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Abstract 
The Namesake (2003) by a great novelist Jhumpa 

Lahiri (born 1967) depicts the challenges, struggles 

and difficulties faced by a Bengali couple who 

immigrate to the United States, striving to form a 

new life themselves. It points out the themes of 

cultural identity, of alienation, feeling of 

displacement, of tradition and family expectations 

in an explicit and graceful narrative. In her fiction, 

significant themes encompass the exploration of 

memory, nostalgia, the experience of loss and 

profound yearning. Her stories revolve around 

people who have migrated various countries in the 

hope of a better life and brighter future, but their 

past remains as a shadow to refresh their memory 

of their original roots. This novel is a factual 

account extraordinary experiences, depicting a 

small family’s journey across two distinct worlds in 

a captivating and glowing manner. This paper aims 

to delve into intricate cultural relations and the 

challenges of identity crisis from modern cultural 

discussions and will endeavor to examine the 

conflicting and contrasting allure of the American 

life style and the pull of traditions present in two 

different cultures. The kind of relationships 

between the characters during their time in a 

foreign land, and how their deeply ingrained values 

consistently determine their cultural identity. 
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Jhumpa Lahiri, the writer of The Namesake, was 

born in London to Indian parents. Afterward, She 

relocated to the United States for her studies and 

resided there for a considerable period of time. 

Despite having comprehensive knowledge about 

India, she has only made a few visits to her parents’ 

homeland. During her childhood, she visited India 

as a tourist and has never lived there. Her writings 

revolved around themes related to Indian-American 

identities and the experiences of diaspora. 

The Namesake, Lahiri’s first novel deals 

with the themes of Individual and Cultural Isolation 

and Identity, identities and displacement, 

immigrant experience, and ties and clashes between 

the generations.  

As noted in “Immigrant Motherhood and 

Transnationality in Jhumpa Lahiri’s Fiction” by 

Ann Marie Alfonso-Forero,“[n]early all of these 

stories deal with the lives of Indian immigrants in 

the United States, rendering the difficulties of 

making personal connections across cultural 

boundaries-and sometimes even within families-

palpable to readers” (852). 

The origins of Indian diaspora can likely 

be traced back to ancient times, characterized by 

the journeys of Buddhist monks to distant regions 

across Asia. The Indian diaspora significantly grew 

during the 19th and 20th centuries, as a considerable 

number of Indians migrated to industrially 

advanced nations in search of better job 

opportunities. Their migration was and is their own 

personal choices and the Indians living in a foreign 

land often find themselves in a dual cultural 

identity, as they struggle to preserve their cultural 

heritage while also seeking integration and 

adaptation into the alien society. Indian writers 

living, writing and working in multi-cultural 

foreign societies have a deep impact upon from 

both cultures at multiple levels. These authors often 

feel a sense of affinity or connection with displaced 

people due to the similarities in their own 

experiences, and frequently explore themes related 

to immigrants’ sense of belonging and identity in a 

foreign country which Lahiri herself does. 

Lahiri explores the quest for identity 

through Gogol (pet-name or daknam), the 

protagonist of her novel ‘The Namesake’. He is the 

first born child of his parents Ashima and Ashoke 

Ganguli who have moved from Bengal India to 

America. His parents are firmly connected to their 

families and birth place Calcutta. Gogol, being the 

first generation Ganguli born and raised in the 

United States, seems to be uncertain and confused 

about his identity throughout the novel. He presents 

himself as a typical American Born Confused Desi 
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(ABCD)  (Lahiri, The Namesake, E-Book 59) up to 

he confronts and reconciles with his name and 

identity. 

Gogol is repeatedly struck by his name’s 

oddness which haunts him persistently throughout 

the novel. Even after changing it to Nikhil, he 

realizes that he cannot escape from its haunting 

presence of his original name. Growing up with a 

name that sets him apart and distinct from his 

classmates:   

Though substitute teachers at school 

always pause, looking apologetic when they arrive 

at his name on the roster, forcing Gogol to call out, 

before being summoned, ‘that’s me,’ teachers in the 

school system know not to give it a second thought. 

After a year or two, the students no longer tease 

and say, ‘giggle’ or ‘gargle.’ (35) 

At school his father tries hard to explain 

the idea of the ‘good’ name and the ‘pet’ name to 

the teacher Mrs. Lapidus who cannot understand 

the idea due to the confusion created by cultural 

differences. Mrs. Lapidus frowns. "I'm afraid I 

don't understand. Good name?" (32) Lahiri depicts 

a number of experiences of Gogol that are closely 

tied to his name. Interestingly and amazingly, 

Gogol identifies pieces of his own being within 

road signs: GO LEFT, GO RIGHT, GO SLOW. 

(35) 

But interestingly, the writer Gogol, the 

protagonist Gogol is also portrayed as a solitary 

one. Throughout his high school years, he finds it 

impossible to date anyone or establish love 

relationship, and he always abstains from attending 

any parties or dances. The first and only instance 

when he kisses a girl leaves him with a sense of 

guilt and an overwhelming feeling of excitement. 

He always releases an existential disconnection 

with his names either Nikhil or Gogol. When his 

friend says, ‘I can’t believe you kissed her, Gogol,’ 

he almost utters, ‘It wasn’t me.’ (49) 

Gogol firmly believes that changing his 

name is the only way to escape the difficult 

situation and his parents acknowledge that there is 

no other way for him to break free from his 

predicament. As a result he decides to adopt the 

name Nikhil as he starts his first year at Yale. 

Amazingly, he comes to know that the writer 

Nikolai Gogol also renamed himself at the age of 

twenty two. Since everything at Yale is unfamiliar 

to him, this new name does not feel peculiar to 

Gogol. Even his parents call him by the new name 

Nikhil before his friends, this new name never 

changes the course of luck in his life. He thinks his 

life a blend of pathos and grim humour. Likewise 

his relationships with female are destined for 

failure. Brief infatuations with Ruth, whom he 

meets on a crowded train, and his affair with 

Maxine lead to disappointment and loneliness for 

him. Due to the cultural disparities between them 

Gogol decides to exit Maxine’s life a few months 

after the unfortunate death of his father. 

If cultural resemblances can unite and 

bind a couple together, Moushumi and Gogol 

should have experienced a more positive and better 

outcome. But it is the American way of life that 

begins to influence and impact the marital life of 

this Indian couple. When he becomes aware of 

Moushumi’s affair:  

He felt the chill of her secrecy numbing 

him like a poison spreading quickly through his 

veins… He felt only the anger of humiliation of 

having been deceived. (138) 

These experiences leave Gogol feeling 

deeply disheartened but also more matured as an 

individual. He is the representative of the identity 

crisis experienced by many diaspora children, who 

are born in foreign lands but carry the burden of 

distress and aching nostalgia for a lost world. 

Gogol desires to assimilate into the culture 

surrounding him and is apprehensive that 

embracing Indian culture might cause his rejection 

from the American society. He like the writer 

herself holds on to his ethnic identity, but his self-

identification as an immigrant has diminished over 

time; with his strange name he feels insecurity in 

his homeland as well as in hostland. 

"A poignant, beautifully crafted tale of culture 

shock ... Reading it, anyone will understand how it 

feels to be a cultural outsider." —Fort Worth 

Morning Star-Telegram (E-Book 3) 

 

The novel is a shining example of 

straddling two cultures where the generation gap 

between parents and children becomes evident 

when observing the life journey of the Gangulis. 

Ashoke and Ashima belong to the first generation 

while Gogol, Sonia and Moushumi to the second 

and their responses and preferences on various 

occasions reveal the contrast in their roots and 

adaptation to the American way of life. Ashoke and 

Ashima show stranger attachment to their origins, 

roots, birth place and their own home, and they 

disapprove of their children’s more liberated way 

of life. Ashima finds it difficult to connect with the 

new culture, struggles to adapt to the unfamiliar 

environment and its various manifestations. As 

being frustrated one she tells her husband: 

Hurry up and finish your degree..I don’t 

want to raise Gogol alone in this country. It’s not 

right. I want to go back. (20) 
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"This novel powerfully depicts the universal pull of 

family traditions." —Lifetime  (E-Book 2) 

Their deeply rooted value system 

influences every aspect of their thoughts and 

actions, whether it’s their beliefs, decisions 

regarding their children’s marriage, naming their 

kids, or their reservation about more liberal ways, 

their inclination to hold onto their traditional values 

and their refusal to accept the openness of 

American society, while their children cherish their 

independence and preference for personal space. 

Simultaneously, they make efforts to shun their 

rigidity and gradually assimilate into the ways of 

the new culture and become more accustomed to 

them. They also take in certain aspects of the new 

culture and strive to connect with the birthplace of 

their children, maintaining a strong connection to 

their own roots and cultural heritage. In his essay 

“Imaginary Homelands” Salman Rushdie contends 

that diasporic writers focus their attention on the 

representation of the immigrants’ predicament as 

obsession: “our identity is at once plural and 

partial. Sometimes we feel that we straddle two 

cultures; at other times, that we fall between two 

stools..but however ambiguous and shifting this 

ground may be, it is a fertile territory to occupy for 

the writers.” (18) And Lahiri utterly explores this 

world in her literary works. 

The story of the novel ‘The Namesake’ 

points out that different generations and different 

cultures provide a way for assimilation or being a 

part of the multi-cultural, multi-identity world. 

Lahiri’s own journey itself is a evidence or 

example to the present day ideas and concepts of 

‘multiculturalism’ and ‘multi-identities of an 

individual where with each passing moment, the 

global boundaries are continuously diminishing. 

In her novel The Namesake, Lahiri, 

through Ashima strongly emphasizes the concept of 

alienation or detachment and the feeling of being a 

stranger in a foreign country. During her 

challenging pregnancy Ashima feels anxiety and is 

afraid of about raising a child in ‘a country where 

she is related to no one, where she knows so little, 

where life seems so tentative and spare.’ Her son, 

Gogol, will feel a sense of belonging in the United 

States in a way that she never does or will never 

experience. Upon his birth, Ashima grieves the 

absence of her close family around him which 

means that his birth, “like most everything else in 

America, feels somehow haphazard, only half 

true.”  (16) Having arrived home from the hospital, 

she says to her husband in fear not to raise Gogol 

alone in the unfamiliar country and insists to go 

back to homeland. Ashima feels a sense of isolation 

in the suburbs. This feeling of being a foreigner or 

alienation is likened to ‘a sort of lifelong 

pregnancy’ as it is ‘a perpetual wait, a constant 

burden, a continuous feeling out of sort.’  (27) 

Ashima feels alienated, alone, exhausted and 

overwhelmed without her husband.   

Conclusion: 

"Lahiri's writing is assured and patient, 

inspiring immediate confidence that we are in 

trustworthy hands. Lahiri beautifully conveys the 

émigré's disorientation, nostalgia, and yearning for 

tastes, smells, and customs left behind." —Los 

Angeles Times Book Review (E-Book 2) 

 The Namesake is a story of cultural and 

individual isolation and identity. It starts with a 

migration in the first generation and then follows 

with its unique issues faced by the second 

generation. The family is divided; two are Indians 

and the other two are born in America. The 

juxtaposition of the different nationalities adds to 

the tensions for the characters involved. As one 

sees all throughout the novel, it becomes evident 

that each Ganguli family member is a singular case 

and possesses unique identity who searches for his 

or her true self and makes attempts to answer the 

question of identity. Despite living together and 

having many shared experiences, they still exhibit 

differences in their life perspectives and their 

experiences related to their identities which are 

mostly linked to their Indian-American lifestyles. 
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