
International Journal of Social Impact 
ISSN: 2455-670X 
Volume 8, Issue 2, DIP: 18.02.011/20230802 
DOI: 10.25215/2455/0802011 
www.ijsi.in |April-June, 2023 

 

 

© 2023 I Samiuddin, M.S. & Gupta, V.; licensee IJSI. This is an Open Access Research distributed under the terms of 
the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0), which permits 
unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any Medium, provided the original work is properly cited. 

Exploring Diasporic Identity: An Analysis of Chosen Novels by 

Jhumpa Lahiri 

Samiuddin Muzammil S1*, Dr. Versha Gupta2 

ABSTRACT 

The topic of diaspora has consistently been a prominent concern within Indo-English Literature. 

While many Indian fiction writers reside abroad, their connection to their homeland remains 

strong, making diaspora a central theme in their works. Jhumpa Lahiri, a notable figure in Indo- 

English Literature, especially in diasporic literature, received the esteemed Pulitzer Prize for 

fiction in 2000. This article examines the challenges faced by diasporic communities, explores 

diaspora in Indo-English fiction, distinguishes Lahiri from other Indian English writers, and 

analyzes the themes of diaspora and cross-cultural identity in her novels “The Namesake” and 

“The Lowland.” Lahiri’s debut novel, “The Namesake,” showcases her exceptional storytelling 

skills, earning acclaim from international media. Similarly, her second novel, “The Lowland,” 

delves into complex themes such as ideology and familial dynamics, despite its initial portrayal 

as a tale of two brothers. 
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Diaspora, Country 

he term “diaspora” originates from the Greek words “dia,” meaning “away,” and 

“speirein,” meaning “scatter” or “sow.” Connotatively, diaspora has been defined in 

various ways by different people. Initially used to describe the dispersion of Jews outside 

Israel, the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary now defines diaspora as “The movement of 

people from any nation or group far away from their own country” (Hornby, 1995), reflecting its 

diverse meanings. Throughout history, people have sought better lives for themselves, constantly 

striving for comfort and prosperity. From ancient times to the modern era, individuals have 

sought to improve their living conditions and fulfill their needs by relocating to different places. 

Often, those who remain behind in their homelands aspire to create a better future for themselves 
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compared to those who have already migrated. Diaspora literature explores these movements and 

depicts the challenges faced by individuals traveling from one place to another. 

Jhumpa Lahiri, a renowned Indian American author, has extensively explored the immigrant 

experience, portraying the struggles and aspirations of Bengali immigrants. Through her works, 

Lahiri depicts the migrants’ attachment to their homeland, alongside their desire to integrate into 

their new surroundings for improved economic and social prospects. Her examination of various 

diasporic aspects is particularly evident in her short story collections, “Interpreter of Maladies” 

(1999) and “Unaccustomed Earth” (2008), following her debut novel, “The Namesake” (2003). 

Lahiri, herself the child of Indian migrants, understands the complexities of identity faced by 

culturally displaced individuals raised in multiple worlds simultaneously. The dual identity of 

diasporic individuals often leads to confusion and conflicts, as they struggle to reconcile their 

heritage with their adopted culture. The sense of alienation experienced by diasporic 

communities contributes to their stress and challenges, both at the individual and group levels. 

Diaspora literature explores the creation of new identities in unfamiliar cultural landscapes. 

Lahiri’s works highlight the experience of uprooting from one’s homeland while striving to 

assimilate into the host country. Despite attempts to embrace a “new self,” characters in Lahiri’s 

stories retain connections to their “old self,” creating narratives with universal appeal. 

Lahiri’s nuanced portrayal of diasporic life reflects both the challenges and the resilience of 

individuals navigating between cultures. Her writing represents a delicate and poised voice 

within Indian and global diasporic literature, offering insight into the complexities of identity and 

belonging. 

 

Problems of Diasporic Community 

One of the primary challenges faced by diasporic communities is the struggle for identity, which 

holds significant importance for all individuals. Identity emerges as a prevalent theme in their 

literature, often depicted as a complex journey marked by confusion, pain, and occasional 

moments of self-discovery. Many authors write semi-autobiographical novels, delving into 

personal histories to uncover or reassess their identities and affiliations. Alternatively, some 

employ fictional characters and scenarios to challenge traditional norms, interrogating notions of 

race and culture and shedding light on the experiences of others (Lau). 

 

DIASPORA IN INDO-ENGLISH FICTION 

Indian novelists writing in English often select themes and situations that have global relevance, 

reflecting issues that resonate with many people worldwide. While India is characterized by 

diverse social structures, values, conventions, and customs, these writers touch upon universal 

themes that deeply affect individuals regardless of their cultural background. In the post-

independence era, Indian English fiction has moved away from emphasizing social and political 
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commentary, instead focusing on the exploration of individual experiences and self-

identification. There is a noticeable shift towards portraying personal narratives, with less 

emphasis on political themes. 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

In recent years, Indian writing in English has gained significant importance, not only within 

India but also on a global scale. Short stories have emerged as a particularly popular literary 

form, attracting writers from various regions with diverse social, cultural, and familial 

backgrounds. 

 

Despite their differences, what unites these writers is their use of English as a medium of 

expression. This linguistic commonality allows for a rich blending of cultures, resulting in 

vibrant and diverse literary works. 

  

INDO-ENGLISH DIASPORIC LITERATURE 

Diaspora theory, with its diverse features and characteristics, has exerted a significant influence 

on literature across languages worldwide and continues to do so. This genre of literature, 

commonly known as expatriate or diasporic literature, has garnered recognition and admiration 

globally. It is pertinent to explore the role and impact of such literature, particularly in the 

context of Indian Writing in English, which has made substantial contributions and earned 

international acclaim in recent years, leaving a lasting impression on audiences worldwide. 

 

DIFFERENT FROM OTHER INDIAN WRITERS WRITING IN ENGLISH 

Jhumpa Lahiri stands out from various other Indian writers in English due to her unique 

perspective and vision. While most Indian fiction writers in English are born and raised in India, 

Lahiri’s upbringing differs significantly. Born in London to Bengali parents, she was raised in 

Rhode Island, United States, yet she maintains a deep connection to her Indian heritage. 

 

Nilanjana Sudeshna “Jhumpa” Lahiri, born on July 11, 1967, is an American author widely 

acclaimed for her literary prowess. Lahiri has made significant contributions to Indian diasporic 

literature, evident in her Pulitzer Prize-winning short story collection “Interpreter of Maladies” 

(1999) and her acclaimed debut novel “The Namesake” (2003), later adapted into a popular film 

of the same name. 
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Lahiri’s literary achievements extend beyond awards and accolades. She has been recognized 

with prestigious honors such as the M.F.K. Fisher Distinguished Writing Award from the James 

Beard Foundation (2000) and a Guggenheim Fellowship (2002). Lahiri’s profound exploration 

of displacement, migration, and cultural identity resonates deeply with readers worldwide. 

 

In her writing, Lahiri delves into the complexities of cultural clashes and the search for identity. 

She skillfully portrays both native Indian characters and diasporic individuals, offering nuanced 

perspectives on the immigrant experience. Despite being raised in a foreign land, Lahiri’s 

writing reflects a deep-rooted connection to her Indian heritage. 

 

Lahiri’s narratives often revolve around themes of cultural dislocation and the struggles of 

immigrant families. She captures the plight of both first and second-generation migrants, 

exploring their challenges in adapting to a new culture while preserving their cultural identity. 

Lahiri’s extensive travels to India and her experiences with colonialism have further enriched 

her understanding of diasporic issues. 

 

Despite Lahiri’s success, she grapples with a sense of homelessness and cultural ambiguity, 

stemming from her ties to multiple countries. Lahiri’s portrayal of the immigrant experience 

resonates with readers worldwide, offering insights into the complexities of cultural 

assimilation and identity formation. 

 

Through her works, Lahiri serves as a representative figure for Asian American writers 

grappling with themes of cultural identity and displacement. Her narratives delve into the 

intricacies of relationships and the search for belonging, resonating with readers of diverse 

backgrounds. 

 

Overall, Lahiri’s contributions to diasporic literature offer profound insights into the immigrant 

experience, cultural identity, and the complexities of human relationships. Her work continues 

to inspire and resonate with readers worldwide, reflecting the universal themes of human 

existence. 

  

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF DIASPORA AND CROSS- CULTURAL IDENTITY 

IN “THE NAMESAKE” AND “THE LOWLAND” 

 

THE LOWLAND 

Jhumpa Lahiri is a prominent Indian American novelist as well as a short story writer who 

crafts stories that offer valuable lessons for all. Her works focus on Indians residing in the USA 

and the cultural tensions that arise from straddling two different cultures. Despite living abroad, 

Lahiri envisions India based on what she has heard from others about the country. 
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“The Lowland” (2013) is Lahiri’s latest novel, narrating the story of two brothers with 

contrasting characteristics. The younger brother is a Naxalite who meets his demise in a police 

encounter near Calcutta, leaving behind his pregnant wife, Gauri. Gauri accompanies her late 

husband’s elder brother to the USA, where she marries him and settles down. However, in the 

USA, Gauri becomes ensnared in a permissive lifestyle, neglecting her duties as a mother and 

wife, which contrasts starkly with her previous responsibilities. She becomes completely 

estranged from her family, while Subhash, her brother-in-law, assumes the role of a caring 

father to her daughter, Bela. Eventually, Bela discovers that Subhash is not her biological father 

but develops a deep bond with him nonetheless, despite his initial fears. The novel interrogates 

Gauri’s indifference to familial obligations in pursuit of personal independence, underscoring 

the human need for love and companionship for a fulfilling life. 

 

“The Lowland” is often perceived as a tale about two brothers, but it also delves into the 

ideological differences between them and how these differences shape their family dynamics. 

Lahiri vividly portrays the world in which the brothers grew up, depicting a middle-class 

existence focused on education and mundane activities. As the brothers mature and diverge in 

their interests, their lives undergo significant changes, with India gradually fading into the 

background while the academic environment of New England takes precedence. 

 

Lahiri symbolically refers to the lowland as a marshy stretch of land between two ponds, which 

fluctuates in its appearance based on the seasons. This imagery mirrors the relationship between 

the two brothers, Subhash and Udayan, as they navigate through life’s uncertainties. 

Additionally, Lahiri incorporates elements of the Naxalite movement of the 1970s, drawing 

inspiration from her father’s accounts and books she read on the subject. The novel illustrates 

how violence, in any form and for any cause, disrupts and devastates lives. 

 

In discussing her diasporic experience, Lahiri reflects on the concepts of language, identity, 

place, and home, emphasizing the complexities of belonging and not belonging. “The Lowland” 

represents a departure for Lahiri, as it primarily unfolds in Calcutta during the 1950s and ‘60s, 

highlighting the enduring ties to the homeland despite the characters’ physical distance. 

Overall, “The Lowland” captivates readers with Lahiri’s evocative language and intricate 

storytelling, offering profound insights into family dynamics, cultural identity, and the enduring 

impact of historical events. 

  

THE NAMESAKE 

Jhumpa Lahiri’s novels explore seemingly mundane everyday problems that raise profound 

questions about culture, identity, and the condition of immigrants in an Americanized 

neocolonial world. Lahiri navigates the space between two cultures, neither fully belonging to 

one nor the other, reflecting the diasporic experience shared by many writers analyzed within 

the postcolonial framework. 
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One of the central themes in “The Namesake” is the struggle for identity faced by its characters. 

Nearly every character grapples with their identity as immigrants caught between different 

cultures, traditions, and aspirations. Gogol/Nikhil, in particular, finds himself torn between his 

Indian heritage and the mainstream American culture in which he is raised. This struggle is 

mirrored in his relationship with his sister, Sonia, and their parents, who also face similar 

dilemmas about assimilation versus preservation of cultural roots. 

 

In “The Namesake,” Lahiri skillfully explores the significance of names as markers of identity. 

Gogol’s dual identity is reflected in his two names, each representing different aspects of his 

self: Gogol symbolizes his connection to his family and roots, while Nikhil represents his 

individuality and assimilation into American culture. Gogol’s eventual decision to legally 

change his name to Nikhil reflects his desire to assert his independence and forge his own 

identity, yet he remains conflicted about which name truly represents him. 

 

The theme of identity permeates Lahiri’s narratives, as characters grapple with questions of 

belonging and self-discovery. Lahiri’s precise evocation of everyday details highlights the 

cultural and generational divides within immigrant families, as children navigate the 

complexities of their dual heritage. These characters’ existential sense of dislocation reflects the 

ongoing search for identity in a world where they feel neither fully Indian nor fully American. 

 

In “The Lowland,” Lahiri employs a nonlinear narrative structure to delve into the lives of her 

characters and their quest for identity. Unlike the linear plot of “The Namesake,” “The 

Lowland” moves back and forth through time and various perspectives, offering a multifaceted 

exploration of identity and belonging. Despite the narrative complexity, Lahiri’s focus remains 

on the struggles of migrants as they seek to reconcile their past with their present and forge a 

sense of belonging in an unfamiliar land. 

 

Overall, Lahiri’s novels offer poignant insights into the complexities of immigrant experiences 

and the search for identity in a multicultural world. Through her meticulous attention to detail 

and nuanced characterizations, Lahiri captures the universal human desire to belong and the 

challenges inherent in navigating multiple cultural identities. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Today, the Indian Diaspora has evolved into distinctive transnational communities, bridging the 

“local” and “global” spheres. Comprising experts in various fields such as IT, Medicine, Space 

Technology, Engineering, and Management, the Indian Diaspora has flourished due to 

advancements in communication and transportation technologies. These developments have 

facilitated the formation of socioeconomic, political, and cultural networks among overseas 

Indian communities, connecting them with their homeland and kin worldwide. Over the past 
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decade, government initiatives have further encouraged and facilitated these connections, 

fostering ties of kinship, shared resources, and cultural exchanges across the globe. 

  

Identity, nostalgia, longing, and the desire for home have become central themes in diasporic 

literature, with language, culture, and history being key components of diasporic identity. A 

significant portion of Indian Diaspora literature explores these identity issues, often reflecting a 

new identity based on humanism, tolerance, and a secular outlook. Women writers, in 

particular, provide poignant expressions of women’s issues within the sociopolitical context of 

the nation, drawing from their immigrant experiences and grappling with displacement and 

cultural encounters in their new environments. 

 

This paper aims to explore how diaspora has become a dominant theme in South-Asian 

literature, focusing on Jhumpa Lahiri’s talent in handling diasporic themes in her fiction. 

Lahiri’s works vividly depict the sufferings, experiences, and challenges faced by diasporic 

individuals, inviting readers to journey alongside Indian immigrants as they navigate their 

achievements, struggles, and tensions in America. 

 

In Lahiri’s fiction, readers are invited to traverse from India to America with her characters, 

witnessing the complexities of diasporic life. “The Lowland,” Lahiri’s second novel, centers on 

the story of Gauri, a mother in the Diaspora, and her American-born daughter, Bela, exploring 

themes of cultural hegemony, diasporic crisis, and cross-cultural alienation. Similarly, in “The 

Namesake,” Lahiri portrays two generations of an immigrant Bengali family, the Gangulis, in 

America, highlighting the interconnectedness of individual identities with the spaces they 

inhabit and negotiate. 

 

Overall, Lahiri’s fiction delves into the intricate relationship between space and identity within 

the context of the Indian Diaspora, presenting international spaces as sites of intersection for 

subjectivities, generations, and cultures. 
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