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In Jhumpa Lahiri's novels The Namesake (2003) and The Lowland (2013), the author delves
into the complexities of diasporic identity and cross-cultural conflict through the lives of her
characters. Both novels explore themes of personal identity, displacement, and the effects of
political and cultural forces on individual lives and relationships. The Namesake follows the
life of Gogol Ganguli, a second-generation Indian American, as he navigates the challenges of
dual cultural identity. Lahiri utilizes Gogol's unique name as a metaphor for his struggle with
his Indian heritage and American upbringing, highlighting the tension between assimilation
and cultural preservation. The novel emphasizes the importance of embracing one's cultural
roots while also recognizing the complexities of maintaining multiple cultural identities. In
The Lowland, Lahiri explores the lives of two brothers, Subhash and Udayan, and the woman
who connects them, Gauri. Set against the backdrop of the Naxalite movement in India and
the immigrant experience in the United States, the novel examines the challenges faced by
immigrants as they navigate new cultural landscapes. Lahiri also explores the impact of
political turmoil on personal relationships and individual identity, raising questions about the
role of political activism and the costs of personal sacrifice. Both novels address the
generational gap between immigrant parents and their American-born children, emphasizing
the need for understanding and empathy in navigating complex family dynamics. Lahiri's
exploration of cross-cultural conflict extends beyond the personal experiences of her
characters to the broader context of Indian history and politics, underscoring the ways in
which larger societal forces can influence individual lives. Ultimately, The Namesake and
The Lowland serve as poignant reminders of the importance of understanding, empathy, and

self-discovery in navigating the complexities of diasporic identity and cross-cultural conflict.

The term “diaspora” is used to refer to the global spread of
human civilization. The emergence of the prehistoric human
and the subsequent spread that resulted in the formation of
human civilizations in various parts of the world serve as
symbols for diaspora and the diasporic state. A homogeneous
group of people who have been geographically distributed are

often referred to as a diaspora. Examples include indentured
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servants or slaves, who were largely employed by the Empire
and are frequently referred to as exiles or expatriates. How
the diasporic “scattering” transforms into a “gathering” is
explained by Homi Bhabha. Bhabha's comments on this are
those we're referencing here, “Gathering of exiles and
émigrés and refugees; gathering on the edge of ,foreign®

cultures; gathering at the frontiers; gathering in the ghettoes
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or cafes of city centers [....] Also the gathering of people in
the diaspora: indentured, migrant, [...]” (139).This alienation
from one's own culture and the need to adapt to new social
norms, cultural values, and practises have an impact on both
cross-cultural fusion and conflict. This merging of opposing
and diverse points of view from various sources results in
incorrect and confusing perspectives. These differences in
attitudes and beliefs lead to interpersonal conflict and cross-
cultural interaction. As Jasbir Jain suggests “this multiplicity
of 'homes' doesn't bridge the gap between 'home'—the culture
of origin; and the 'world—the culture of adoption. The
boundaries have an uncanny habit of persisting in different
ways, and are full of conflicts” (Jain 13). Jhumpa Lahiri's
novel The Namesake explores the intricate dynamics of
diasporic identity and cross-cultural conflict through the story
of Gogol Ganguli, a second-generation Indian American.
Born to immigrant parents, Gogol struggles with his unique
name and the cultural expectations that accompany it. Lahiri
masterfully delves into themes such as assimilation, identity
formation, and the impact of cultural differences on the lives
of the characters.

The novel begins with Ashoke and Ashima Ganguli, who
leave their native Kolkata, India, to start a new life in the
United States. Their son, Gogol, is born in Massachusetts and
named after the Russian author Nikolai Gogol. Gogol's name
symbolizes the cross-cultural conflict that permeates his life,
as it is neither traditionally Indian nor American. Gogol's
name becomes a metaphor for his struggle with dual cultural
identity, and Lahiri uses this to explore the broader themes of
the immigrant experience.

One of the central themes in The Namesake is the tension
between assimilation and cultural preservation. Ashima and
Ashoke, like many immigrants, face a struggle to balance
their native customs with the new environment they inhabit.
Ashima, in particular, finds it difficult to embrace American
culture and experiences homesickness throughout the novel.
She clings to her Indian heritage by cooking traditional meals,
wearing Indian clothing, and socializing with other Bengali
families.

Gogol, on the other hand, is born and raised in America and
feels a strong desire to fit in with his peers. This conflict

becomes apparent in the first few years of Gogol's life when

Research Inspiration | March 2023|

Exploring Diasporic ldentity and Cross-Cultural Conflict in Jhumpa Lahiri’s The
Namesake and The Lowland: A Comparative Study

18
his parents attempt to uphold the tradition of giving him a pet

name (Gogol) and a good name (Nikhil) for formal occasions.
Gogol's resistance to his dual names symbolizes his internal
conflict between his Indian heritage and his American
upbringing. As he grows older, Gogol becomes increasingly
frustrated with his name and the cultural expectations that
accompany it. At the age of 18, he legally changes his name
to Nikhil, hoping to distance himself from his parents' culture
and better assimilate into American society.

The novel also explores the concept of identity formation and
its relationship to the diasporic experience. Gogol's struggle
to understand his place in the world reflects the broader
struggle of second-generation immigrants, who must navigate
the complexities of multiple cultural identities. Gogol's name
change is a significant turning point in his quest for self-
discovery. By embracing his “good name”, Gogol attempts to
assert control over his identity and erase the parts of himself
that do not fit neatly into American society. The Namesake
highlights Gogol's struggle with his identity as a second-
generation Indian American. “He hates that his name is both
absurd and obscure, that it has nothing to do with who he is,
that it is neither Indian nor American but of all things
Russian” (Lahiri, 2003, p. 76).

However, Gogol's journey of self-discovery is not linear, and
Lahiri emphasizes the importance of embracing one's cultural
roots in the process. As Gogol matures, he begins to
acknowledge the significance of his Indian heritage and the
sacrifices his parents made to provide him with a better life.
His relationships with women, in particular, reflect his
evolving understanding of his identity. Gogol's romantic
relationships with Maxine, a white American woman, and
Moushumi, a Bengali woman, serve as vehicles for his
exploration of his cultural identity. Maxine represents Gogol's
desire to assimilate fully into American culture, while
Moushumi represents a connection to his Indian heritage.
Ultimately, both relationships end, revealing the complexities
of navigating dual cultural identities and the need for self-
acceptance.

Lahiri also addresses the impact of cultural differences on
interpersonal relationships. The novel illustrates the
complexities of communication and understanding within

cross-cultural relationships. Ashoke and Ashima's arranged
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marriage is a perfect example of how two individuals from
the same cultural background can still struggle to bridge the
gap between their individual experiences. Ashima's
homesickness and Ashoke's more accepting attitude towards
American culture create a subtle, yet constant, tension in their
relationship. This tension is further exacerbated by their
differing expectations for Gogol and his sister Sonia, who
must navigate the delicate balance between respecting their
parents' wishes and pursuing their own American identities.
“Being in a state of Ione Liness in the United States, Ashima
has to battle against language as well as cultural barriers”.
(Suneeta et al., 124-125)

Gogol's relationships with Maxine and Moushumi also
showcase the challenges of cross-cultural romance. With
Maxine, Gogol enjoys a sense of freedom from his parents'
cultural expectations but soon realizes that her family's lack
of understanding of his heritage creates a disconnect between
them. In contrast, Gogol's relationship with Moushumi
provides him with a sense of cultural belonging. However,
Moushumi's own struggles with identity and her eventual
infidelity highlight the limitations of seeking solace in shared
cultural backgrounds alone.

Furthermore, the novel explores the generational gap between
immigrant parents and their American-born children. Ashima
and Ashoke's traditional values often clash with Gogol and
Sonia's desire for independence and self-expression. This
generational conflict is most apparent in Gogol's decision to
change his name, which symbolizes his rejection of his
parents’ cultural values. Lahiri emphasizes the need for
understanding and empathy in navigating these complex
family dynamics. The Namesake describes Ashima's
experience as an immigrant in the United States and the
challenges she faces. “For being a foreigner, Ashima is
beginning to realize, is a sort of lifelong pregnancy—a
perpetual wait, a constant burden, a continuous feeling out of
sorts” (Lahiri, 2003, p. 49).

Jhumpa Lahiri's The Namesake provides a nuanced
exploration of the diasporic experience, focusing on themes
of identity, assimilation, and cross-cultural conflict. Through
Gogol's journey of self-discovery, the novel highlights the
importance of embracing one's cultural roots while also

recognizing the complexities of maintaining multiple cultural
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identities. By examining the interpersonal relationships

between the characters, Lahiri illuminates the challenges and
rewards of navigating cultural differences within families and
romantic partnerships. Ultimately, The Namesake serves as a
poignant reminder of the importance of understanding,
empathy, and self-acceptance in the complex world of
diasporic identity.

The Lowland delves into the complexities of diasporic
identity and cross-cultural conflict through the lives of two
brothers, Subhash and Udayan, and the woman who becomes
the center of their lives, Gauri. Set against the backdrop of the
Naxalite movement in India and the immigrant experience in
the United States, Lahiri explores themes of personal identity,
displacement, and the effects of political turmoil on
individual lives and relationships.

The novel begins in Calcutta, India, where Subhash and
Udayan Mitra grow up in the Tollygunge neighborhood.
Despite their close bond, the brothers have distinct
personalities and ideologies. Udayan, the more rebellious and
politically active of the two, becomes involved in the Naxalite
movement, a radical communist uprising in West Bengal.
Subhash, on the other hand, is more reserved and pragmatic,
eventually leaving India to pursue higher education in the
United States.

Lahiri utilizes the political turmoil in India as a backdrop to
explore the theme of displacement and its effects on
individual lives. Udayan's involvement in the Naxalite
movement leads to his tragic death, leaving behind his
pregnant wife, Gauri. Subhash, feeling responsible for his
brother's widow, marries Gauri and brings her to the United
States to start a new life. This decision sets in motion a series
of events that not only affect Subhash and Gauri but also their
daughter, Bela.

Throughout The Lowland, Lahiri examines the challenges
faced by immigrants as they navigate new cultural
landscapes. Gauri's transition from India to the United States
exemplifies the difficulties of adapting to a new environment.
While Subhash has had time to acclimate to American culture
during his studies, Gauri struggles with feelings of isolation
and detachment. The novel reveals the internal conflict faced
by immigrants as they grapple with the desire to maintain

connections to their homeland while also embracing their new
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lives.

Subhash and Gauri's relationship is marked by their shared
tragedy and a mutual sense of displacement. Despite their
marriage, they are unable to forge a strong emotional bond,
and their relationship remains distant and complicated. This
emotional distance is further exacerbated by Gauri's struggle
with her own identity, both as a widow and as a mother.
Gauri's inability to connect with her daughter, Bela, reflects
her internal turmoil and unresolved feelings surrounding
Udayan's death.

The novel also explores the complexities of cross-cultural
identity through the character of Bela. As a second-generation
immigrant, Bela embodies the challenges of navigating dual
cultural identities. Lahiri highlights the generational gap
between Subhash and Gauri, who are steeped in Indian
traditions, and Bela, who grows up in America and is
influenced by its culture. This generational conflict is evident
in Bela's desire for independence and her resistance to her
parents' expectations, echoing similar themes found in
Lahiri's earlier work, "The Namesake."

One of the central themes in The Lowland is the impact of
political turmoil on personal relationships and individual
identity. Udayan's involvement in the Naxalite movement not
only leads to his death but also leaves a lasting mark on the
lives of his loved ones. Gauri, who initially shares Udayan's
political beliefs, must confront her own disillusionment with
the movement and the personal consequences of her choices.
Lahiri uses Gauri's character to highlight the ways in which
political convictions can shape and, at times, disrupt
individual lives.

As the novel progresses, Lahiri explores the concept of guilt
and its role in shaping the characters' identities and decisions.
Subhash grapples with feelings of guilt and responsibility for
Udayan's death, believing that his departure to the United
States may have contributed to his brother's radicalization.
This guilt is a driving force behind Subhash's decision to
marry Gauri and care for Bela. Gauri, too, is burdened by her
own guilt, stemming from her involvement in the Naxalite
movement and her inability to form an emotional connection
with her daughter. The Lowland reflects Gauri's struggle with
her diasporic identity, as she feels disconnected from both her

Indian roots and her new life in America. “She would never
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have a home, she thought. She would always be moving

between two shores” (Lahiri, 2013, p. 250).

The theme of forgiveness and reconciliation is also central to
The Lowland. Lahiri emphasizes the importance of coming to
terms with one's past in order to move forward. Throughout
the novel, the characters confront their individual traumas and
seek to make peace with the choices they have made.
Subhash, Gauri, and Bela each embark on their own journeys
of self-discovery, which ultimately lead them to confront the
weight of their past and the impact it has had on their lives.
Lahiri's exploration of cross-cultural conflict extends beyond
the experiences of the main characters to the broader context
of Indian history and politics. By juxtaposing the personal
struggles of Subhash, Gauri, and Bela with the tumultuous
events in India, Lahiri underscores the ways in which larger
societal forces can influence individual lives. The novel raises
questions about the role of political activism and the costs of
personal sacrifice, as well as the importance of understanding
and empathy in bridging cultural divides.

The Lowland offers a profound exploration of diasporic
identity and cross-cultural conflict through the lives of
Subhash, Udayan, and Gauri. By examining the challenges
faced by immigrants as they adapt to new environments and
the impact of political turmoil on personal relationships,
Lahiri provides a nuanced understanding of the complexities
of the immigrant experience. The novel's focus on themes of
guilt, forgiveness, and reconciliation emphasizes the need for
individuals to confront their past in order to heal and move
forward. Ultimately, The Lowland serves as a powerful
reminder of the importance of understanding, empathy, and
self-discovery in navigating the complexities of diasporic
identity and cross-cultural conflict.

Jhumpa Lahiri's novels The Namesake and The Lowland both
delve into the complexities of diasporic identity and cross-
cultural conflict. Through their distinct narratives, Lahiri
explores the challenges faced by immigrants and their
families as they navigate dual cultural identities, assimilation,
and cultural preservation.

In The Namesake, Lahiri follows the life of Gogol Ganguli, a
second-generation Indian American, highlighting the tension
between assimilation and cultural preservation through

Gogol's struggle with his unique name. The novel emphasizes
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the importance of embracing one's cultural roots while also
recognizing the complexities of maintaining multiple cultural
identities, particularly for second-generation immigrants.

In contrast, The Lowland focuses on the lives of two brothers,
Subhash and Udayan, and the woman who connects them,
Gauri. Set against the backdrop of the Naxalite movement in
India and the immigrant experience in the United States, the
novel examines the challenges faced by immigrants as they
navigate new cultural landscapes. Lahiri also explores the
impact of political turmoil on personal relationships and
individual identity, raising questions about the role of
political activism and the costs of personal sacrifice.

While both novels address the generational gap between
immigrant parents and their American-born children, The
Namesake places a greater emphasis on the second-generation
immigrant experience, whereas The Lowland delves deeper
into the challenges faced by first-generation immigrants
adapting to a new environment. Additionally, the political
backdrop in The Lowland adds an extra layer of complexity to
the narrative, exploring the intersection of personal
relationships and political convictions.

In a comparative study of both novels, it becomes evident that
Lahiri's exploration of diasporic identity and cross-cultural
conflict is multifaceted, capturing the intricate nature of the
immigrant experience. Both The Namesake and The Lowland

serve as poignant reminders of the significance of
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understanding, empathy, and self-discovery in navigating the

challenges of cultural adaptation and assimilation.

Thus, Jhumpa Lahiri's novels The Namesake and The
Lowland provide a nuanced exploration of the complexities of
diasporic identity and cross-cultural conflict. Through their
respective narratives, Lahiri highlights the challenges of
navigating dual cultural identities, assimilation, and cultural
preservation. By examining the impact of political and
cultural forces on individual lives and relationships, she
underscores the importance of empathy and self-discovery in
bridging the divide between differing cultural backgrounds.
Additionally, both novels address the generational gap
between immigrant parents and their American-born children,
emphasizing the need for understanding in navigating
complex family dynamics. Ultimately, The Namesake and
The Lowland serve as poignant reminders of the intricate
nature of the immigrant experience and the significance of
embracing one's cultural roots while adapting to a new
environment.
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