International Research Journal of Humanities, Language and Literature
ISSN: (2394-1642)
Impact Factor 7.972 Volume 11, Issue 4, April 2024

Association of Academic Researchers and Faculties (AARF)
Website-www.aarf.asia, Email : editor@aarf.asia , editoraarf@gmail.com

Exploring Cultural Identity and Diaspora in Jhumpa Lahiri's The Namesake and Bharati

Mukherjee’s Jasmine

Simon Sharma
simonsharma2003@gmail.com
BA English honours final year student

Dr. Reena Singh

Assistant Professor

Amity Institute of English Studies and Research
Amity University
Abstract:

This paper explores how cultural identity and diaspora are depicted in Bharati Mukherjee's
Jasmine and Jhumpa Lahiri's The Namesake. This study intends to investigate how migration
shapes individual and collective identities, as well as the challenges immigrants face when
navigating between their native country and adopted countries, through a thorough analysis of the
author's use of narrative techniques, character experiences, and cultural conflicts. This study aims
to elucidate the complex processes by which cultural identity is negotiated, built, and modified
within the diasporic environment by comparing and contrasting the narratives of Lahiri and
Mukherjee.

Introduction

Renowned writers Jhumpa Lahiri and Bharati Mukherjee are well-known for their writings that
delve into the subjects of immigration, cultural identity, and the American immigrant experience.
After her debut collection of short stories, Interpreter of Maladies, was published in 1999 and
went on to win the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 2000, Lahiri became well-known. Her work is
distinguished by its exquisite prose, astute observation, and examination of subjects including
identity exploration, familial ties, and cultural relocation. Her first book, The Namesake (2003),

further cemented her standing as a gifted writer. Lahiri's writing frequently explores the lives of
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Indian immigrants and their offspring, delving into the intricacies of heritage, assimilation, and

identity.

Mukherjee wrote novels, short tales, essays, and other literary works over the course of several
decades. Her writing frequently addressed the realities of South Asian immigrants in America, as
well as more general issues of feminism, globalization, and cultural hybridity. Jasmine (1989), a
novel about a young woman's travel from India to the United States and her change among the

complexity of American society, is one of her most well-known works.

Literature sheds light on the joys, challenges, victories, and traumas that come with the process of
migration and adaptation, providing deep insights into the immigrant experience. Authors depict
characters that struggle with emotions of homesickness, alienation, longing for belonging, and the
struggle for cultural preservation in unfamiliar environments, effectively capturing the emotional
and psychological aspects of displacement via vivid storytelling. Diaspora literature encourages
empathy and compassion for the many paths of people and communities trying to start over in
foreign places by drawing readers into the complexities of immigrant experiences. Regarding the

immigrants' situation abroad, scholars like Rayaprol quotes Gupta and Ferguson as follows:

“... Remembered places have often served as symbolic anchors of community for dispersed
people. This has long been true of immigrants, who use memory of place to construct

imaginatively their new lived world” (Gupta and Ferguson (1992: 10-11).

In the face of assimilation and acculturation, literature helps diasporic people celebrate and
preserve their cultural heritage and traditions. To write stories that honour the traditions, cultures,
languages, and history of their communities, authors draw on their personal cultural experiences
and origins. Diasporic populations embrace the complexity of cultural hybridity and adaptation
while also preserving ties to their past through literature. Cultural identity and diaspora literature
support the continuous preservation and renewal of cultural legacy for future generations by

highlighting the significance of varied cultural legacies.

The protagonists of The Namesake by Jhumpa Lahiri and Jasmine by Bharati Mukherjee wrestle
with the difficulties of cultural identity as they negotiate the intersections of their own goals,
cultural background, and the society in which they live. An examination of the protagonists'

encounters and battles with cultural identity in each book is provided below:
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Cultural Identity in The Namesake:

Gogol Ganguli, the main character of Lahiri's The Namesake, is born in the US to Indian
immigrants. Throughout the book, Gogol struggles with the contradictions between his upbringing
in America and his cultural background, leading him on a remarkable voyage of self-discovery.
His name, which represents his conflicted feelings about his origins, captures his struggle with
identification. Gogol was named after Russian writer Nikolai Gogol by his parents Ashoke and
Ashima, who wanted to combine their love of Western literature with their Indian roots and their
new life in America. But Gogol feels that this distinguishes him from his American peers and
undermines his sense of belonging, so he becomes more and more angry of the relationship his
name has with his Indian origin. A cross-cultural growth is seen in Ashima when she works in a
library. Indira Nityanandam rightly observes that “At forty eight, she learns to do chores that she
did not have to earlier, give up chores that she always did earlier, takes up a part- time job at the
local library, attempts to draw (an activity that she had loved as a child), makes American friends

for the first time- mostly with women who live alone because they are divorced”.

Gogol struggles with issues of assimilation and authenticity as he gets older, vacillating between
accepting and rejecting his Indian ancestry in favour of a more Americanized persona. His love
relationships—especially those with Maxine and Moushumi—act as impetuses for his
investigation of cultural identity, bringing to light the conflicts between responsibility and desire
as well as tradition and modernity. Ultimately, Gogol embraces his given name and creates a more
cohesive sense of self via a path of self-acceptance and reconciliation with his family's ancestry.
So there starts a journey “to rediscover his roots, his self, his hyphenated identity and to revitalize

the in betweenness of cultures, the alternate culture.”(Fernandes117).

Cultural Identity in Jasmine:

The title character in Mukherjee's Jasmine goes through a number of changes as she negotiates the
difficulties of cultural identity in the setting of migration and reinvention. Born Jyoti in a small
Indian town, Jasmine's adventure starts when she immigrates to the US and takes on several
aliases in an attempt to reinvent herself. After renaming herself Jasmine, she sheds her previous
identity and adopts a new one as she faces the difficulties of surviving and advancing in America.

She personifies the tenacity and flexibility of the immigrant experience.
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Jasmine's battle with cultural identity is influenced by her experiences with trauma, displacement,
and resiliency throughout the entire book. Jasmine struggles with issues of authenticity and
belonging as she travels through diverse social and geographic environments, attempting to
balance her Indian ancestry with her goals of independence and self-determination. She uses her
interactions with mentors, lovers, and other immigrants as mirrors to examine the costs associated
with cultural erasure and the difficulties of cultural assimilation. But cultural identity lies not only
in oneness but in “critical points of deep and significant difference which constitute what we really

are; or rather — since history has intervened — what we have become.” (Hall 112)

The protagonists' struggles with cultural identity in both books are a reflection of the larger issues
of diasporic contexts, migration, and self-negotiation. By navigating the conflicts between
tradition and modernity, legacy and individualism, Gogol and Jasmine provide nuanced depictions
of the difficulties associated with maintaining cultural identity in an increasingly interconnected
world.

Diasporic Experience and Sense of Belonging in The Namesake:

Gogol Ganguli's diasporic existence in The Namesake is characterized by a continuous balancing
act between his Indian origin and his American upbringing. Gogol's parents, Ashoke and Ashima,
leave India in search of better prospects and a fresh start for their family in the United States.
Gogol struggles with a sense of dislocation and a loss of belonging, despite having grown up in
America. He finds it difficult to balance American society's social pressures and cultural norms

with the expectations of his Indian family.

Gogol's relationship with his name is one way that the conflict between cultural preservation and
assimilation is particularly apparent. In an effort to embrace Western ideas while retaining a sense
of Indian origin, his parents named him after the Russian novelist Nikolai Gogol. Gogol,
meanwhile, feels that the connection between his name and his Indian identity distinguishes him
from his American contemporaries, and he grows resentful of it. Gogol's name comes to represent
his conflicted feelings about his ethnic background throughout the book, as he alternates between
accepting it and rejecting it in favour of a more assimilated identity.

Gogol tries to fit in with American society, but he never quite feels like he belongs. He feels
neither totally Indian nor fully American and finds it difficult to find his place in the world. Gogol
can only embrace his given name and create a more cohesive sense of self by going through a
journey of self-acceptance and self-discovery, which also helps him to resolve the conflicts
between his Indian ancestry and his American upbringing.
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Diasporic Experience and Sense of Belonging in Jasmine:

Similar to this, Jasmine's lead character struggles with the conflict between assimilation and
cultural preservation as she makes her way through the difficulties of the diasporic experience.
Jasmine, who was born Jyoti in a small Indian town, moves to the US in quest of a better life. But
after she gets to America, she has to figure out how to fit in with a new culture without losing her
Indian roots.

Jasmine experiences a number of changes as she negotiates the conflict between cultural
preservation and assimilation throughout the book. In an attempt to blend in with American
society, she takes on a number of new identities, letting go of her previous names and personas.
Jasmine makes an effort to adapt, but she finds it difficult to accept her new identity completely.
She struggles with her Indian heritage's deterioration and feels lost and dislocated. Jasmine asserts
that she is not just nothing. She does not believe in the prevalent conviction that “village girls are
like cattle; whichever way you lead them that is the way they will go”.

The conflict between cultural preservation and assimilation is further intensified by Jasmine's
interactions with other people, especially with Taylor, her mentor. Taylor serves as a reminder of
the sacrifices Jasmine must make in order to succeed, even though he also symbolizes the
opportunity for assimilation and upward mobility in American society. Jasmine struggles with
emotions of dislocation and alienation throughout the book as she works through the challenges of
cultural identification in a diasporic setting.

The conflict between cultural preservation and assimilation appears in both books, reflecting the
larger themes of migration, adaptation, and identity negotiation among diasporic societies. Lahiri
and Mukherjee examine the difficulties of bridging different cultural realms and the intricacies of
cultural belonging via the journeys of their heroes.

Gender Roles in The Namesake:

The Namesake depicts the firmly embedded gender stereotypes in the Indian immigrant society
and how they affect the lives of the characters, especially Gogol's parents, Ashoke and Ashima.
The roles and responsibilities of men and women within the family are determined by traditional
gender conventions, with women frequently expected to give priority to household chores and
family responsibilities. Ashima, Gogol's mother, exemplifies these conventional roles as a loving
mother and wife who puts her family's needs ahead of her own. She highlights the conflict
between tradition and modernity as she battles to maintain her sense of herself as an Indian

woman while adjusting to American culture.
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In contrast, Gogol struggles with his own ideas of what it is to be a man and the pressure to fit in
with society's standards. He manages connections with women that defy gender norms, like
Maxine, who personifies the independent, contemporary American woman. Lahiri examines the
complexity of masculinity and the ways immigrant males reconcile their cultural history with
modern ideas of gender and identity via the lens of Gogol's experiences.

Gender Roles in Jasmine:

Gender roles in the immigrant community are similarly examined in Jasmine, although the
protagonist's path of self-discovery and empowerment is the main focus. Jasmine, who was born
in India as Jyoti, must deal with prevailing gender norms while overcoming the obstacles of
American life. Jasmine, who was initially restricted by social conventions that prescribed women's
responsibilities as wives and caregivers, changes as she pursues freedom and self-governance.
Jasmine defies social conventions to follow her own goals and dreams, questioning conventional
gender roles and expectations throughout the book. She defies patriarchal norms by forging her
own path and identity rather than allowing her roles as a wife and mother to define her. The way
that Mukherjee depicts Jasmine's trip draws attention to the ways that women negotiate and
challenge established norms in order to assert agency and autonomy, as well as the complexity of
gender dynamics within immigrant communities.

Comparison and Reflection:

Gender roles in immigrant communities are used as a prism in both books to examine more
general topics of identity, custom, and adaptability. The experiences of the characters draw
attention to the conflicts that exist between personal goals and cultural norms, especially when it
comes to gender. Lahiri and Mukherjee provide complex depictions of the intricacies of gender
dynamics in immigrant communities via their stories, as well as the ways in which people
negotiate and redefine conventional roles in the quest for empowerment and self-actualization.
Conclusion

The examination of cultural identity and diaspora in modern literature is still relevant today, as our
world becomes more interconnected and globalized. Literature is an essential instrument for
amplifying disadvantaged voices, promoting empathy and understanding, and challenging
prevailing narratives and prejudices as societies grow more varied and multicultural.

Authors highlight the intricacies of the immigrant experience and the subtleties of assimilation,
cultural preservation, and belonging via stories that revolve on cultural identity and diaspora.
Readers can get insight into the everyday struggles of people and groups navigating the difficulties
of migration, displacement, and adaptation in a world that is changing quickly through these

stories.
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To sum up, The Namesake and Jasmine are good examples of how literature can shed light on the
human condition by providing deep understandings of the intricacies of cultural identity and the
diasporic experience. Readers can develop a greater knowledge of the various ways people
manage their identities and make relationships across cultural barriers by actively engaging with
these accounts.
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