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Abstract:  

Darwin's theory of evolution espouses that organisms originating from a common 

source evolve into distinct species through a procedure of natural selection, adapting to their 

immediate climate, environment, and surrounding ecosystem. However, introducing an 

evolved creature from one species into another presents a serious challenge, as each species 

has undergone its unique evolutionary journey to reach its present form. Such a sudden shift 

into a differently evolved species can seriously threaten the creature's survival. The paper 

analyses the identity crises that arise in our increasingly globalized world. The narrative 

journey in the book explores the dilemma faced by characters like Ashima, who are thrust 

into foreign cultures that are vastly different from their own. Ashima’s typically smooth 

evolution through life takes a tumultuous turn as she attempts to adapt to the intricacies of 

another evolved culture. The experiences of Lahiri, as a child of immigrant parents, find 

expression through characters like Gogol in 'The Namesake,' where an Indian American with 

a Russian name grapples to assert his identity. The novel effectively portrays Ashima's 

struggles in a foreign land, delving into themes of intense depression, loneliness, and her 

efforts to navigate and adjust to the new culture. 

Keywords: mobility, loss of identity, adjustment disorder, multiculturalism. 

 

128



Examining Globalization, Identity Crises, and Cultural Estrangement in Jhumpa Lahiri’s The Namesake 

www.the-criterion.com 

The era of globalization has witnessed a profound surge in the movement of people as 

individuals from less developed regions seek improved prospects in more prosperous areas. 

This mass migration has given rise to many complex issues, including the challenges of 

migration itself, the erosion of one's identity, the rise of multicultural societies, feelings of 

isolation and loneliness, adjustment difficulties, and significant cultural transformations. 

Notably, globalization has disrupted the conventional notion of a "fixed home," giving rise to 

a world where the blending of diverse languages and cultures has forged what can be 

described as "cultural links".   

Various factors, including climate, environment, food, landscape, politics, ecosystem, 

and socio-economic conditions, play significant roles in the intricate process of cultural 

evolution. Individuals deeply rooted in their culture often find a strong sense of identity 

within it. When a person is uprooted from the cultural context and placed in a foreign cultural 

environment, it can lead to discomfort, disorientation, and stress, ultimately resulting in a loss 

of identity and an existential struggle. Lahiri effectively portrays the lives of both first and 

second-generation immigrants in her novel. This suggests that she offers a comprehensive 

perspective on the immigrant experience. Jhumpa Lahiri herself is the child of Indian 

immigrants, and her migration from England to the United States adds an exciting dimension 

to her writing.  

Moreover, the influence of globalization extends beyond the individual psyche; it 

profoundly shapes the cultural, linguistic, and literary landscapes. The fusion of various 

languages and cultures resulting from this global interconnectedness has fostered the 

emergence of intricate "cultural links." These connections underscore the need to explore and 

understand the intricate ways in which globalization permeates and reshapes contemporary 

society, language, and literature. Her background positions her as both a migrant and a 

Diaspora writer, which likely influences her storytelling 

The paper discusses the theme of diaspora and its significance in contemporary 

literature, particularly in works that explore the sense of identity and belongingness among 

people of Indian origin and immigrants in the USA. The research paper centers around 

examining the character's sense of identity and belongingness in Jhumpa Lahiri’s novel "The 

Namesake." It suggests that this novel serves as an exemplary representation of the concept 

of diaspora and its relevance in the modern era."The Namesake" is praised for its ability to 

portray the experiences and challenges faced by both first-generation immigrants and their 
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second-generation descendants in the United States. This dual perspective allows readers to 

gain a comprehensive understanding of the immigrant journey. 

Alienation is a common aspect of the Indian diaspora experience. It suggests that even 

if individuals feel at home in a new country, they may still grapple with feelings of alienation 

or disconnection from their cultural roots. The novel explores the cultural dilemmas 

encountered by immigrants in a foreign system. This includes the tension between preserving 

their cultural beliefs and customs and adapting to the culture of the host country. Lahiri’s 

characters navigate these dilemmas throughout the story. Lahiri addresses questions of 

identity through her characters. The characters in "The Namesake" embark on a quest to 

discover and define their identities in the context of their Indian heritage and their American 

surroundings. 

It is noted that second-generation members of the diaspora often experience cultural 

imbalance before finding their roots. This suggests that the process of assimilation and 

integration into a new culture can be challenging, but it ultimately contributes to the creation 

of new identities. Diaspora is not a static condition but rather a dynamic process. It involves 

the creation of new identities, the negotiation of spaces for growth, the resolution of cultural 

conflicts, and the emergence of a unique blend of cultures. Lahiri’s work also reflects how 

immigrants, in their eagerness to preserve their cultural beliefs and customs, gradually 

assimilate some aspects of the host country's culture. This speaks to the complexity of 

cultural adaptation and the hybridization of cultural identities in the Diaspora. 

Jhumpa Lahiri, a celebrated American author with Indian roots is prominent among 

diasporic writers. She was born in London to Bengali parents and later moved to the United 

States. Lahiri’s literary talent shone brightly with her debut collection 'Interpreter of 

Maladies,' which not only earned her the prestigious Pulitzer Prize but also numerous other 

accolades. Originally christened Nilanjana Sudeshna, her nickname Jhumpa emerged due to 

her elementary school teacher's difficulty in pronouncing her name. Eventually, Jhumpa 

became her well-known pen name. Lahiri, as an offspring of Indian immigrants, possesses an 

intimate and nuanced comprehension of the intricate dimensions of identity, alienation, and 

adaptation within the diaspora. 

Similarly, Salman Rushdie delves into the immigrant experience particularly that of 

Indian migrants in the United States and Britain, in his essay 'Imaginary Homelands.' He 

poignantly muses that "it's my present that feels foreign, while the past resembles home, 
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though it exists as a lost home in a city obscured by the mists of time" (Rushdie, 9). Rushdie's 

poignant return to Bombay, where he discovers unchanged telephone numbers and addresses 

in the directory, evokes a profound sense of detachment from his distant past. This reinforces 

the notion that his life in a faraway place may have been a sequence of mirages. At the same 

time, the continuity of his present reality assumes a deeper and more complex meaning. 

Jhumpa Lahiri skilfully explores the disorientation experienced by first-generation Indian 

immigrant families and the challenges they encounter when trying to establish themselves in 

a foreign land. In her novel, she vividly depicts the struggles of these immigrants who must 

grapple with the unfamiliar while holding onto cherished memories of their homeland. 

Jhumpa Lahiri conveys her immigrant experience through the character Gogol in her 

2003 novel, 'The Namesake.' Her focus is keenly directed toward the profound sense of 

cultural alienation and the loss of identity that immigrants grapple with as they strive to 

establish a sense of belonging in a foreign land. Lahiri deftly navigates the delicate balance 

between Western and native influences within the narrative, a challenge that resonates with 

immigrants who must confront the difficult choice of embracing either or both of these 

contrasting cultures. In 'The Namesake,' Lahiri sheds light on the perplexity, loneliness, 

homesickness, and adjustment disorders experienced by the first generation of Indians living 

in a foreign country. These initial immigrants confront the formidable task of choosing and 

adapting to two distinct cultures. The narrative delves into the characters' sense of identity 

and belonging, their acute awareness of being outsiders, and the profound isolation they often 

feel due to differences in language, attire, and dietary habits. 

The novel delves into the profound cultural shock and overwhelming sense of 

alienation faced by those who leave their native country in pursuit of better opportunities. It 

also tenderly portrays the profound homesickness experienced by characters like Ashima, 

Gogol's mother. Ashoke Ganguly, Gogol's father, is a central figure whose life straddles two 

distinct cultures. His journey throughout the story revolves around preserving his cultural 

heritage and identity while also wanting to raise Gogol in the American way. In this way, 

Lahiri’s novel provides a heartfelt and nuanced exploration of the immigrant experience, 

touching on themes of identity, belonging, and the complex interplay between one's cultural 

roots and the desire for assimilation in a new homeland. 

The story primarily revolves around a Bengali couple, Ashoke and Ashima, who 

embark on a journey to the United States in pursuit of a better life filled with new adventures. 
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However, despite their aspirations, the traditionally rooted couple encounters a profound 

sense of rootlessness, estrangement, and loneliness after settling in America. The narrative 

further delves into the complexities of the immigrant experience by examining two sets of 

characters, which we can classify as first and second-generation immigrants. The first 

generation, represented by Ashoke and Ashima, grapples with the challenges of adjustment 

disorder, while the second generation, embodied by Gogol and Sonia, wrestles with issues of 

identity crisis and occasional embarrassment tied to their Indian heritage. 

Ashima's deep longing for familial support is evident as she grapples with the 

prospect of raising her baby without the presence of grandparents, uncles, or aunts by her 

side. She empathizes with her newborn, sensing the profound solitude and deprivation that 

come with entering the world without extended family nearby. Despite being far from her 

homeland, Ashima remains steadfast in upholding her native culture and traditions. In their 

modest three-room apartment, Ashima experiences a profound sense of loneliness, prompting 

her to urge her husband to expedite the completion of his degree so they can return to 

Calcutta. She eagerly anticipates the postman's footsteps, hoping for letters from her family to 

bridge the emotional distance. Ashima seeks solace in forging connections within the 

immigrant community who share her cultural background and actively participates in 

celebrating Indian festivals in this foreign land. While she joyously invites friends to Gogol's 

annaprasan or rice ceremony, she cannot help but yearn for her family's presence. 

During this period, Ashima's feelings of isolation intensify as she becomes more 

acquainted with the American way of life. In a neighborhood predominantly occupied by 

Americans, where shoes are worn indoors, Ashima remains committed to her Bengali 

customs, donning saris and sandals from Bata. Ashok and Ashima enrol their children, Sonia 

and Gogol, in Bengali language and culture lessons, but they gradually adopt American 

accents. Ashima longs to hear familial terms like "mashi," "pishi," "mama," "maima," "kaku," 

and "jethu" and endeavors to instill in her children the values of these important relationships. 

Ashima's journey back to India for the first time since her marriage serves a poignant 

purpose – to attend her father's funeral and reunite with her mother. She witnesses the 

profound changes in her family, her mother's vermilion erased from her forehead, and her 

brother's thick hair shaved in mourning. Despite spending two decades in America, she 

cannot bring herself to refer to her Pemberton apartment as "home." Ashima cherishes the 

letters she received from her deceased parents and often reads them, allowing herself the 
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solace of a good cry in the solitude of her house. Gogol is engrossed in his own life, and 

Sonia, embracing her American way of living, seems distant, leaving Ashima with a sense 

that she has given birth to vagabonds. In the absence of Ashoke, who provided her with 

companionship, letters become a source of comfort for Ashima. To pass the time, she takes 

up work at the public library. 

However, the sudden and profound loneliness that envelops Ashima after Ashoke's 

death becomes unbearable. It compels her to make a life-altering decision: to return to her 

homeland and spend the remainder of her days there. Ashima requests Gogol to capture 

photographs of her last Christmas in America so she can carry these cherished memories back 

home. With a deep sense of longing and anticipation for her future in India, she says to 

Gogol, "Take some pictures tonight, please? I want to remember this Christmas. Next year, at 

this time, I'll be so far away."Ashima's journey back to India after her long stay in America 

holds profound significance as it marks her return to her roots. Her primary reasons for this 

poignant journey are to attend her father's funeral and to reunite with her mother. During this 

visit, she witnesses significant changes within her family, including her mother's traditional 

vermilion being erased from her forehead, and her brother's head cleanly shaven in mourning. 

Despite spending two decades in America, Ashima cannot bring herself to refer to her 

Pemberton apartment as "home." Her emotional connection to her homeland remains strong. 

Ashima treasures the letters she received from her parents while they were alive and often 

reads them, finding solace in the memories and emotions they evoke. Gogol is engrossed in 

his own life, and Sonia, fully embracing her American way of living, appears distant from 

her, leaving Ashima with a sense of detachment and concern for her children's connection to 

their cultural heritage. With the absence of Ashoke, who had provided her with 

companionship and support, letters become a significant source of comfort for Ashima. To 

occupy her time and mind, she works at the public library, providing her with a sense of 

purpose amidst the loneliness. 

Gogol's attendance at a panel discussion on Indian Literature in English specifically 

focused on ABCD (American-Born Confused Desis), reveals his evolving relationship with 

his Indian identity. At this point in his life, Gogol does not consider India his "desh" 

(homeland). During his short visit to India, he experiences a sense of being an immigrant in a 

place that is supposed to be his ancestral home. However, this visit sparks his interest in 

architecture, hinting at a growing connection to his cultural roots. Gogol and Sonia join a 
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group of white travelers during their trip to India, reflecting Gogol's preference for his 

American way of life. His detachment from his Indian heritage becomes evident as he lives in 

Maxine's house instead of staying with his family. Comparing his parents to Maxine's 

parents, he finds his family's traditional values and way of life "depressing." 

Gogol's marriage to Moushumi, a Bengali girl who had previously dated non-Bengali 

men, highlights the practice of Indian culture in an American context. Despite their different 

life experiences, they agree to a Hindu wedding, symbolizing their connection to their 

cultural heritage. Throughout the novel, Gogol grapples with an identity crisis arising from 

his unique name. He despises his name for its perceived lack of self-respect and finds it silly. 

He yearns to redefine his identity and establish a sense of self that aligns with his values. 

The novel vividly illustrates the contrast between the first and second generations of 

Indian immigrants. Ashima, representing the first generation, strives to preserve Bengali 

rituals and create a Bengali atmosphere in America. She tries to reconcile with the host 

culture by preparing American food and celebrating Christmas, sacrificing her desires for the 

sake of her family. In contrast, Gogol and Moushumi, the second generation, enter into a 

marriage that ultimately does not endure. Their experiences reflect a disconnection from 

traditional Indian customs. Ashima's sense of isolation in America is mirrored by Sonia and 

Gogol's disinterest in India during their visit, where they prefer American food over Indian 

dishes. 

In "The Namesake," Jhumpa Lahiri’s personal experiences growing up as a child of 

immigrants closely mirror those of her protagonist, Gogol Ganguly. Through her novel, she 

explores the complex landscape of the Indian Diaspora, shedding light on the ever-evolving 

nature of identity and cultural differences within this diasporic space. In an interview, Lahiri 

candidly acknowledges her unique position, stating, "I am unlucky that I am between two 

worlds... I don't know what a distinct South Asian identity means. I don't think about that 

when I write; I just try to bring a person to life." This sentiment is beautifully reflected in her 

characters, as she breathes life into their experiences and emotions. 

Names hold significant symbolism in life, acting as markers of identity. They are 

essential tools for communication and self-identification. In the context of Lahiri’s narrative, 

as identity takes centre stage, names assume a profound significance. The novel highlights 

Indian traditions surrounding naming rituals and ceremonies for newborns, underscoring the 

importance of names in people's lives. In literature, mainly dealing with clashes of cultures, 
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countries, and races, names often emerge as powerful symbols of identity. Lahiri’s 

exploration of this theme in "The Namesake" provides readers with a poignant and thought-

provoking examination of how names can shape and reflect the intricate tapestry of one's 

identity within the context of Diaspora and cultural diversity 

The novel also touches upon the trend of live-in relationships, common in Western 

countries, which is seen in Gogol's relationships with Ruth, Maxine, and, ultimately, his wife, 

Moushumi. These relationships challenge traditional notions of marriage and family, 

reflecting the impact of globalization on changing societal norms and family dynamics. The 

novel sheds light on the profound identity crisis faced by Gogol due to his unique name, 

which neither fits into the Indian nor the American cultural context. Lahiri captures his 

embarrassment and discomfort, leading Gogol to change his name to Nikhil. 

 Conclusion:  

Jhumpa Lahiri’s "The Namesake" intricately weaves the story of two generations 

within the Ganguly family, with Gogol emerging as the central character whose name 

becomes a pivotal theme in the novel. While America represents a dreamland for many, it is 

portrayed as somewhat of a wasteland for Ashima, who grapples with feelings of loneliness 

and the challenge of preserving her cultural traditions in a foreign land. Moreover, the novel 

explores the impact of globalization on individuals' psychological well-being, emphasizing 

how it can lead to heightened competition and dissatisfaction. Names are not merely labels; 

they are symbols of identity and Gogol's struggle with his name mirrors the broader theme of 

identity in a globalized world."The Namesake" underscores the significance of cultural 

heritage and the challenges of navigating a multicultural identity in an ever-changing world. 

It prompts readers to reflect on the role of names, cultural traditions, and the complex 

interplay between individual identity and societal expectations in the modern age. 
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