E-ISSN: 2789-1615

P-ISSN: 2789-1607
www.educationjournal.info
Impact Factor: RJIF 5.93
IJLE 2025; 5(2): 398-401
Received: 17-07-2025
Accepted: 23-08-2025

Pooja Devi

Research Scholar, Baba
Mastnath University, Rohtak,
Haryana, India

Correspondence Author;

Pooja Devi

Research Scholar, Baba
Mastnath University, Rohtak,
Haryana, India

International Journal of Literacy and Education 2025; 5(2): 398-401

International Journal / \

of Literacy and Education 4(

Negotiating identity: Cultural hybridity and diaspora
in Jhumpa Lahiri's ‘The Lowland’

Pooja Devi

DOI: https://www.doi.org/10.22271/27891607.2025.v5.i2e.357

Abstract

This study analyses the complex negotiation of identity in the diasporic experience as depicted in
Jhumpa Lahiri’s The Lowland (2013). This paper examines the Mitra family, specifically the brothers
Subhash and Udayan, arguing that the novel transcends straightforward cultural conflict to depict a
more complex process of hybrid identity formation. The analysis examines how characters handle the
significant dislocation resulting from political trauma and migration, traversing the contrasting cultural
landscapes of India and the United States. It examines how their identity is perpetually redefined
through memory, bereavement, and the intergenerational transfer of heritage. The study asserts that
Lahiri does not offer a dichotomy between an original homeland and a new host nation. The novel
illustrates that identity within the diaspora is a dynamic and frequently contested synthesis, as revealed
through the characters' fragmented lives and persistent ties to the past. This research contends that The
Lowland depicts cultural hybridity not as a degradation of purity but as an essential and innovative,
though arduous, strategy for survival and self-definition in a globalised context, where the ‘lowland’
serves as a powerful metaphor for the intermediary spaces occupied by its characters.

Keywords: Diaspora, cultural hybridity, identity negotiation, jhumpa lahiri, The Lowland, migration,
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Introduction

The concept of diaspora, the dispersal of a people from their ancestral homeland, has become
a central and fertile theme in contemporary world literature, generating a rich tapestry of
narratives that explore the complexities of migration, identity, and belonging. Within the vast
and dynamic corpus of Indian writing in English, diaspora literature occupies a particularly
prominent place, articulating the nuanced, often schismatic experiences of individuals and
communities as they navigate the interstitial spaces between their native and adopted
cultures. These works consistently grapple with quintessential diasporic elements: the deep
sense of alienation in a new land, the aching pull of nostalgia and memory, the clash and
eventual integration of cultures, and the persistent, often fraught, quest for a stable identity in
a world of shifting contexts and expectations. It is within this vibrant literary tradition that
the works of Jhumpa Lahiri have emerged as a defining voice, distinguished by their
profound insight, emotional precision, and meticulous observation of the immigrant
condition.

Jhumpa Lahiri, a Pulitzer Prize-winning author, brings a unique and deeply personal
perspective to this genre, her own biography mirroring the transnational journeys of her
characters. Born in London to Indian parents from West Bengal and raised in the United
States, her life embodies the very cultural hybridity she so eloquently portrays in her fiction.
Her acclaimed body of work, from her debut collection Interpreter of Maladies to her novels,
has consistently delved into the lives of Indian immigrants, examining the subtle and overt
tensions that arise from navigating inherited traditions and a new, often ‘baffling,” world.
Her novel The Lowland, a finalist for both the National Book Award and the Man Booker
Prize, stands as a magnum opus in this exploration, expanding its scope to intricately weave
the intimate personal with the sweeping political, and the haunting past with the unresolved
present.

The Lowland masterfully chronicles the saga of the Mitra family, whose story begins in the
turbulent 1960s Calcutta, a city convulsed by the Naxalite movement, and stretches across
decades to the unfamiliar shores of America. Through the starkly divergent paths of two
brothers, Subhash, the cautious emigrant seeking refuge in academic pursuit, and Udayan,
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the passionate revolutionary who remains, Lahiri constructs
a powerful narrative of displacement and its long-term,
cross-generational consequences. The novel moves beyond
the initial act of migration to probe the deep psychological
and moral aftermath of such a rupture. It is not merely a
story of physical relocation but a deep investigation into the
emotional baggage of guilt, loss, and memory that the
characters, particularly Subhash and his brother's widow,
Gauri, carry with them to America. Their lives in the new
world are perpetually shadowed by the ‘lowland’ of the title,
a literal and metaphorical space of trauma, representing a
past that is geographically distant but emotionally
immediate, refusing to recede and continuously shaping
their present identities and relationships.

At the heart of the novel lies a complex and ongoing
negotiation of identity, articulated through the intertwined
themes of cultural hybridity and the enduring legacy of
diaspora. The characters are caught in a continuous, often
unconscious, struggle to reconcile their Indian heritage with
their American present, a process that frequently results in a
fragmented or contested sense of self. Gauri, for instance,
embodies a radical and intellectual form of alienation,
consciously detaching herself from the prescribed roles of
wife and mother in a bid for self-discovery, a choice that
leads to a profound and lingering identity crisis. Their
daughter, Bela, represents the subsequent generation of this
inherited rootlessness, rebelling against her parents'
unresolved past and emotional absence by leading an
aimless, gypsy-like existence, thus illustrating how
diasporic trauma can be transmitted and transformed across
generations. Through this multi-generational saga, Lahiri
demonstrates with remarkable acuity that the diasporic
experience is not a linear journey toward assimilation but a
continuous, often painful, process of negotiating between
worlds, between duty and desire, and between the memories
of a lost homeland and the realities of an adopted one.
Employing a qualitative textual analysis approach, this
research will adopt a critical interpretative methodology to
investigate the manifestations of cultural hybridity and the
negotiation of identity within Lahiri's The Lowland. The
primary data for this study will be the literary text itself,
which will be subjected to a close reading to identify and
analyse key passages, narrative structures, and character
developments that illuminate the central themes. This
analysis will be framed through the theoretical lens of
postcolonial and diaspora studies, drawing particularly upon
the concepts of ‘hybridity’ as theorised by Homi K. Bhabha
and the nuances of diasporic consciousness. The
methodology will involve a systematic examination of how
the characters' identities are shaped and contested at the
intersection of their Indian heritage and their American
experiences, focusing on motifs of memory, guilt,
alienation, and intergenerational conflict. By interpreting the
text through this conceptual framework, the study aims to
construct an argument about the complex and often
unresolved processes of identity formation in a diasporic
context, thereby contributing to a deeper understanding of
Lahiri's literary representation of the immigrant experience.
In The Lowland, the immigrant experience is rendered not
merely as a condition of geographical displacement but as a
complex psychological landscape shaped by guilt, choice,
and the failure of interpersonal connection. The novel
meticulously charts how its central characters, Subhash,
Gauri, and Bela, negotiate their identities within diasporic
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space, often finding that the freedoms of American life
exacerbate their internal alienation rather than alleviate it.
Subhash’s initial journey to America is marked by a sense
of isolation, a feeling Lahiri underscores through his
reliance on letters as a fragile tether to his home in Calcutta.
As the narrative notes, “For a year and a half he had not
seen his family... He was learning to live without hearing
their voices to receive news of them only in writing” (Lahiri
63). This early dislocation, however, is compounded by a
conscious decision rooted in duty: his return to India and
subsequent marriage to his brother’s widow, Gauri. This act,
intended as a rescue for Gauri and an honour to his brother’s
memory, instead inaugurates a deeper, more persistent form
of alienation within the domestic sphere of Rhode Island.
The marriage between Subhash and Gauri becomes a
crucible for exploring the consequences of choices made
under duress and the search for selfhood. Gauri, liberated
from the restrictive widowhood she would have endured in
India, finds in America the space for intellectual pursuit but
uses that space to retreat entirely from familial obligations.
Her absorption in philosophical studies becomes a
mechanism of further isolation, creating a communicative
chasm within the household. She is, as a result, a misfit in
every context, unwelcome in her former home in Calcutta
and emotionally absent in her new one in America. Subhash,
meanwhile, gains nothing from the union but loneliness,
realising too late the truth of his mother’s warning that
Gauri would never love him. His attempt to forge a hybrid
family unit, one that carries the ghost of his brother and the
secret of Bela’s parentage, results in a profound
psychological displacement, revealing that the diasporic
identity is fractured not only by external cultural pressures
but by internal schisms and personal failures.

The novel posits that the negotiation of identity in the
diaspora is a fraught and often solitary endeavour. The
characters’ drives for self-actualisation, Subhash’s sense of
duty, Gauri’s intellectual yearning, and later, Bela’s own
rootlessness, consistently pull them apart rather than
together. Their shared home becomes a site of secrets and
silence, demonstrating that the freedom of the new world
can sometimes facilitate a deeper fragmentation of the self
and the family. Gauri’s final departure for California,
leaving behind only a note, serves as the logical conclusion
of this trajectory; she chooses a life of absolute intellectual
and personal independence, fully embracing her alienation.
Thus, in The Lowland, Lahiri moves beyond a simplistic
dichotomy of homeland and hostland, illustrating instead
that the most enduring negotiations of identity occur in the
intimate, and often broken, spaces between people. She
penned the letter in Bengali, which states:

I have not made this decision in haste. If anything, | have
been thinking about it for too many years, you tried your
best. | tried, too, but not as well. We tried to believe we
would be companions to one another ... I hope that in time
my absence will make things easier, not harder, for you and
for Bela. I think it will. Good luck, Subhash and goodbye. In
exchange for all you have done for me, | leave Bela to you.
(211-212)

In The Lowland, the diasporic experience is defined by a
significant tension between assimilation and the enduring
influence of cultural memory, a dynamic that fundamentally
affects the identities of its protagonists. Subhash and Gauri,
the protagonists of the narrative, traverse lives characterised
by emotional isolation, exacerbated by their physical
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dislocation. Subhash's transition from a solitary young man
in his twenties to an emotionally unmoored individual in his
sixties highlights a life consistently devoid of the familial
affection he once departed from. Likewise, Gauri is
psychologically confined by her past, her incapacity to
progress, and the establishment of an unbridgeable chasm
from her current family. This collective alienation illustrates
how the diasporic experience can engender a condition of
ongoing emotional exile, wherein physical removal does not
correspond to psychological emancipation, but instead
results in a persistent sense of loss and estrangement.

The repercussions of this fragmented identity reach
lamentably to the subsequent generation. Bela, their
daughter, becomes an unintended victim of her parents'
unresolved conflicts and emotional neglect. Her childhood,
characterised by a transient lifestyle and significant
alienation from both parents, results in depression and a
commitment to remain unmarried. Bela's psychological
displacement stems directly from Gauri's disagreeable
conduct and Subhash's passive presence, demonstrating that
the traumas of diaspora transcend generations, influencing
the mental landscapes of subsequent individuals.
Consequently, the family unit transforms into a locus of
emotional desolation and isolation, reflecting the broader
diasporic predicament in which inadequate human
relationships significantly influence the quality of life,
overshadowing ties to any specific culture.

Despite their assimilation into American society as engaged,
multicultural citizens, a total obliteration of their Indian
background remains unattainable for the protagonists. This
cultural hybridity is evident in enduring manners. The act
of naming, a key indicator of identity, demonstrates the
lasting impact of lineage, from the names Subhash and
Gauri select for their offspring to the names Bela embraces
later in life. Moreover, the private realm serves as a
reservoir of cultural memory. The protagonists' employment
of Bengali in personal correspondence indicates a desire for
the emotional genuineness provided by their native
language, whereas domestic practices, Gauri's evening tea
and Indian shawl, Subhash's preparation of Indian dishes,
serve as quotidian, tangible expressions of cultural
preservation. These features affirm that although the
explicit feeling of estrangement may lessen over time, a
persistent sentimental link to the past continues to wield a
potent, frequently haunting effect.

Lahiri depicts diaspora not merely as a dichotomy of
country and hostland, but as a multifaceted psychological
realm where identity is perpetually negotiated. The people
in The Lowland may reside in America, yet their inner lives
are governed by memories of India and the emotional
consequences of their decisions. Their narratives focus less
on a distinct cultural struggle and more on a desire for
emotional connection and comprehension, a desire that
largely stays unmet. Lahiri adeptly examines the inner
conflicts of the diasporic individual through their
experiences of solitude and regret, highlighting the
continuous and often arduous process of balancing identity
between a flawed present and a complex past.

The close reading of The Lowland through a postcolonial
lens reveals that the novel’s characters do not simply move
from one stable cultural location to another; rather, they
inhabit what Homi K. Bhabha terms the “Third Space of
enunciation,” a liminal and productive terrain where identity
is constantly negotiated and rearticulated. This space, as
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Bhabha argues, “makes the structure of meaning and
reference an ambivalent process, [which] destroys this
mirror of representation in which cultural knowledge is
customarily revealed as an integrated, open, expanding
code” (37). This ambivalence is embodied most profoundly
in the character of Gauri, whose life in America is a
continuous, often painful, struggle to reconcile her past in
Calcutta with her present in Rhode Island. Her intellectual
pursuit of philosophy, a discipline concerned with abstract
truths, stands in stark contrast to the unresolved, tangible
guilt and trauma of Subhash’s death and her abandonment
of her daughter. Her identity is not a synthesis of Indian and
American elements but a site of constant friction, a
diasporic consciousness that Avtar Brah describes as being
“inextricably linked to the figure of the ‘border,”” a figure
that is “simultaneously a bridge and a barrier” (242).
Gauri’s experience exemplifies this, as her migration acts as
both a bridge to academic freedom and a barrier to maternal
connection, rendering her a perpetual outsider in both the
home she left and the home she has made.

The negotiation of this hybrid identity is further complicated
by the powerful, often disruptive, force of memory. For
Subhash, the lowland itself becomes a potent symbol of a
past that refuses to remain buried, both literally with
Udayan’s body and metaphorically in his own
consciousness. His attempt to construct a new, quiet life in
America is perpetually undermined by the ghost of his
brother, a presence that ensures his identity as a husband
and father is always an echo of another, more politically
charged life. This spectral presence illustrates Bhabha’s
concept that the past is not a linear precedent but a haunting
force in the present; the narrative of the nation, or in this
case the family, must be told and retold from the position of
the present, creating a temporality that is “split between the
nostalgic, militant and the progressive” (Bhabha 219).
Subhash’s story is one of quiet progression, yet it is
militantly policed by the nostalgic and traumatic memory of
Udayan, preventing any simple assimilation into American
anonymity. His identity is formed in this very split, in the
daily act of managing the unresolved guilt and responsibility
that has accompanied him across the ocean.

This intergenerational transmission of unresolved history
culminates in the character of Bela, for whom an absence
rather than a presence defines the diasporic experience. Her
identity is shaped not by a direct memory of India or the
political turmoil of the Naxalite movement, but by the
palpable void left by Gauri’s departure. The hybridity she
embodies is of a different order; it is not a negotiation
between two distinct cultures, but a grappling with a
fractured personal history that is inextricably linked to a
cultural dislocation she did not directly experience. Her
eventual choice of a rootless, nomadic life working on farms
can be read as a literal manifestation of her psychological
state, a rejection of the failed stability of her parents” home
and an embrace of a different kind of alienation. As Stuart
Hall suggests, identity is not an essence but a “production,”
which is “never complete, always in process, and always
constituted within, not outside, representation” (222). Bela’s
identity is produced precisely within the representation of
her mother’s silence and her father’s unspoken grief. Her
journey illustrates that the consequences of diaspora are not
confined to the first generation but are inherited and
reconfigured by the second, creating new forms of being
that are still intimately tied to the old country through the
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ghosts of unresolved conflicts and unspoken truths.
Therefore, Lahiri’s novel, interpreted through this critical
framework, posits that cultural hybridity in the diasporic
context is less a state of being than a continuous, often
painful, process of becoming, where the negotiation of self
is forever shadowed by the ghosts of another time and place.
In conclusion, Lahiri’s The Lowland presents a deep
exploration of identity formation within the diasporic
experience, moving beyond simplistic binaries of homeland
and hostland to illuminate the complex, ongoing process of
cultural negotiation. The novel compellingly argues that
identity is not a fixed entity to be carried from one shore to
another, but a dynamic and often fraught synthesis,
perpetually reshaped by the intersecting forces of memory,
trauma, and the unyielding passage of time. Through the
fractured lives of Subhash, Gauri, and Bela, Lahiri
demonstrates that the journey of migration is as much an
internal, psychological odyssey as it is a physical one. The
characters’ attempts to navigate their new American realities
are consistently mediated by the persistent echoes of their
Indian past, revealing that the diasporic self is constituted in
a liminal space where the past is never truly past.

The metaphor of the lowland itself encapsulates this
interstitial  existence, representing a foundational,
inescapable terrain of memory and loss that both connects
and divides. It is in this metaphorical space that the
characters’ identities are forged and contested. Subhash’s
life is defined by a quiet duty shadowed by guilt, Gauri’s by
an intellectual freedom that necessitates emotional
abandonment, and Bela’s by a rootlessness inherited from
her parents’ unresolved struggles. Their individual journeys
underscore that cultural hybridity is not a seamless blending
of two cultures, but a challenging, often painful, strategy for
survival and self-invention. It is a continuous process of
adjustment and redefinition, where the freedoms of the new
world can paradoxically deepen the fractures within the self
and the family.

Therefore, Lahiri’s narrative affirms that the diasporic
condition is a cross-generational legacy, where the traumas
and silences of one generation fundamentally shape the
identity and choices of the next. The novel does not offer a
resolution in the form of successful assimilation or a
nostalgic return to origins. Instead, it posits that a stable,
coherent identity may be an illusion in a globalised world,
and that the truer, more authentic experience is one of
perpetual negotiation. The Lowland thus stands as a
significant contribution to diaspora literature, portraying
cultural hybridity not as a loss of purity but as an essential,
creative, and deeply human response to the dislocations of
modern life, where the self is forever composed in the
elusive space between worlds.

References

1. Bhabha HK. The location of culture. London:
Routledge; 2012.

2. Brah A. Cartographies of diaspora: contesting
identities. London: Psychology Press; 1996.

3. Hall S. Cultural identity and diaspora. In: Rutherford J,
editor. Identity: community, culture, difference.
Durham: Duke University Press; 1990.

4. Lahiri J. The lowland. London: A&C Black; 2013.

5. Mishra V. The literature of the Indian diaspora:
theorizing the diasporic imaginary. New York:
Routledge; 2007.

~ 401~

https://www.educationjournal.info



https://www.educationjournal.info/

