
them. Bhabha'’s notion of the “third
space” highlights how migrants create
hybrid cultural landscapes, neither
Sully belonging to the colonial past
nor completely assimilated into the
present. See The Location of Culture
(1994), Ch. 11, How Newness En-
ters the World, pp. 303-337.

From Industrial Stronghold to
Cultural & Religious Nucleus

Migration is not just the movement of people; it is the remaking of place.
Cities are constantly reshaped by those who inhabit them, with each wave

Nowhere is this more evident than in Whitechapel and Brick Lane, where the
Bangladeshi presence has actively transformed the urban landscape, not only
through demographic shifts but through architectural adaptations, commercial
developments, and cultural expressions.

Once industrial and working-class strongholds, these neighbourhoods reveal a
deeper struggle over space, belonging, and visibility. Religious institutions, mar-
kets, businesses, and housing adaptations illustrate how migrant communities
navigate postcolonial urbanism: a process of cultural reclamation in the very
metropolis that once controlled their homeland. Central to these transfor-
mations is the tension between cultural visibility and erasure, as areas once
overlooked are now threatened by gentrification and commercialisation.

The concept of cultural reclamation frames the shifting meanings of
space and place within the historical context of Bangladeshi migration. As
Whitechapel and Brick Lane are repurposed, renamed, and redefined, they
testify to the Bangladeshi community’s negotiation of a city that has been
both a site of exclusion and a realm of opportunity. A fundamental question

The question of urban agency: who
has the power to shape, define, and

emerges: [WhaNas EheNTEhENOIShaBENE G2 Beyond the story of migra-

tion, the architectural and social evolutions of these neighbourhoods speak
to broader themes of resistance, belonging, and the ongoing fight to sustain
cultural identity in an ever-changing urban landscape.

Historically, Whitechapel —and, more specifically, Brick Lane— were defined
by factories, workshops, and working-class housing, accommodating succes-
sive waves of migrants from the |8th century onward. By the mid-20th cen-
tury, de-industrialisation led to the decline of these industries, leaving behind
vacant buildings and deteriorating housing stock. The arrival of Bangladeshi
migrants after World War Il coincided with this urban shift, enabling them to
reclaim and repurpose underused spaces in ways that reflected their cultural
and religious needs.

Bangladeshis were not merely passive recipients of the city’s changes; they
were active agents in reshaping Whitechapel and Brick Lane.Through religious

24

claim space, has been central to
postcolonial and migration studies.
Edward Said’s critique of Western
representations of colonised peoples
suggests that spatial reclamation
in_former imperial cities is an act of
reversing narratives of control. See
Orientalism (1978), Ch. 3, ‘Oriental-
ism Now’, pp. 201-284.
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institutions, commerce, housing, and activism, they turned once-industrial
streets into vibrant community hubs—a transformation seen prominently in
Brick Lane’s evolution into “Banglatown.”

QB REIT WL 28T Fid 1?2 aft 5 FTuEwg 8o 67 sE—a oM e
PO I9F 4@ IV IE@? Ff5 aft STrg @ e orseng T [Fe 23?2

e 3 @19 4@ 3150 e R_ce A, ‘SR & g T T aft wetw
0o 3, WIfT 0o 2T, Q2 9HI6 FE sTeiE ofe f9ce =71

(What does it mean to belong to a city? Is it measured by time—how long a community
has lived there? Or is it about the marks they leave behind?

Walking down Brick, Lane today, I realise that belonging is not given; it is claimed, as-
serted, built into the very fabric of a place.)

The Brick Lane Jamme Masjid: Among the most symbolic structures in Brick Lane, is the Brick Lane Jamme

A Monument of Layered Masjid (or Great Mosque of Brick Lane) which exemplifies how architecture
Histories is jadapted across different communities and faiths, rather than being entirely
erased or rebuilt. This single structure, over the course of three centuries, has

The concept of ‘adaptive reuse in architecture, witnessed the movement of different migrant groups, each leaving spiritual and

where buildings are modified rather than
demolished, reflects sustainable urban practices
that preserve historical memory. The Brick Lane

architectural imprints while maintaining the original framework of the building.

Mosque exemplifies this principle, serving as a Originally constructed in 1743 as a Huguenot chapel (still engraved in the sun-
multi-faith landmark that embodies the history . . . . .
of migration in London’s East End. dial present in the facade, Fig. 16), it served as a place of worship for French

Protestant refugees fleeing persecution. Its modest brickwork and rectangular
shape were characteristic of the period’s non-conformist religious buildings,
reflecting the Huguenots’ preference for simple, unembellished structures

Fig. 16
Sundial from the French period
(1743 - 1897)

Fig. 17
L5 Monotype of the Huguenot Church
£ .

- by Alice Sielle
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By the 19th century, the chapel was repurposed as a Methodist church, ca-
tering to the working-class community that had settled in East London. Later,
as Jewish migrants from Eastern Europe arrived in large numbers in the late
19th and early 20th centuries, the building transformed again —becoming the
Machzike Hadath Synagogue in 1898, serving the expanding Jewish population
in the area. During this period, a distinctive Star of David was added to the
facade, subtly marking its new religious function without altering the building’s
fundamental form (see Fig. |8)

Star of David on the facade

Fig. 19

a plaque outside a classroom in the former
Machzike Hadass Synagogue (still hanged in the
walls) that reads:

“This class has been dedicated to the memory of
the late Deborah Kay who passed away on 17
Tammuz 3683, July 1 1933”

Fig. 20
Monotype of the Great Synagogue
£ by Alice Sielle

However, as the Jewish community moved further out of East London by the
mid-20th century, the building was once again repurposed—this time reflect-
ing the new wave of Bangladeshi Muslim migrants arriving in Whitechapel. In
1976, the building was officially converted into a mosque, renamed the Brick

. Fig. 22
e ¢ Monotype of the Brick Lane Jamme Masjid
W eani a0y Alice Sielle

BRICK LAITE ]AM_IQ/[E MAS}]TD

Fig. 23 - Stone carving outside the Brick Lane Jamme Masjid

Tig. 21a/216 |-
Minaret added to the Mosque in 2009 |
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I A3 ©IfF, SITSE o 36N B 724 IE| TG @9 Fofen A @ ! IS
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(T often think, about the weight of history that buildings carry. To enter the Brick, Lane
Mosque is to step into a space that has held prayers in different languages, to different
gods, over different centuries.

And yet, the walls, the doors, the structure remain the same—only the echoes of devotion
change. What does it mean for a space to remain sacred, even as its faiths transform?)

Architectural Adaptation: One Structure, Many Faiths
What is striking about the Brick Lane Jamme Masjid is how it has been
modified for religious needs without erasing its architectural past.

Sy L] [
| mum | g

> :
“ "CP'

=
v X, STAIR \
2 N =
Fig. 24 - Floor plan of the Neuve Eglise (New French Church) Fig. 25 - Floor plan of the Machzike Hadath (Spitalfields Fig. 26 - Floor plan of London Jamme Masjid (Great Mosque)
1743, as restored in 1869 for Wesleyan Methodist use Great Synagogue) 1898 as then remodelled 1976 as remodelled in 1986-87

Unlike many religious buildings that are demolished and rebuilt, the
structure has remained largely intact, with additive transformations
rather than total reconstruction.
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Fig. 27 - Interior arrangement of the Neuve Eglise Fig. 28 - Interior arrangements of the Great Synagogue Fig. 29 - Current interior arrangements of the Great Mosque
1743 1898

Interior Adaptations:
* The original Huguenot wooden beams and arched windows remain,
even as the synagogue’s Star of David was carefully covered over when
it became a mosque.

* A mihrab (prayer niche) was installed to indicate the qibla (direction
of prayer towards Mecca), aligning with Islamic prayer requirements.

* Jewish inscriptions from the synagogue era were respectfully removed
or painted over but not destroyed, allowing traces of the building’s
layered past to remain.

Fig. 30 - Interior view of the Mosque, praying area Fig. 31 - Interior view of the Mosque, ablution area
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Gil-MastalerczyR, in her paper
“The Place and Role of Architec-
ture in the Formation of Urban
Space”, (2016) argues that places
of worship serve as enduring
marRers of historical continuity,
acting as witnesses to inter-ter-
ritorial events and catalysts for
subsequent transformations. This
building exemplifies this notion,
llustrating how religious archi-
tecture contributes to the city’s
collective memory by embodying
layers of migration, adaptation,
and cultural identity over time.

Fig. 32 - Exterior of the building as the Neuve Eglise Fig. 33 - Exterior of the building as he Great Synagogue Fig. 34 - Current exterior of the building as the Great Mosque

(illustration by John Allin)

Exterior Transformations::

* In 2009, 2 30-metre steel minaret was added to the corner of the
building, giving a visual assertion of Islamic presence within the urban
landscape. This was a significant intervention, marking the site
unmistakably as a mosque in a way that earlier adaptations had not.

* The former synagogue’s entrance, with its semi-circular arch, was re
purposed to create a more defined entrance for worshippers, adapt-
ing the structure to the needs of a growing Muslim congregation.

The building’s overall shape and scale remain unchanged, demonstrating how
sacred spaces can evolve to serve multiple communities while preserving their

historical integrity:

Fig. 35 - Evelevation of the entrance of the building (early 1900s) Fig. 36 - detail of steel minaret Fig. 37 - Entrance gate
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The East London Mosque: In contrast to the adaptive reuse of the Brick Lane Mosque, the East London
A Purpose-Built Anchor for the = Mosque on Whitechapel Road represents an intentional architectural inter-
Community vention. Completed in 1985, it was one of the first purpose-built mosques in

ECHOES OF BANGLADESH

The transition from maReshift prayer................

spaces to purpose-built mosques mirrors
broader trends in migrant settlement
patterns. For decades, Bengali Muslims
in East London prayed in rented rooms
or private homes, maintaining a reli-
gious presence but lacKing institutional
recognition. The East London Mosque’s
establishment signified a permanent
claim to the urban fabric, asserting that
this was not just a passing community
but a lastifing part of British society.
See Bengalis in London’s East End.
(2010), pp. 53-56.

Shopfronts, Streetscapes,
and Economic Identity

Fig. 38 - East Eonz{n Mosque, Comme-n:ia[ Road, 1972

Britain, financed by Muslim community leaders and international donors (Ullah
& Eversley, 2010).

The mosque’s visibility on the urban landscape marked a transition from in-

-|Visibility to permanence, rejecting the idea that Bangladeshis were merely

transient migrants. Unlike earlier decades, when Bengali Muslims prayed in
cramped basements and makeshift rooms, this mosque stood as a deliberate
statement: this is not a temporary presence; this is a community that belongs
(Eade & Garbin, 2006).

-

it
1

o TR N

Fig. 39 - East London Mosque, Commercial Road, 2004

The architectural choices in the East
London Mosque reflect the negotiation
of a British Muslim identity—balancing
Islamic traditions with modern urban
aesthetics. Unlike earlier mosques that
adapted existing buildings, this structure
was designed to be both distinctly Islamic
and contextually British.

The incorporation of modern materials

The blendof Islamiciand modern architectliral elements| reflects the hybrid

identity of British Bangladeshis, where tradition and contemporary urban life
coexist. The mosque complex also includes a cultural centre, educational fa-
cilities, and community services, reinforcing its role as a spiritual and social
anchor for generations of Bangladeshis in Whitechapel.

Beyond religious institutions, the streets of Whitechapel and Brick Lane
themselves narrate a history of migration, adaptation, and economic resil-
ience. Shopfronts with Bengali script, grocery stores selling South Asian spices,
and halal butchers displaying signs in both English and Bangla contribute to
an urban aesthetic of migration, where the visual landscape reflects diasporic
identity.

The evolution of these shopfronts demonstrates how Bangladeshis inscribed

30

and urban planning considerations demon-
strates the interplay of cultural heritage
and contemporary identity. See Saleem,

S, ‘We Don’t Want a Multicultural
Minaret, We Want an Islamic Minaret:
Negotiating the Past in the Production
of Contemporary Muslim Architecture in
Britain’, (2024), pp. 718-721.
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their presence onto the cityscape, making Whitechapel and Brick Lane spaces
of cultural continuity despite physical displacement. Early migrants arrived in
a city where their language and customs were invisible, but by the late 20th

The use of Bengali signage in the East - . _ .
End extends beyond commercial estab century, bilingual signage and had become a defining
lishments—since 1999, many street signs characteristic of these areas (Eade & Garbin, 2006).

in Tower Hamlets, including Brick Lane,
have been bilingual (English I Bangla).

This was the result of community activism

I 2B (I T3 T 3G B SER FIR! LA TR @I GBI A9 @i |

demanding linguistic recognition within aft fHe==7 ﬁﬁ' A 9F ‘AR — THISE @ § iﬁ W9 AT &)
the public sphere. aF OT (ofF FE| A3 ST, T 9FAIT 93 2R APAR© &, aea +f[7ofog a3

sghos afSced for 2@ Hifbaa|

(I often pause when I see a shop sign written in Bangla, tucked between signs in
English. It is a quiet but powerful act of belonging —letters forming a bridge between
the homeland and the diaspora. These words, once absent from the city, now mark spaces
of familiarity and cultural survival)

These transformations were not merely aesthetic but political—they were
assertions of linguistic visibility in an urban environment that historically mar-
ginalised non-Western communities. They defied the dominant narratives of
exclusion, ensuring that the Bangladeshi presence was imprinted into the very
fabric of the city (Glynn, 2002).

Fig. 40 - Taj Stores shopfront late 1970s Fig. 41 - Current shopfront of the Taj Stores

Today, Whitechapel and Brick Lane retain these layers of migration in their
street signage, shopfront designs, and market stalls. Contemporary shopfronts
often incorporate modern branding styles while retaining bilingual elements,
reflecting a hybrid urban identity. In fact, stores Taj Stores (Fig. 40 and 41), a
historic South Asian grocer, maintained traditional signage that has evolved
over time, blending Bengali calligraphy with modern design elements. These
shopfronts not only serve a commercial function but also operate as cultural
markers, offering a visual continuity of Bangladeshi presence in London.
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l : 3 Whitechapel-toud, where names over the shop doars supgest that ane i in

e @ Joucion land,

T to recreate this picture, took reference from
the building number noted here “123,125”

Fig. 42 - Historical picture of ‘Wﬁitecﬁapef 7\;,(.)1.111: south side, dated 1936 that reads “Whitechapel road, where n
the shop suggest that one is in a foreign land.”
SN

: 123 - 125 Whitechapel Road, E1
............... today “Hasan Travel and Tours”

. and “Human Appeal” both

Muslim Bengali shops today

= ¢ i
Fig. 43 - same road, same buildings, different community and different shops. Whitechapel Road, south side, 2024
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to recreate this picture, took reference from
the building structure and openings

Today the building is under construction
and renovating the shop below, but it
served as a sweets shop along with the ones
to its left (now Modhubon Sweets)

on the opposite side of the road, is Ideas
Store Whitechapel, local library.

in front: market stalls that serve the
bangladeshi community of the area, selling
clothes and tropical fruits and vegetables,

L _——— Bl
Fig. 45 - Whitechapel Road, turn to Brady Street 2024
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to recreate this picture, tooR reference from .........
the building structure

A striking example of how the Bangladeshi
community has reshaped Whitechapel is the
current signage at Whitechapel Station,
which prominently displays its name in
both English and Bangla (RIIZBEICAT),
This simple yet powerful detail stands

in stark contrast to a historical image of
the same station from 1896, when such
multilingual representations would have
been unimaginable.

More than just a practical adaptation,
this linguistic visibility reflects a deeper
cultural imprint—one that signifies

the permanence and recognition of the
Bangladeshi community in East London.
The presence of Bangla in public infra-
structure challenges the idea of migration
as transient, embedding diasporic identity
into the city’s everyday landscape. It serves
as a reminder that Whitechapel is not just
a place where Bangladeshis reside, but one
they have actively shaped, reclaimed, and
inscribed with their heritage.

THROUGH TICKETS

ARE IBBUED
FROM THIS STATION

ALL PARTS of LONDON

SERVED RY THE

DISTRICT RAILWAY

£ L8 &
aw NED AT TNE 80 Wi T

METROPOLITAR DISTRICT. RAILWAY. .

'WHRITECHAPEL avo MILE END

Fig. 47 - Wﬁitecﬁap[ Station, 2024

We are the
women of TFL

WHITECHAPEL STATION
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Brick Lane’s emergence as

“Banglatown”
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Fig.48 - Map of Banglatown

W Bonglatown ...

Toﬂer Hamlets
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Building on this broader industrial decline, Brick Lane experienced a partic-
ularly striking shift. Once dotted with breweries and tanneries, it found re-
newed life in the mid-to-late 20th century, thanks to the collective efforts of
Bangladeshi migrants. By establishing mosques, social clubs, and restaurants,
they reclaimed spaces of industrial abandonment and transformed them into
centres of cultural expression. Over time, Brick Lane came to be known as
_—a designation that celebrated Bangladeshi identity, yet also at-
tracted developers and outsiders, setting the stage for tensions between visi-
bility and commodification.

By the 1980s, Brick Lane had become a centre of Bangladeshi life, its curry
houses acting as both economic engines and cultural spaces. As Mr. Akikur
Rahman recalls:
“Brick Lane? Me and other colleagues... dream about Brick Lane...
As long as Brick Lane is there, Bengalis will be there. We [have] got
about 30 or 40 restaurants there and we are proud of [this].”
-(Mr Rahman, cited in Tales of Three
Generations of Bengalis in Britain, 2006, p56)

This transformation was not just a passive occurrence but an intentional and
collective effort by Bangladeshis to reshape their surroundings. The Nazrul
and Clifton restaurants (among the earliest curry houses) helped establish
Brick Lane’s reputation, attracting not just locals but visitors from across Lon-
don.

As urban geographer Sarah Glynn (2002) observes:

“Brick Lane is a living, breathing archive of Bangladeshi history in Lon-
don, but its soul risks being commodified.”

The branding of Brick Lane as ‘Banglatown’ in the 1990s was both a [celebras -

one that heightened visibility but also made the
area more attractive to developers and investors. This paradox—where the
very recognition of migrant culture leads to its commodification and potential
erasure—will be explored further in the next chapter, as we examine the im-
pacts of gentrification on Whitechapel and Brick Lane.
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The concept of ‘Banglatown’ embodies
a hybrid urban identity, where Bangla-
deshi culture is simultaneously asserted
and commodified. This process aligns
with Homi Bhabha's theory of the
‘third space’, in which cultural identi-
ties are not fixed but negotiated through
encounters with the dominant society.
By transforming Brick, Lane into a
recognised Bangladeshi cultural hub,

the community reversed the colonial nar-
rative, turning a historically industrial
and working-class area into a celebrated
ethnic enclave. However, this very visi-
bility attracted external interest, leading
to the tensions between recognition and
gentrification that Bhabha describes.
See Bhabha's The Location of Culture,
(1994) Ch. 11, ‘How Newness Enters
the World, pp. 303-337
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Curry Houses and the Cultural
Economy of Brick Lane

The most telling example of this duality is the curry house industry, which trans-
formed Brick Lane into a culinary landmark. For decades, Bangladeshi-owned
restaurants have defined the area’s identity, making curry an undeniable part
of Britain’s national food culture.Yet, the success of the curry industry raises
complex questions about authenticity, ownership, and commodification.

Curry has been absorbed into British national identity, often without acknowl-
edgment of its colonial history.The dish that now defines “British-ness” origi-
nated in the kitchens of Bangladeshi immigrants, who initially cooked for sur-
vival rather than recognition.The irony is that, while British culture celebrates
curry as its own, many of the Bangladeshi restaurateurs behind this industry

face economic struggles, displacement, and loss of control over their narrative.

“Curry is now considered Britain’s national dish, but the story of its
origins lies in the kitchens of Bangladeshi immigrants who cooked to
survive and share their culture.”

-(British Curry Industry Report, 2020)

Region 2020 021 012 023
Region 2020 2021 2022 2023 . - I -
| Scotland 300 85 775 153
Scotland 400 590 560 540
North East 200 390 370 350 North East ] 150 [ 140 130 120
[North West 1200 1780 1120 | 1060 North West 00 570 550 520
| East Midlands 700 90 880 | &0 East Midlands 350 335 320 300
[ West Midlands 500 280 830 | 790 West Midlands FET e 410 a0
Wales 500 490 440 430 Wales 250 240 225 210
| South East 1,300 1,280 1220 | 1170 South East T =0 | = i w60
South Wast 800 790 750 710 South West a0 385 165 M0
London Central & City 1,100 1,080 1,030 [ 780 London Central & City =1 | s S10 490
London Suburbs 1,500 1,530 1.500 ; 1,350 TonAan B ETT ) 35 705

Fig.49 - Number of Curry Establishments from 2020 to 2023

Circulation of Spice Business Magazine

Despite its deep-rooted connection to Bangladeshi migration, the British cur-
ry industry is facing a significant decline. According to the 2020-2023 British
Curry Industry Metrics (Flg 49 and 50) the number of curry establishments
in the UK has fallen from approximately 8,000 in 2020 to around 7,000 in
2023, with the industry’s revenue decreasing from £4 billion to an estimated
£3.5 billion during the same period. Rising operational costs, increasing rents,
and shifting consumer preferences have made it difficult for many family-run
establishments to survive.

Yet, food is not just sustenance—it is identity. It is a claim to space, a means
of economic survival,and a symbol of community resilience. Bengali cuisine in
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Fig.50 - Economic Contribution (in £ million) from Curry Houses accorng to the British
Curry Industry Metrics, based on submissions to the British Curry Awards and
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Curry Houses and the Cultural London, particularly in Brick Lane, has undergone a gradual transformation,
Economy of Brick Lane shaped by external expectations. The very act of selling food became a strate-
gy of presence, a way of staking a claim in an otherwise exclusionary cityscape.

However, food in the marketplace is a double-edged sword. Bengali cuisine
in Brick Lane has been reshaped to meet the expectations of non-Bengali
consumers, sometimes diluting its cultural complexity. The pressure to cater
to Western palates, standardise menus, and prioritise business survival over
culinary authenticity raises an unsettling question:

“Is Bengali food in London a form of cultural reclamation, or is it
merely a repackaging of identity for consumption?”

WY D AHTF Orientalism QI B ©IfF | I ASASENT F&F a3 GG “8—
QST FOET SOl ARIET WL BREIE Sngioe 41 39, W6 1 a3 Ry sice
QEICR, O QT ST TR IQ@ ezl

QT QP 4T Kot Tiex; Q3 BB B Wite FIFT aSEe “&iorad Sesa”
R, TG ABEF AT ARET @I ©0Ua3 PO A7, AT of ARSI Feea
AN FAET T @ I ICASTE AFATT 26T 3@ Se, a9 GSET [N
IV B APIF Ty O3 FAR—OIT WBF BY TI93 @E @ST 3T, IO T
IS FIARFOIR Toeas |

ARG STt W g2 FAco B, [Py WY 9, Ffo Az Ao oY, [Fg a7
SIS ST T

o3 Sy eI

"q3 ST F AfO53 ARPER Jawx?” 1S “aft WESH SnRad, @AE 7@
B DIEEC EERI SIGENR SR Ele-rd

SIS AN I IR O Q, “The Orient is not a place, but an idea that has helped

define Europe.” qfM ©1-2 2, IR TP 77 200! SIAF 97, TR afb ItE Qeerey, I72
TSI, Tl IR eI aft @ 2@

(I can't help but think of Said’s Orientalism. The curry house embodies this paradox; it is
celebrated as part of Britain’s national cuisine, yet those who built this industry remain
on the margins.

There is an irony here: these spaces exist because of their “exotic appeal,” yet their authen-
ticity is only validated when it is filtered through Western expectations. The same curry
houses that have become iconic are now being priced out of their own streets, their presence
tolerated only as long as they remain consumable. The West desires the flavours, but not
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Gentrification:
the Fragility of Cultural Spaces

the people; the culture, but not the complexities.

”

So, I wonder: “are these spaces truly a reclamation of identity?”, or ‘are they another
instance of the East being framed through the Western gaze?”

Said reminds us that “the Orient is not a place, but an idea that has helped define Europe.”
If that is true, then Brick Lane itself might not belong to those who shaped it, but to those

who decide how it should be seen.)

As new, trendier establishments emerge, many long-standing curry houses
struggle to survive.The irony is unavoidable: the very industry that cemented
the Bangladeshi presence in Brick Lane is now being pushed out in favor of a more
palatable, upscale version of the same experience.

Gentrification is not merely an economic process—it is a form of spatial dis-
placement that extends into the erasure of cultural memory.The branding of
Brick Lane as Banglatown in 1997, initially intended to celebrate the Bangla-
deshi presence, became a double-edged sword.While it offered institutional
recognition, it also transformed cultural identity into a commercial asset,

accelerating the very processes that now threaten to [éfase the community! -

“Banglatown branding was both a recognition of Bengali identity and
a mechanism for economic exploitation. By the early 2000s, rising
rents forced many original businesses out.”

(Swadhinata Trust website, 2020)

The economic impact of gentrification has been particularly devastating for
family-run businesses, including the curry houses that once defined Brick
Lane’s commercial identity. The same industry that cemented the Bangladeshi
presence in the East End is now facing decline, as traditional establishments
struggle to compete with high-end ‘fusion’ restaurants catering to a different
clientele (Ullah & Eversley, 2010).
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The success of Brick Lane as a
cultural and culinary hotspot
paradoxically fueled gentrification,
as increased tourism and commercial
appeal drew in investors and proper-

-ty developers. The very visibility that
once empowered the Bangladeshi
community ultimately made the area
more desirable for high-end busi-
nesses, leading to rising rents and
displacement. See Madras Courier
(n.d.), “The Ever-Changing Fabric
of Brick Lane’, which discusses how
the area’s transformation from a
working-class enclave to a global
attraction has led to redevelopment
pressures.
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The Architectural Markers of
Displacement

The physical landscape of Brick Lane and Whitechapel reflects the encroaching
wave of gentrification. Once lined with Bengali fabric shops, grocery stores,
and curry houses, the area has witnessed an influx of high-end retailers, chain
cafés, and speculative real estate developments.

A prime example is the Old Truman Brewery redevelopment, which has s
parked widespread opposition from the Save Brick Lane movement (Fig. 51).
Community activists argue that such redevelopment projects prioritise eco-
nomic profit over social sustainability, reinforcing a cycle of displacement that
disproportionately affects working-class ethnic minorities (see Chapter 3, the Fu-
ture of Whitechapel and Brick Lane)

- =AW WK

2

Fig. 51 - protesters standing against the Old Truman Brewery’s redevelopment
by standing with the Save Brick Lane movement

“Brick Lane was built by migrants, but now it is being reshaped for
wealthier newcomers.We're not against development—we're against
erasure.”

(Yasmin Rahman, Save Brick Lane campaigner, cited in
Swadhinata Trust’s website 2020, p. 85)

The effects of gentrification are quantifiable:

* Between 1998 and 2018, house prices in Tower Hamlets increased
by over 500%, making it increasingly difficult for Bangladeshi families
toremaininthe neighbourhoods they built (Fig.5 ) (Office for National Sta-
tistics, 2021).

39

cHAPTER 02 - URBAN CANVAS



ECHOES OF BANGLADESH

PE11 N EY 1 eal) 00070 E1 [ E freal)

Ingwx (2004 = 100)

-

2004 2005 2008 2007 2008 2009 2010 am 2012 2013 2014 205 218 2m7 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023
Fig. 52 - House prices in Tower Hamlets, index by HouseMetric that shows how the
prices have spiked over the last 20 years
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Fig. 53 - Private rental price percentage change over 12 months, UK and London,
January 2016 to January 2024 showing how the prices rose by 6.2% in the 12
months to January 2024

* The number of Bangladeshi-owned businesses in Brick Lane has de-
clined by more than 40% since the early 2000s, with many citing rising rent and
property speculation as key factors.

* This pattern of displacement mirrors global urban trends, where

ethnic enclaves are repurposed as heritage sites, preserved only for aesthetic
consumption rather than as living, functioning communities (Hall, 2012).
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In the mid-2000s, Brick Lane
. was home to approximately 60
- Bangladeshi or Pakistani-owned
 curry restaurants and cafés.
By February 2020, this number
had decreased to 23, representing
a 62% decline over 15 years.

see beyondbanglatown.org.uk,
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Migration doesn’t end with arrival. I used to think it did, as if reaching a place meant
you had arrived, settled, belonged. But the more I walk through Whitechapel, the more I
realise that migration is not just about movement; it’s about what comes after.

The battle to hold onto space, to resist erasure, to assert belonging—it never really stops.
It lingers in the shop signs written in Bangla, in the smell of freshly fried samosas mixing
with the city’s cold air, in the voices that shift between English and Bangla without
hesitation. It's in the way people carve out spaces for themselves, even when the city tries
to push them out.

I used to think of history as something fixed, something we look back on. But here, it feels
alive, moving, constantly being rewritten. The past isn’t just behind us—it’s here, layered
onto the streets, stitched into the fabric of everyday life.

Yet, there’s always the looming “threat” of change, of displacement, of the slow erasure
that happens when places are renamed, buildings are torn down, and people are forced to

move.
Conclusion: The architectural and urban transformation of Whitechapel and Brick Lane,
The Urban Canvas and the reveal how the Bangladeshi community has actively shaped the city. Through
Future of Belonging mosques, markets, shopfronts, and financial institutions, they have woven their

identity into the fabric of East London.

Yet, the very spaces they built now face existential threats. The tensions be-
tween cultural recognition and economic displacement, between visibility and
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Maybe that’s what migration really is—not just a journey across borders, but
an ongoing negotiation of space, identity,and memory.A refusal to disappear.A
reminder that home is not always a place you arrive at, but something you cre-
ate, over and over again. Bhabha’s ‘Third Space’ suggests that belonging is never
absolute—it exists in negotiation, in hybridity, in the spaces in between.The
Bangladeshi presence in Whitechapel is not a reversal of history, but a contin-
uous act of claiming space while never quite being allowed to own it. And as
Said reminds us, visibility does not necessarily mean acceptance. Marginalised
communities can be celebrated, but only when they fit within the frameworks
of commodification or spectacle.
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Maybe that’s what migration really is—not just a journey across borders, but an ongo-
ing negotiation of space, identity, and memory. A refusal to disappear. A reminder that
home is not always a place you arrive at, but something you create, over and over again.

Bhabha’s ‘Third Space’ suggests that belonging is never absolute—it exists in negotiation,

in hybridity, in the spaces in between. The Bangladeshi presence in Whitechapel is not a
reversal of history, but a continuous act of claiming space while never quite being allowed
to own 1t.

And as Said reminds us, visibility does not necessarily mean acceptance. Marginalised

communities can be celebrated, but only when they fit within the frameworks of commod-
ification or spectacle.
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APPENDIX 02:
Whitechapel Road Analysis

|
r

Briefly highlighting the elements that serve and “belong” to the Bangladeshi community
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APPENDIX 02:
Collage and analysis of Whitechapel Road

Collage of elevations extracted from street views, to analyse the buildings currently serving for the Bengali community (in terms of shops, offices or simple businesses)
the north side of the Whitechapel Road, as in 2024
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APPENDIX 02:
An Urban Canvas of Bengali Elements within the Streets of Whitechapel
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Collage of pictures of places that represent the community of Bangladeshis within the area, from shopfronts, to street signs, market stalls and graffitis
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APPENDIX 02:
Directory of 1842 in comparison to 1940 and today

. - —
‘Whitechapel road. - _ Address Business Name Business Type
T Kirby Jas Tred, boof & shoe mke 1|Whitechapel Road Greenfield A & Son boot dealers
2 Hodges flez, * Angel & Crown” 3|Whitechapel Road Marilyn Modes wholesale milliners
: P.hbwf‘ m a’; f""?“i“"!’““' [ 3| Whitechapel Road Moss & Roberts dentists
6 Garratt W, ch,,',gu_mn"' ir - 5|Whitechapel Road Angel & Crown Hy Green
7 Gilbert Joshiua, T O.E?m" bt | 7|Whitechapel Road Hanbury Press Ltd wholesale stationers
g g‘rﬁ?‘ﬁ““’?h?r?iﬂﬁ A 7|Whitechapel Road Schwartzbaum Z tailor
10 "Sinith Jolin, Nag's Hoad" | 9|Whitechapel Road Myers Barnett gown manufacturer
H gﬂ-:}ll-:"‘lgtlj» baker 9|Whitechapel Road Cohen Sydney Il_adies tailor
IS'H: . Ti‘g::]j! ﬂl- "{‘m.m-l- £ 9|Whitechapel Road Rubin Miss Regina |gown maker
14 Saunders J and 1, stati | 11|Whitechapel Road Walkers Dyers & Cleaners Ltd |previous|y the Two Bells
:g ;fom‘tﬁ &D, i‘;n_ ‘michts, &e | 11|Whitechapel Road Hunts Dress shops Ltd Igowns
—, pawnbroke - -
17 .I'Imtey Y ! ‘iuilm: :gd draper | 15|Whitechapel Road Koransky Hyman furrier
]lg ;r:::r;{hn' ml' "J':':;:u"lﬁ profer 17|Whitechapel Road Nags Head, Joseph Perkoff
20 Kirwood ;,I beer reiai[er 3 19|Whitechapel Road Nags Head, Joseph Perkoff
21 Gayler Win, haker : 21|Whitechapel Road Davidoff Alex trousers maker
22 Clark Saml, chegaemonger - -
23 Sutton Ten, oilman 23|Whitechapel Road Dafae Ltd ladies glovers
gg ﬁah:lr]% sl-l.l; :rlel;ker 25|Whitechapel Road Suss Joseph photographer
en, butcher i - -
26 “P::gh Aaly habuul,wl:u 25 Wh!techapel Road QSborn Bridge Club '
27 Worboys Mary Aun, shoe maker 25|Whitechapel Road Simmons H tobacconist
iié }EE:IIH 'IJE nluﬁbﬁ,‘{qilli{:eru 27|Whitechapel Road Silberstein Isaac W restaurant
i son Jocol, catir ouse " n n ——
Semith Geo, * Kiug's ignm" 29(Whitechapel Road Kerievsky Louis & Son manufacturing jewellers
29 Peak Thos; Liosier 1Y 29(Whitechapel Road Berger D & Co Ltd millinery materials
g? S;Oibrnﬁﬁ?:ﬁl"-__ straw h:tt maf 31|Whitechapel Road Layman T pawnbroker
adilw ary, mariie stores - n -
32 Humphreys Eaw, boot maker 33 Wh!techapel Road Rosenberg Benj jeweller
43 Oliver J,oillmian - 35|Whitechapel Road Bressloff Sol & Son boot dealers
g; EGRGT'}I'“% irun'uiang_e: 37|Whitechapel Road Bressloff Sol & Son boot dealers
0| groeer” F
36 Mellot B, '::'lli_it';f_wh_ﬁﬂ g 39|Whitechapel Road Bressloff Sol & Son boot dealers
37 Purvis B I!, Boot maker 41|Whitechapel Road Medway Sam boot & shoe dealer
38 Hutlad “’_m. si}nbrnku? S 43|Whitechapel Road Medway Sam boot & shoe dealer
38 Walker Juo, silidsmib & jewllr -
39 Watson Jag, baker + B H 45|Whitechapel Road Feldman & Inwald fancy goods dealers
40 Houghton H“ﬁ*ﬂﬂf bt mkr, &¢ 45(Whitechapel Road Simmons Solly tailor
Al Heldprl Seive | & oK 47|Whitechapel Road Abrahams | & Sons Ltd i fact
42 Green \V ¥, chemist . itechapel Roa rahams ons cigar manufacturers
44 Armstrong Robt, oilman j 47|Whitechapel Road Fraenkel H L naturalization agent
45 Jaye'—, t and shoe ma.-keq ; 47|Whitechapel Road Celia dressmaker
&6 St lests thatisip 45| Whitechapel Road Rose Mirs R il
47 Anderson Geo, pork butcher | itechapel Roa ose Mrs Rose milliner
48 Minns Jane, tubaceonist | 51|Whitechapel Road Sloutchak Jacob manufacturing furrier
49 Howes M A h“‘iﬂd“ih.“.. 53|Whitechapel Road Dolinsky Abner house furnisher
50 Thorn Jubn, © Dolphin” S5 Whitechapel Road bolindy 26 house furnish
51 Brigh'{w, _“u?( o] itechapel Roa olinsky Abner ouse furnisher
:g ";m“‘., 9." = h"‘* muker 57|Whitechapel Road Lefco James tailor
e 59(Whitechapel Road Playfair amusement arcade
r 57(Whitechapel Road Rosenbaum & Sons corset materials warehouse
59(Whitechapel Road Rosenbaum & Sons corset materials warehouse
61|Whitechapel Road Janus Ltd ladies hosiers
61(Whitechapel Road Mutual Trust (London) Ltd loan office
61(Whitechapel Road Franklin Miss Anne milliner
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Perception

Future of Whitechapel and
® Brick Lane: Resistance and
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Reclaiming Space or
Resisting Displacement

® Racism, Resitance and the
Battle of Belonging

Reclaiming Space:
a Postcolonial Perspective

Conclusion:
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When | first encountered the idea of “reverse colonialism,” | wanted to be-
lieve it was true.That the Bangla shop signs, the aroma of spice-laden curries,
and the sound of Bangla conversations along Brick Lane were proof of a his-
torical shift in powei:an undeniable reclamation of space by a community once
colonised. Yet, deeper exploration revealed that visibility does not necessarily
mean ownership. So, the question remains: “are we reclaiming, or merely oc-

cupying REIWeAFE pUshedioue

Because, presence can fill a space;
but without power, it cannot hold it.

The notion of reverse colonialism often emerges when discussing the pres-

ence of formerly colonised communities in major metropolitan centres. It

suggests that migrants reclaim urban spaces once dominated by imperial pow-

ers. In Whitechapel, the prevalence of Bangladeshi businesses, mosques, and

cultural landmarks may appear to challenge traditional hierarchies. Yet does

this presence amount to genuine control, or is it merely a tolerated “exotic
feature in a system that remains fundamentally unchanged?

The transformation of Whitechapel and Brick Lane, far from being a straight-
forward reversal of colonial rule, is characterised by negotiation rather than
dominance.The community’s imprint on these streets is fluid: a survival strat-

To be labeled ‘exotic’ is to be seen, but
not to belong. Edward Said (1978)
argues that Orientalism constructs the
‘exotic’ as something both fascinating
and foreign—present, yet always
Other. Similarly, Homi Bhabha (1994)
describes how ‘mimicry’ allows the
colonised subject to appear familiar
while never being fully accepted. The
branding of Banglatown, in fact,
reflects this paradox; celebrated for its

difference but never truly in control of
its own space.

egy in a space still shaped by external economic and political forces. Gentri-
fication looms especially large in Brick Lane, threatening to erase decades of
cultural imprint and raising the pressing question of whether belonging can
truly be secured in an ever-evolving urban landscape.

ECHOES OF BANGLADESH
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(The Banglatown branding, which once legitimised Bangladeshi presence in the area, now
serves as a double-edged sword.

It simultaneously celebrates and commodifies the community, making it both visible and
vulnerable.)

Self-perception vs. External
Perception

For many within the community, Whitechapel is home. It is a place of memory,
migration, and resistance, shaped by decades of struggle.Yet, from the outside,
the area is often framed through the lens of multicultural branding, where di-
versity is promoted as a selling point but not necessarily safeguarded.
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The Future of Whitechapel and
Brick Lane:
Resistance and Reclamation

In my opnion, when culture becomes
a brand, its survival is no longer

in the hands of the COMMUNILY: T
belongs to the market.

Reclaiming Space or Resisting
Displacement?

Is Banglatown a success story of cultural endurance, or has it become an
[oticised “relic”™ (a space valued more for its touristic appeal than for the people
who sustain it)

The Save Brick Lane Movement is a direct response to these contradictions.
It represents a community-driven resistance against the forces of gentrifica-
tion, commercialisation, and displacement that threaten to erase decades of
Bangladeshi presence. This campaign, led by local activists, residents, and her-
itage groups, has been fighting against the redevelopment of the Old Truman
Brewery, a project that, if completed, will accelerate the transformation of
Brick Lane into a commercial space catering to wealthier clientele, rather than
to the community that built it.

According to Save Brick Lane, the proposed redevelopment is not just about
constructing a shopping complex—it is about who gets to belong in the city.
As the campaign states:

“This plan is part of a wider pattern of social cleansing, where
working-class and migrant communities are pushed out in favour of

profit-driven developments.”
(Save Brick Lane Campaign Appeal)

For decades, Bangladeshi-run businesses have defined the commercial and
cultural landscape of Brick Lane, transforming what was once a neglected
post-industrial zone into a vibrant economic hub. But gentrification does not
acknowledge past struggles—it only sees future profit. The irony is that the
very identity that made Brick Lane “iconic” is now being used to attract inves-
tors who threaten its survival.

The protests against redevelopment raise a difficult question:
“Are these acts of resistance reclaiming space.?”
or
“are they simply last attempts at delaying displacement?”

If the campaign succeeds in blocking large-scale redevelopment, it may slow
the gentrification process, but can it truly secure the permanence of Bangla-
deshi presence in Whitechapel? And if Banglatown disappears, does that mean
cultural failure, or simply a new phase of adaptation?

49 CHAPTER 03 -

Cultural survival and commodifica-
tion often go hand in hand—what is
celebrated today can just as easily be
repacRaged for profit tomorrow.
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As seen in previous chapters, the Bangladeshi community has historically

. adapted to shifts in urban space. From the Lascars’ survival in East London’s

- docks to the post-war migration waves that transformed Whitechapel, this has

.~ always been a community of resilience. Perhaps the question is not whether

Brick Lane will remain Bangladeshi but whether its legacy will endure, even as

the physical space changes. In a way, this echoes the very nature of migration
itself: never static, always adapting.

see Chapter 1: Roots and Routes.

But adaptation is not the same as justice. The people leading the Save Brick
Lane movement are not simply asking for the right to stay; they are demand-
ing the right to shape the city they helped build. Their resistance challenges
the assumption that migrant communities are temporary, that they are guests
rather than authors of urban narratives.
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(As I walk down Brick, Lane, I wonder: Is this still a place of belonging, or is it slowly
becoming a curated memory?)

Conclusion: The Bangladeshi presence in Whitechapel exists in a space of both resilience

Are We Reclamining? and vulnerability. The fight for cultural survival unfolds against the forces of
gentrification, commercialisation, and Shifting Urban policies, raising fundamen- Urban pofices, such as the Tower
tal questions about who truly controls a city’s narrative. Hamlets Local Plan (2020) and com-

mercial zoning changes, have played
a role in accelerating gentrification,

The Save Brick Lane movement stands as a reminder that migrant communi- mafing spaces (ike Brick Lane

ties do not passively inherit space; they fight to retain it. Yet, the branding of increasingly vulnerable to speculative
. vicihili development.

Banglatown exposes a parafjox. ws:!a:hty does nc')t always equate to power. Even See Tower Hamits Council(2020)

the idea of reverse colonialism, while provocative, falls short as a framework. Local ®lan, Ch. 5, ‘Growth and

What is happening in Whitechapel is not a reversal of power but an ongoing Urban Regeneration.’

struggle within it. This brings me back to the question | started with:
“Are we reclaiming, or are we just occupying until we are pushed out?”

The next chapter will interrogate these findings through a theoretical lens,
asking whether reverse colonialism is a valid framework for understanding

Resistance, as seen in movements [iRe Save postcolonial urbanism in London, or if the reality of Whitechapel requires a
Brick, Lane, focuses on preventing loss rather R
than actively reshaping space. more complex readlng.

Reclamation, fowever, involies the defiberate Because perhaps, as | have come to realise, fiéSistancelandireclamation are not
transformation of urban landscapes, as seen : - - - .
in the establishment of permanent institutions the same thing: one is an act of survival, the other, an assertion of power.And in

like the East London Mosque. Whitechapel, the fight is still ongoing.
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APPENDIX 03:
Tower Hamlet’s “Local Plan for 2031”
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THEORETICAL REFLECTIONS

When | first encountered the idea of “reverse colonisation”, | was both in-
trigued and unsettled. The notion that former colonial subjects could reclaim
urban spaces in the metropole seemed powerful, almost poetic: a reversal of
history. The thought that Brick Lane, once a space of industrial labour and
racial exclusion, was now distinctly Bangladeshi, felt like proof of that shift. But
as | said previously, the question remains:

ST 5 7573 @ RN TG FAE?” I W BY QAT T T,
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“Are we reclaiming?” or “are we just occupying until we are pushed out?”

5 If colonialism was about the imposition of power, control, and exploitation,

w then can this process—one of presence, adaptation, and vulnerability— really

2 be its opposite? Or is it something else entirely?

-

0 . .

Z Rethinking Reverse At first glance, reverse colonisation appears to hold weight. The Bangladeshi

g Colonisation: A False Paradox? presence in Whitechapel is undeniable—its streets are lined with Bengali

N shopfronts, its markets filled with familiar spices, its mosques serving a grow-

o ing congregation. This visibility unsettles certain narratives of British identity,
particularly for those who see migration as an intrusion rather than a his- :

(7)) . j j If power is never fully transferred but

w torical consequence of empire. But the more | thought about it, the more | constantly negotiated, then “reverse

T ‘what we see instead

0 is a struggle for presence

w This is where Homi Bhabha’s concept of “Third Space” (1994) becomes useful. within pre-existing
Bhabha argues that postcolonial spaces are never about simple oppositions— istructures.

they are not sites of complete submission, nor of total dominance. Instead,
they exist in a constant state of negotiation, where the colonised and the
coloniser shape and reshape identities in response to one another.

Whitechapel, then, is not a site of reversal but of hybridity—a space where
Bangladeshi identity is asserted, but always in conversation with the structures

that contain it. | see this hybridity everywhere.
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(1 see it in the Brick Lane Jamme Masjid, a building that has changed hands from Hugue-
nots to Jews to Bengalis, each community leaving their imprint but never fully erasing the
past. I see it in the curry houses, where Bengali identity is both preserved and packaged,
where restaurants struggle to survive even as they become central to Britain’s idea of
multiculturalism. I see it in Altab Ali Park, where a space of violence became a space of
remembrance——but only because a community fought for that recognition.)

Is Reverse Colonisation a Useful If reverse colonisation implies total control over space, then Whitechapel does
Framework? not fit the definition. This is not a reversal of power, but a constant struggle
within it.

The more | interrogate this concept, the more | wonder if it serves more as
a rhetorical device than an analytical one. Postcolonialism is not about flipping
hierarchies but about contesting power itself (Said, 1978). The idea of reverse
colonisation assumes that migrants now hold power over the spaces they in-
habit, but if that were the case, why does the Save Brick Lane movement exist?
Why do business owners fear eviction rather than expansion?

This is where Said’s concept of “othering” (1978) helps complicate the nar-
rative. Said argues that the West constructs the East as something both de-
sirable and distant almost an object of fascination, but never fully integrated.
Whitechapel and Brick Lane sit at the heart of this paradox:

* The curry house industry was built by Bangladeshis, yet its commer-
cial success often benefits landlords and investors more than the
workers who sustain it.

e The branding of Banglatown celebrates the Bangladeshi presence,
yet that same branding has invited waves of gentrification that threat-
en to displace the community.

* The architecture, businesses, and cultural markers tell a story of mi-
gration and survival, yet they are increasingly marketed as heritage
rather than lived spaces.

So | ask myself:
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Where Do We Stand?

(If a community’s presence is celebrated only when it is convenient, when it serves an
aesthetic or economic function, then is that truly reclamation?)

| return to Bhabha’s hybridity, and | see Whitechapel not as a reversal of co-
lonial history, but as a palimpsest—a layered text, where each new presence
must negotiate with what came before, rather than overwrite it entirely.

Perhaps this is why Save Brick Lane is not a campaign of domination, but of
survival. f Whitechapel had truly been reclaimed, if the Bangladeshi community
had taken ownership of space in a colonial reversal, then these battles would
not need to be fought. Instead, we see a community pleading for permanence,
trying to stake a claim in a city that still dictates the terms of their belonging.

| keep coming back to a single question:
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(“If reverse colonisation is real, why does it feel so fragile?”)

When | first began this research, | wanted to believe that Brick Lane was
evidence of a historical shift: a space where former subjects had turned the
tables, where presence had become power. But now, | realise that this framing
is too simplistic.

This is not colonisation in reverse. It is not an empire undone. It is something
else entirely, it'’s something messier, something unfinished.

| find myself wondering whether the real issue is not whether reverse col-
onisation is happening, but whether true reclamation is even possible in a
system that still operates within the logics of capital and exclusion.The more
| examine Whitechapel’s transformation, the more | see a pattern: migrant
communities reshape spaces, but those spaces are never fully theirs.
* The Lascars who arrived in the 19th century found themselves
stranded, unable to build permanence.
* The post-war Bangladeshi workers carved out a space in the city,
but only in the most neglected and underdeveloped areas.
* The curry houses flourished, but they now fight for survival against
rising costs and shifting demographics.
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(If history tells us anything, it is that presence does not guarantee permanence.)
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Conclusion:
a Case of Ongoing Negotiation

The idea of reverse colonisation suggests a reversal of power, but what has
unfolded in Whitechapel is far more complex. Bangladeshi visibility in this
space does not necessarily equate to power; rather, it reflects an ongoing
negotiation, one shaped by history, exclusion, and adaptation.

Said’s “Othering” reminds us that marginalised communities can be visible while
still being kept at the margins. Bhabha’s “Third Space” suggests that postcolonial
urbanism is not about simple reversals but about hybridity, negotiation,and the
production of new identities. The Save Brick Lane movement demonstrates
that cultural survival is still a battle, not a victory. But what does this mean for
my original question?

“Is Whitechapel a case of reverse colonisation?”
or “is that idea flawed from the start?”

This is what | will address in my conclusion. Because after all of this research,
all of these stories, | need to answer the question that started it all.
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BEYOND
REVERSE COLONISATION

ECHOES
OF BANGLADESH

After all of this research, all of these stories, | return to the question that
started it all:
“Are we reclaiming, or are we just waiting for the city to push us out?

Whitechapel’s transformation does not fit neatly into the idea of reverse col-
onisation. As analysed in the previous chapter,

and visibility does not guarantee permanence.The Bangladeshi commu-
nity has undeniably shaped Brick Lane, yet its place within it remains precari-
ous, constantly negotiated rather than secured.

What, then, is the future of Whitechapel? Its history suggests that change is
inevitable, yet whether this change means complete erasure or simply another
phase in its long migration story remains uncertain. As discussed in Chapter
3, the Save Brick Lane movement fights not for dominance but for survival, a
reminder that reclamation is always fragile when space is dictated by capital
rather than.community.Will another wave of migrants redefine the area, or is
this the last transformation before homogenisation?

If reverse colonisation implies a simple reversal of power, then Whitechapel
proves that postcolonial urbanism is far more fluid, layered, and unresolved.
Rather than flipping hierarchies, what is happening here is a struggle for pres-
ence within structures that continue to exclude, commodify, and erase. Per-
haps we need a new framework, one that captures hybridity, adaptation, and
resistance in cities shaped by both colonial pasts and neoliberal futures.
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also explored in postcolonial urban
studies. Homi Bhabha's concept

of hybridity and the third space
describes how migrant communities
occupy an intermediary position,
negotiating identity within dominant
structures but rarely fully reclaiming
them. Rather than replacing old
fierarchies, migrants navigate a space
of cultural negotiation, constantly
shifting between acceptance and
marginalisation. See The Location

of Culture (1994) Ch. 11, ‘How
Newness Enters the World”
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So, what happens next?

Perhaps true reclamation is not about reversing histories but about ensuring that migrant
stories are never erased—continuously re-inscribing presence onto spaces that were never
meant to hold them.

Brick, Lane may change, but its echoes will remain—not as passive memories, but as a
reminder that the fight for space is never truly over. Cities do not belong to those who
build them, but to those who have the power to rewrite their narratives. The Bangladeshi
community has left its mark, but the question is no longer whether that presence is seen—
it is whether it will be allowed to last.

Whitechapel does not need permission to exist. Bangladesh is already written into its
streets, its walls, its breath. The echoes of Bangladesh will not fade.
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Map of UK, with Tower Hamlets pin pointed and zoomed
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East London Mosque, Commercial Road, 2004
[source:Wikipedia]
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to the British Curry Awards and Circulation of Spice Business
Magazine

Economic Contribution (in £ million) from Curry Houses
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