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Abstract:  

Jhumpa Lahiri is one of the most eminent Indo-American writers and winner of Pulitzer price in the year 

2000.Her novel, The Namesake deals with the tribulations of the immigrants in an alien land ,the yearning of 

exile and the emotional bafflement of cross cultural dilemmas.The novel continues to develop future the 

themes of cultural alienation and loss of identity. She tries to incarcerate the experiences and cultural 

dilemmas of 30 year struggle for the Gangili family, for their integration and assimilation into alien.Lahiri's 

protagonists are the continental immigrants but they endure cultural introspection. They have their conflict 

of consciousness between two selves-the native and the foreign. They have their journey towards home and 

identity, being recognized as unsettling race through alienation, cultural conflict and hybrid culture. By 

carefully delineating the selves of her tormented characters, she has imparted universality to their themes. 

Thus her narratives are the real social documents on tormented souls not with the usual sound and fury but 

rather through imaginative reconstructions 
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Introduction 

      Jhumpa Lahiri the Pulitzer prize winner for the year 2000,is a significant writer of Indian Diaspora who 

has enriched the corpus of international writing in English. Her novel The Namesake deals with the 

tribulation of the immigrants in an alien land, the yearning of exile and the emotional bafflement of cross 

cultural dilemmas. The novel continues to develop further the themes of cultural alienation and loss of 

identity. She tries to incarcerate the experiences and cultural dilemmas of 30 years struggle for the Ganguli 

family, for their integration and assimilation into alien. Lahiri's protagonists are the continental immigrants 

but they endure cultural introspection. They have their conflict of consciousness between two selves the 

native and the foreign. They have their journey toward home and identity, being recognized as unsettling 

race through alienation, cultural conflict and hybrid culture. By carefully delineating the selves of her 

tormented characters she has imparted universality to their themes. Thus her narratives are the real social 

documents on tormented souls not with the usual sound and fury but rather through imaginative 

reconstruction.  

 

Jhumpa Lahiri, had received critical acclamation for her warm and Intricate portrayal of family life and 

Indian immigrants trying to be on both sides of the two cultures,their Indian heritage and the American 

dream, Lahiri from her childhood had experienced the conflicts experienced by an immigrant who has to 

continuously struggle with her environment and herself in order to find her true identity in the world. In her 

novel The Namesake she portrays the themes of cultural and loss of identity that the immigrant faces in 

making a new home in foreign country. The Namesake revolves around the life of an Indian immigrant 

couple Ashima and Ashok Ganguli who have come to create a new life for opportunities for themselves in 

the university of Suburbs in Boston. The novel opens with Ashimz Ganguli trying to make a spicy Indian 

snack from African ingredients-Rice krispies and planters peanut- but "as usual ,there 's something missing 

".Ashima, who is pregnant when taken to the hospital for delivery does not find anything customary in 

America- a coun6,where she is designed to spend her rest of life and even in labours she is petrified to 

elevate a child in country where " Life seems so tentative and spare." 

The novel begins with the pathetic depiction of apprehension, clumsiness and an assortment of 

psychological problems such as longing, restlessness, estrangement, schizophrenia experienced by Ashima, 

who at a young age has migrated to a country where she is related to no one .Motherliness for Ashima does 

not bring only cheerfulness but also the menace of raising the child all alone in country  of strangers. The 



 

An International Multidisciplinary Research e-Journal 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

ISSN 2454-8596 
www.vidhyayanaejournal.org 

V o l u m e  V  I s s u e  6     J u n e  -  2 0 2 0  
 

Page 4 

child 's birth was a lone some celebration and the realization that his entry in the world was "unaccompanied 

and deprived " laid the foundation of that predicament that small child had to experience throughout his life. 

Ashima's struggle to adjust in a foreign country to become accustomed herself to the newly found 

atmosphere is the struggle of every immigrant to expose their self-identify in an alien land .Feeling  lonely 

and displaced in a foreign land, Ashima begins to feel that: 

  

Jhumpa Lahiri points out that Ashima feels out of place ever since she arrives in Cambridge. She does not 

have any professional skill. She comes along with her husband in U.S.A only to perform her role as a good 

housewife.  

 

While Ashoke spends most of the time in the campus of University, she remains alone in their three rooms 

apartment which is too hot in summer and too cold in the winter. She avoids going outside because she 

doesn't like American culture. All these things create a sense of homesickness in her mind. She is 

emotionally and spatially dislocated from her real home. Physically, she lives in America but psychological 

she remains in Kolkata and constantly thinks about her family and wants to join them in India.  

Ashima is expecting her baby in a couple of weeks. She is hospitalized and wonders if she is the only Indian 

in the hospital; had  it been in Kolkata, there would have been plenty of relatives to stand by her, she reflects 

sadly. When she was boarding the plane for the States,there were twenty six members of her family in Dum 

Dum airport to bid her farewell. Now there is just a dry obstetrician Dr.Ashley who assures her-

mechanically - that everything is normal. Nothing however feels normal to Ashima. Jhumpa Lahiri tries to 

convey the feeling of typical Indian housewives about her insecurity and longings for her relatives who 

always take care in such critical situation. 

 

Before leaving the hospital after delivery, the hospital administrator demands a name for the baby, to be 

entered in the birth certificate as it is a practice in American hospitals. On the contrary, in India, a baby gets 

an official name mostly when he or enters school. Till then the baby is known by her pet name for years to 

pass.  Ashima's grandmother 's letter containing the baby name didi not received so it becomes inevitable for 

Ashoke and Ashima to decide on a name for the baby to be discharged from the hospital in Cambridge. 

Ashoke names the child Gogol after the Russian writers Nikolai  Gogol. Ashima too approves of this name 

as it is closely associated with the life of Ashoke. 
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The qualms, the nervousness, the agitation, which his mother had experienced, when he was in thewomb; 

passes hereditarily to him. He inherits not only his parent's way of life or looks, but also inherits the same 

pain of being lost in the midst of an alien culture. Gogol is discontented with his name and hates it for 

lacking self-respect or enormity. A name is an introductory ID tag to the world but Gogol, when he in his 

teens despises his name so much so that "he came to hate question pertaining to his name, hates having 

constantly to explain. He hates having to tell people that it doesn't mean anything in Indian... he hates that 

his name is both silly and difficult to understand, that it has nothing to do with who he is, that he is neither 

Indian nor American but of all things Russian”. 

 

In fact, the title „The Namesake‟ reflects the struggle of Gogol Ganguli goes through to identity with his 

unusual name. His struggle for establishing his individuality is twofold. The name that ultimately defines a 

person‟s individuality becomes a burden for him. It does not give him an identity but puts him in a dilemma, 

regarding his original identity. Secondly, as a child of immigrants in America, he persistently has to fight 

with conflicts arising due to his sense belongings and loss of identity.The novel is autobiographical in 

portraying the repercussions of what the children of immigrants have to experience when they are ordained 

to born in a country which does not belongs to their parents.  

      

    JhumpaLahiri, who herself is a child of an immigrant couple, had admitted in an interview, “I wanted to 

please my parents and meet their expectations; I also wanted to meet the expectations I placed on myself to 

fit into American society. It‟s a classic case of divided identity, but depending on the degree to which the 

immigrants in question are willing to assimilate, the conflict is more or less pronounced. As a young child, I 

felt that the Indian part of me was unacknowledged and therefore somehow negated, by my American 

environment and vice-versa; I felt that I led two separate lives.   

 

    Gogol who hates his name, for the first time in his life, takes an independent choice and decides to get it 

changed to Nikhl. It is as Nikhil, Gogol faces the predicament of establishing his real identity. He finds it 

complicated to acknowledge that Gogol and Nikhil are both a part of his own individual self and torn 

between this struggle he feels as „If he‟s cast himself in a play acting the part of twins, indistinguishable to 

the naked eye, yet fundamentally different.” He is having two aspects regarding his change of name – 

infactGogol, the son of Indian parents behave and act according to Indian culture and values; Nikhil on the 
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other hand, is the free open�minded person, who has left his past behind and has nothing to do with Gogol. 

It is as Nikhil that Gogol forgets all the cultural restrictions imposed on him by his parents, who even after 

spending twenty years‟ in America cannot bring themselves to "refer to Pemberton Road as home. 

 

     His parents can never reject their old cultural ethics and one can sense the presence of deep-

rooted reminiscence in their behavior, Gogol and Sonia view their multi-cultural life differently. 

Though there are required to sit in pujas and other religious ceremonies, Gogol and Sonia like the 

children to their Bengali families take pleasure in American food more than the Bengali dishes. The 

parents admit to their children‟s wishes. The Ganguli‟s too incorporate the American way of living 

into their lives for their sake of children: 

 

They learn to roast turkeys… thanksgiving, to nail a wreathe to their door in December, to wrap 

woolen scarves around snowman, to colour boiled eggs violet and pink at Easter for the sake of 

Gogol and Sonia they celebrate with progressively increasing fanfare the birth of Christ an event the 

children look forward to far more than the worship of Durga and Sarawati (64).  

      

After their visit to Calcutta once in a year, they crave to go back to their western ways. Gogol as compared 

to Sonia is the one who feels a lifelong disconnectedness to his family and culture. Gogol spends his 

immigrant life feeling as if he is on a river with a foot in two different boats. Each boat wants to pull him in 

separate direction and he is always torn between the two cultures. His parents expect him to adopt a life 

based on Indian culture and the moment he boards a train to Boston, his home, "Nikhil evaporates and 

Gogol claims him again." 

      

He manages to have a dual existence - an existence having both Indian and American cultural values. 

Gogol represents the Indian part in him where as Nikhil is the embodiment of all the cultural values that 

America has given to Gogol. It is while living these two lives, that Gogol realizes the need of an identity, 

which is not based on his roots. The predicament that Gogol experiences is the symbol of that wretchedness 

which every immigrant experiences when he has to respond any query based on his identity. Though he is 

born and brought up in America yet to Americans he is still an Indian. And so when he comes back to the 
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country of his native he is referred as an NRI. The feeling of sense of belongingness, the urge to be claimed 

by one's root is universal and perhaps it is the only reason that a person ultimately returns to the country of 

this birth. The pain, the torment, the lack of ability to adjust to foreign surrounding, compels the immigrants 

to long for their own country where their own people surround them. But in the "The Namesake", Lahiri had 

movingly portrayed the ache of the next generation, who has no land, to be called as their own. They are 

living in a land, which they 'own' by birth, but does not „belong to the land‟ because of being an alien. 

Edward Said in his Oreintalism comments regarding migrant‟s identity: Migrants history of  their parents 

and grandparents. The Orientals continue to be looked down upon by the “Occidentals”(69 ). 

 

     Gogol's experiences, his dilemma cannot only be limited to Indian Diaspora, living in America. 

Even in India, people who are migrating from their native state to other states in order to earn their living 

face the same problem. We can take the example of the people migrating from hills to different parts of 

India in search of well-paid jobs. Immigration-takes place yet it is at a smaller scale, but the pain, the 

anguish that the people experience can be well compared to the agony experiences by Ashok and Ashima. 

This feeling of loss of identity is not only widespread in the Indian Diaspora but can also be felt in the hearts 

of those Indians who even though living in India, find themselves detached from the land of their birth. 

Gogol like a typical Indian-American makes conscious effort to be different from his parents. He wants to 

live in a world free from the Bengali culture from the traditions that lay him down to a country and culture. 

He does not want to be an outsider. He feels he is an American and be wants to distance himself from 

everything which is Indian or Bengali. He has seen throughout his life how the natives treat his parents and 

with distrust and contempt. The parents are embarrassed and segregated by the hosts. Gogol wants to keep 

away from such circumstances in his own life and to achieve a sense of belongingness and he is ready to 

disown what is his own and assimilate into a culture that he wants to make his own.  

 

Like Gogal, Tara Banerjee, the protagonist of Bharathi Mukherjee‟s The Tiger‟s Daughter of the 

novel is hovering between two cultures. Whether she returns to America to have a peaceful life with her 

husband or start living happily with nostalgia thoughts of her land. Major critics and the writer herself find 

that Tara herself was entangled between two cultures. In an attempt to Americanize herself she loses her 

Indian identity. Thus she starts a life of duality and conflict since her childhood. Thus Tara Banerjee 

confronts perplexity when she visits India after a gap of seven years. This is because of her cultural heritage 
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in India. She as a final point decides to get out of her solitude by moving out of that place and she waits 

inside the car silently with full of expectation to meet her husband. In the deepest core of her heart, she is an 

ordinary Indian but her re-routed self in America has made such cross cultural confrontation alien to her. 

With this thought deeply deep-rooted in her heart her ambition is to keep herself from India and go back to 

the protection of American heritage. 

 

     The immigrants experience portrayed by Lahiri in the novel forms the central theme of the novel. 

Throughout the novel through various characters, we get an elating and invigorating view of the Diasporic 

situations often experienced by the immigrants. Gogol want to be liberated from his Indian backgrounds but 

after his father's death, the Indian values which he had inherited, from him, makes him move closer to his 

mother and his sister resulting in a strain with his relationship with his girlfriend Maxine. The sudden death 

of his father makes him turn back towards his family and unknowingly he donned the responsibility of an 

elder son, as he would have done if he had lived in India. Gogol's quest for identity is a never -ending 

search; he cannot reject the Indian culture and cannot even fully accept the American values. This turns out 

to be on going, draining and difficult process for him. He cannot reject the demands of tradition and cannot 

afford to accommodate to the temptations offered by a new culture. He belongs to postmodern world which 

is defined as "the age of refuge" and modern man as "the new nomad" not being able to put down roots 

anywhere. 

 

II. Conclusion 

To sum up the paper, "The Namesake" vividly portrays what Lahiri had expressed herself and she never 

allows her characters to be submerged under their problems, thus making "The Namesake" in welding the 

theme of immigration and displacement to that of human relationships.  
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