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The Effects of Cultural Identity Within the Immigrant Family


People from across the globe migrate to America and are introduced to various new styles of living. Their cultural beliefs might differ from the more dominant culture that exists around them. It is quite common for most people to identify their values, goals, and beliefs with their accustomed culture, therefore influencing how they interact with family, friends, and society. In The Namesake by Jhumpa Lahiri, a major theme expressed is culture. In the novel, culture affects each member of the Ganguli family and their individual identity, consequently creating internal conflicts. These conflicts result with each character struggling to conform to other people’s expectations; all while forming unique relationships and displaying unexpected emotions. 

Culture indeed plays a crucial role in a person’s belief of specific values and traditions. Individuals and groups use culture as a base for ideas, policies, and practiced beliefs. In Zevedi Barbu’s Society, Culture and Personality: An Introduction to Social Science, Barbu discusses how culture is interpreted by social scientists, explaining that culture is really defined as “social habits” that are transmitted through generations; regulating the way people live within their community (3). He goes on with saying “these values operate as organizing forces in society in that they give meaning and orientation to its members” (Barbu 3).

When immigrants arrive in America they bring with them a piece of their old country, infusing themselves into a more dominant culture. Within the Bengali culture, they are expected to marry inside of their class and culture; this is something that Americans are not required to do. While these cultural differences exist, the Ganguli’s cannot relate to others in this foreign country. The Ganguli family lives in America, originating from India. Ashoke, earning his Doctoral Degree in America, goes to Calcutta to find a bride, bringing Ashima to America after they marry; they wed immediately by arrangement. Quickly after eighteen months in America, Ashoke and Ashima have their first born child Gogol and a few years later they complete their family with a second child, Sonia. Ashoke and Ashima are not accustomed to displaying their affection while present amongst others. This is opposite with the parents of Maxine Ratliff, one of Gogol’s ex-girlfriends. Gerald and Lydia Ratliff are noticeably different with their obvious display of love toward one another. Love is shown through respect in Ashoke and Ashima’s marriage.

Family, a strong relationship of people who provide support, physically and emotionally; may be provided by immediate and extended family members. In Lives Across Cultures: Cross-Cultural Human Development, Harry W. Gardiner and Corinne Kosmitzki discuss human behavior associated with different cultures. In a portion of their discussion Gardiner and Kosmitzki focus on the “family life cycle,” which explains how families develop and interact with each other and their community (84). The cycle of the family begins with selecting a partner for marriage, which then leads into parenthood; at this time the parents will incorporate their cultural beliefs into the decisions they make within their family (Gardiner and Kosmitzki 96). 

The theory Gardiner and Kosmitzki present relates to the importance family is and the values it provides. The Ganguli’s share in the novel their family traditions, which Gogol sees as substandard to the American norm. Ashoke and Ashima parent their children using beliefs and traditions from their culture. While Ashoke and Ashima are raising their family, they value celebrations with members of their extended family. When Gogol turns six months his parents arrange a rice ceremony to celebrate Gogol’s consumption of food, considered “the Bengali staff of life” (Lahiri 39). Ashoke and Ashima invite their new Bengali friends to celebrate with them, giving Dilip Nandi the title of “honorary brother” to help with feeding Gogol rice (Lahiri 39). As Gogol becomes older, he describes the many Saturday’s he is “dragged” to dinner parties with numerous Bengali families, whom are now considered family; with titles of “Mashi” and “Mesho”; these words would translate to Aunt and Uncle (Lahiri 64,73). Gogol finds these occasions inferior to celebrating American recognized holidays, such as Christmas and Thanksgiving, which are filled with meaningless gifts and days off from school.

Bengali tradition calls for every child to have a “good name” to use while in public and a “pet name” that is permissible for everyday use around family (Lahiri 26). The Ganguli’s insist that they follow this tradition when naming their children, although Americans do not find it necessary. Gogol not only finds his name to be “absurd”, but also the reason behind it is ridiculous (Lahiri 76). Slowly Gogol cannot relate to his name. Becoming tense with every aspect of his name, he decides to change it to Nikhil. Snell Putney and Gail J. Putney have studied the American self in, The Adjusted American: Normal Neuroses in the Individual and Society, they explain that the American self has to make decisions based on his environment, which occur daily and are approached in numerous ways (183). This relates directly to Gogol’s conflict with his name. Furthermore, having to make these decisions will eventually shape this person, leading him to question if these decisions were chosen well (S. and G. Putney 183). Consequently this will cause the need for self-acceptance, which is also associated with belonging (S. and G. Putney 183-184).


Meanwhile, people of diverse cultures have their differences, which are distinguishable by the language they speak and the food they eat. This “system of interaction” as Barbu describes, provides a distinct form of communication amongst people of certain cultures, linking them to their society (91). The preparation of food is symbolic of their traditions; furthermore this can be viewed as a form of communication. When hosting parties, Ashima is obligated to prepare an abundant amount of food to feed the vast amount of guests. This preparation includes cooking food for days, which includes a variety of Bengali dishes; such as, lamb curry, pineapple chutney, sandeshes, and channa dal (Lahiri 72). These dishes are important when hosting because Ashima, according to Gogol, “would never have served so few dishes to a guest”; Ashima is a proper Bengali host (Lahiri 133). This style of hosting is not what Gogol witnesses while in the home of the Ratcliff’s. Lydia’s hosting is less comforting, but more refined. This contrast begins to appeal to Gogol, as he begins to admire the Ratcliff’s way of living. 

While the Ganguli’s are committed to their Bengali culture, they are faced with particular conflicts. These conflicts are distinctive between each character, displacing them within their environment. The Ganguli’s are forced to make tough decisions and uncomfortable choices, which have an impact on their relationships with each other and others they come across. To further explain this, Barbu uses personality to complete his theory. Personality pertains to an individuals’ mental life, therefore explaining how the individual values culture (Barbu 3). Personality relates to several conditions of an individual; the way a person adjusts to an environment; the emotions and impulses involved; how an individual embraces interests, aspirations, and values (Barbu 3).


Hence, moving to America for the first time is not easy, nor comforting. While transitioning, settlers may become overwhelmed with the task of conforming to the dominant culture. This overbearing culture may force immigrants to hold on to their former life, clinging tight to their tradition. Ashima’s move to America has a large impact on her values and forces her  to commit deeply to her Bengali culture. Ashima comes to America pessimistic about how Americans live. Ashima has many new changes in her life; new wife, new mother, and a new life in America. These changes impact Ashima’s character; she shows dissonance within this new American culture.  Ashima views the American way to be “haphazard” and “only half true”, not allowing herself to adopt this attitude (Lahiri 25). She associates living with less to be the American way, unaccustomed to not having people to help with household chores. Throughout the years Ashima continues to maintain her position, simply adjusting to her environments for her family. When Ashoke and Ashima settle into their first apartment, Ashima still has a strong connection to her family back in Calcutta; using letters to keep in good contact. While Ashima is in labor she envisions her family and what they could have been doing at the particular hour she was about to give birth. Ashima’s thoughts of family comfort her as the pain flashes through her body; familiarity is soothing during her first time in labor while in a new country (Lahiri 4-5). 


Eventually, when immigrants give birth to children in America, their children often adapt to a domestic culture, having to also adjust to the dominant culture that surrounds them. Children of immigrants have to learn two languages, present their views in two different ways, and they must also make an effort to appease both cultures. This duality may leave a person conflicted with oneself, resulting in a feeling of distress. Gogol Ganguli is especially conflicted when attempting to associate with one particular culture. Gogol is not Bengali, he is American born and raised, with Bengali ancestry. He is son to Bengali born parents, being raised with certain customs and traditions. These traditions conflict with the way he also has grown accustomed to; the American way. As Gogol becomes a teenager he is like a typical American boy; he listens to rock music with his friends, crushes on girls, and attends house parties without his parents knowldege. Gogol, when spoken to by his parents, prefers to speak using English; a language his parents do not use with him. Gogol begins to drift from understanding the purpose of Bengali traditions when he begins to resent his name. 


Consequently, having to relate to multiple cultures can cause and individual to question their identity. This identity is expressed through personality as Barbu explains it. Having to please more than one group of people has had different effects on Gogol’s identity. Gogol is affected by his unique name. This name he has, only one other person has, which is his father’s favorite author. He does not know why his father chose this name, does not know the significance behind the name, and does not wish to understand it. Gogol is tense when he hears and sees his name. He cannot imagine continuing to live with a name he resents, a name he feels does not relate to him and his culture. Having a dual name is much like having a dual culture. Gogol must be Nikhil; the man who is free to make choices, and Gogol; the boy who has to please his parents. This duality is described in Tajfel’s 1981 social identity theory, found in Understanding Social Psychology Across Culture: Living and Working in a Changing World, by Peter B. Smith, Michael Harris Bond, and Çiğdem Kağıtçıbaşı. To better understand this theory they explain the following:

[E]ach of us is able to define ourselves in terms of both social identity and 

personal identity. Social identity is achieved by perceiving oneself as a member of 

some social groupings that are attractive to us . . . [B]ased upon age, gender, 

family, ethnicity, nationality . . . Equally, each of us can define our personal 

identity on the bases of perceiving differences between ourselves and other 

individuals. The choices that we make at any one time between a personal or a 

social identity will be based upon the degree to which they can provide us with a 

positive self image. To put it in another way, the need for a positive view of 

oneself may lead one to a more negative view of others or groups of others than 

one’s own. (Smith, Bond, and Kağıtçıbaşı 222-223)


Hence an individual who experiences a significant loss may develop a change in their character. This individual may re-evaluate the decisions made, therefore altering his/her lifestyle. The choice may be to revisit the old self, which may or may not be a wise option. This conflict occurs when Ashoke passes away, leaving Gogol to have a period of regret. This allows Gogol to embrace his domestic culture, in order to comfort his mother. According to Gardiner and Kosmintzki, culture can differentiate the way a widow mourns. In India, the Hindu tradition requires women to become a social outcast, because she cannot remarry; which in the past lead to a tradition called “Sati”, a woman who throws her body into fire to die at her husbands funeral  (232). Sati would be considered taboo in America, along with India; where it has been outlawed. While Gogol is experiencing this loss, his furture fiancee, Moushumi, also has a loss. Moushumi losses her American fiancee, who like Gogol wants to avoid embracing her domestic culture. She too is of Bengali decent and is from the Ganguli’s extended family. Moushumi and Gogol meet and marry after their losses, which draws them closer. 


While marriage between two people of the same culture is considered acceptable and highly encouraged by Bengali’s. Two people who wed do not marry for love when speaking of this culture, but in America it is not normal to practice arranged marriage. Although Ashoke and Ashima were wed by arrangement, Gogol and Moushumi’s marriage was by choice. They both faced a loss that brought them to experience something they had fought for so long. They fell in love with the idea of happiness, happiness not only for them but for their families. When Americans marry they also have the option for divorce, something that is uncommon with the Bengali culture. 


Further, the effects of one person in a relationship who cannot be a valuable partner will lead to the end of the relationship. Marriage requires two people to be partners, a joint union that is formulated for reasons more than love. As Moushumi develops herself as a wife she is still dreaming of her former self, who was once free to enjoy the wonders of the world. This hold she has leads to her to destroy her marriage, which is similar to a theory described in “The Importance of Self-Regulation for Interpersonal Functioning” by Catherine D Rawn and Kathleen D. Vohs. The reason for destruction is the result of an uncontrolled self, who displays selfish qualities in intimate relationships, also allowing oneself to stray outside of the relationship seeking other partners (Rawn and Vohs 23). They also relate this destruction to a possible loss that occurred within two previous years (Rawn and Vohs 23). Moushumi cannot control her urge to want what she does not have, with the end resulting in divorce. 

Further explaining the complexities of the Ganguli family, I have found that culture is the dominant reason for their emotional problems. Both Ashoke and Ashima as a parental unit do their best to infuse their norm with the more accepted social structure. Although this may be comforting for them, it has caused confusion for Gogol. The psycho analytical research helped explain why Gogol had so many conflicts with his identity, which is directly related to his cultural background. I gained perspective on the importance of family and it influence on character, whether good or bad. 


Cultural practices are extremely important for most families in America. For most immigrants, assimilation is not necessary because there is often another family looking for the same cultural support. Culture is the foundation that people use to control their surroundings and make decisions. When an immigrant comes to America, they bring with them their cultural beliefs and traditions; these bonds are formed and traditions are preserved. In The Namesake, Lahiri presents this cultural bind between the immigrant parents and their first generation son.  Ashoke and Ashima’s strict values for their beliefs are appropriate for them, but does not exempt them from experiencing insecurities among the American dominant culture. Gogol is tested, unable to find a compromise. These conflicts are destined to occur between the dominant culture and the sub-cultures. 
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