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Abstract 

Jhumpa Lahiri, a prominent voice in contemporary literature, masterfully captures the nuances of the 

diasporic experience in her works. This paper delves into the intricate portrayal of diaspora elements in two 

of her acclaimed works, Interpreter of Maladies and The Namesake. Through close reading, the study 

examines themes of cultural identity, belonging, intergenerational conflict, and the negotiation of hybrid 

identities among first- and second-generation Indian immigrants in America. Lahiri’s sensitive exploration 

highlights the emotional and psychological impact of displacement and the search for meaning and 

connection in a transnational context, offering profound insights into the multifaceted experiences of the 

Indian diaspora. 

Key Words: diaspora, cultural identity, belonging, hybrid identities, Jhumpa Lahiri, Indian-American 

literature, intergenerational conflict, displacement 

Introduction 

Jhumpa Lahiri’s literary landscape is populated with characters caught between the familiar shores of their 

homeland and the unfamiliar terrain of their adopted country. Her stories, often set against the backdrop of 

the Indian diaspora in America, delve into the complexities of cultural identity, belonging, and the 

challenges of navigating between two worlds. This paper focuses on two of her most celebrated works, the 

Pulitzer Prize-winning short story collection Interpreter of Maladies and the novel The Namesake, to 

analyze the nuanced portrayal of diaspora elements and their impact on the lives of her characters. 

Homi K. Bhabha’s concept of the “third space” provides a useful framework to understand Lahiri’s 

characters. As Bhabha writes, “It is in the emergence of the interstices… that the intersubjective and 

collective experiences of nationness, community interest, or cultural value are negotiated” (Bhabha 2). 

Lahiri’s characters often inhabit this third space, navigating dual identities and struggling to reconcile the 

disparate worlds they straddle. 

Cultural Identity and Belonging 

Negotiating Dual Identities 

Lahiri’s characters grapple with the complexities of cultural identity and belonging in a diasporic context. 

They are often caught between the traditions and values of their Indian heritage and the allure of American 
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culture, creating a duality that fosters a sense of displacement and constant negotiation. Salman Rushdie’s 

observation that “migrant identities are always multiple and fractured” resonates with the experiences Lahiri 

portrays (Rushdie 124). 

In Interpreter of Maladies, Mr. Kapasi, a tour guide in India, encounters an Indian-American family on 

vacation. He is fascinated by Mrs. Das, who embodies the contradictions of the diasporic experience. While 

of Indian origin, her American upbringing has created a cultural gap, leaving her feeling like an outsider in 

both worlds. She confesses to Mr. Kapasi, “I always felt so different… I felt I was born into the wrong life” 

(Lahiri 119). This sense of alienation and the longing for belonging recur throughout Lahiri’s works. 

The Search for Home 

In The Namesake, Gogol Ganguli’s struggles with his unique name underscore the broader challenges of 

cultural identity. His name, a legacy of his parents’ immigrant experience, becomes a site of conflict. Gogol 

seeks assimilation into American culture by changing his name to Nikhil and distancing himself from his 

family’s traditions. However, his journey of self-discovery leads him back to his roots, acknowledging the 

importance of his cultural heritage in shaping his identity. Reflecting on his experiences, he realizes, “The 

name he had so detested, he’d once more learn to value” (Lahiri 291). This acceptance signifies his 

reconciliation with his cultural identity. 

Edward Said’s assertion that “exile is… a discontinuous state of being” illuminates the struggles of Lahiri’s 

characters (Said 140). Their journeys often involve a painful but transformative negotiation of identity, 

highlighting the resilience and adaptability required to navigate between worlds. 

Intergenerational Conflict 

The Divide Between Generations 

The clash between first- and second-generation immigrants is a recurring theme in Lahiri’s work. The older 

generation, rooted in their traditions and memories of their homeland, often struggles to understand the 

aspirations and values of their American-born children. This generational divide can lead to conflict and 

misunderstanding, as observed in The Namesake and Interpreter of Maladies. 

 



 

Vidhyayana - ISSN 2454-8596 

An International Multidisciplinary Peer-Reviewed E-Journal 

www.vidhyayanaejournal.org 

Indexed in: ROAD & Google Scholar 

 

 

V o l u m e  -  5 ,  I s s u e  -  6 ,  J u n e -  2 0 2 0  Page 4 

In Interpreter of Maladies, the story “A Temporary Matter” depicts the strained relationship between 

Shukumar and Shoba, a young Indian-American couple grieving the loss of their child. Their grief 

exacerbates the existing cultural and emotional distance between them, highlighting the challenges of 

maintaining intimacy and connection in a diasporic context. Shukumar observes, “It was the first time in 

their marriage that he had wanted to say something, and she had deliberately not let him” (Lahiri 22). This 

breakdown in communication reflects the growing chasm between them. 

Bridging the Gap 

In The Namesake, the generational conflict is particularly evident in Gogol’s relationship with his parents, 

Ashoke and Ashima. While they strive to preserve their cultural traditions and instill them in their children, 

Gogol rebels against their expectations, seeking to forge his own path in America. Ashoke, reflecting on his 

son’s detachment, laments, “He was always such a good boy, so quiet… Now all I do is worry” (Lahiri 146). 

This tension underscores the challenges of balancing cultural heritage with the demands of a new 

environment. 

Cultural theorist Stuart Hall’s insights on identity offer a lens to understand these dynamics. Hall posits that 

“cultural identity… is a matter of becoming as well as being” (Hall 225). This dual process of negotiation 

and transformation is evident in Lahiri’s characters as they attempt to bridge the gap between generations. 

Negotiating Hybrid Identities 

Blending Traditions 

Lahiri’s characters navigate the complexities of hybrid identities, blending aspects of their Indian heritage 

and American culture to forge a unique sense of self. This negotiation often involves both loss and 

discovery. 

In Interpreter of Maladies, the story “Mrs. Sen’s” portrays the loneliness and isolation of an Indian woman 

adapting to life in America. Mrs. Sen clings to her cultural traditions, finding solace in cooking traditional 

Bengali meals and listening to Indian music. She tells Eliot, the young boy she babysits, “Everything is 

there” (Lahiri 95), referring to the ingredients she needs for cooking, which symbolize her connection to her 

homeland. However, her inability to fully integrate into American society leads to a sense of alienation. 
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Reconciling Identities 

In The Namesake, Gogol’s journey reflects the process of negotiating a hybrid identity. Over time, he learns 

to appreciate his parents’ sacrifices and the cultural legacy they have passed on to him. He acknowledges, 

“Without people in the world to call his own, he will always feel strange and alone” (Lahiri 288). This 

realization allows him to embrace both his Indian heritage and American upbringing, creating a multifaceted 

identity that incorporates both worlds. 

Paul Gilroy’s concept of the “Black Atlantic” can be applied here, as it emphasizes the fluidity and hybridity 

of diasporic identities. Lahiri’s characters embody this fluidity, navigating the intersections of tradition and 

modernity, homeland and hostland. 

Emotional and Psychological Impact of Displacement 

Nostalgia and Loss 

Lahiri’s stories delve into the emotional and psychological impact of displacement, exploring themes of 

nostalgia, homesickness, and the longing for belonging. Her characters often grapple with a sense of 

rootlessness, feeling like outsiders in both their homeland and their adopted country. 

In Interpreter of Maladies, the story “When Mr. Pirzada Came to Dine” depicts the anxiety and uncertainty 

experienced by an Indian family during the Bangladesh Liberation War. Mr. Pirzada, a visiting scholar from 

East Pakistan (now Bangladesh), symbolizes their connection to their homeland and shared cultural heritage. 

Lilia, the young narrator, reflects, “Mr. Pirzada’s presence in our lives made me feel, for the first time, like 

an Indian” (Lahiri 55). 

A Sense of Rootlessness 

In The Namesake, Ashima experiences profound displacement after migrating to America. She misses her 

family, friends, and the familiar sights and sounds of Calcutta. Reflecting on her life in America, she notes, 

“She will always be a foreigner, caught between two worlds” (Lahiri 102). This longing shapes her 

interactions with her children and her perception of her new environment. 
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Conclusion 

Jhumpa Lahiri’s works offer a poignant exploration of the diasporic experience. Through her nuanced 

portrayal of cultural identity, belonging, intergenerational conflict, and the negotiation of hybrid identities, 

she sheds light on the complexities of navigating between two worlds. Her characters’ struggles with 

displacement, the search for meaning, and the desire for connection resonate deeply with readers, capturing 

the essence of the immigrant experience with empathy and insight. As Salman Rushdie aptly notes, “The 

migrant is… emblematic of the modern human condition” (Rushdie 142). Lahiri’s sensitive exploration of 

these themes solidifies her position as a leading voice in contemporary literature. 

  



 

Vidhyayana - ISSN 2454-8596 

An International Multidisciplinary Peer-Reviewed E-Journal 

www.vidhyayanaejournal.org 

Indexed in: ROAD & Google Scholar 

 

 

V o l u m e  -  5 ,  I s s u e  -  6 ,  J u n e -  2 0 2 0  Page 7 

Works Cited 

• Bhabha, Homi K. The Location of Culture. Routledge, 1994. 

• Gilroy, Paul. The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness. Harvard University Press, 

1993. 

• Hall, Stuart. “Cultural Identity and Diaspora.” Identity: Community, Culture, Difference, edited by 

Jonathan Rutherford, Lawrence & Wishart, 1990, pp. 222–237. 

• Lahiri, Jhumpa. Interpreter of Maladies. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 1999. 

• Lahiri, Jhumpa. The Namesake. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2003. 

• Rushdie, Salman. Imaginary Homelands: Essays and Criticism 1981-1991. Granta Books, 1991. 

• Said, Edward. Reflections on Exile and Other Essays. Harvard University Press, 2000. 


