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A  DIASPORIC STUDY OF SELECTED WORKS OF JHUMPA 

LAHIRI AND CHITRA BANERJEE DIVAKARUNI 

 

1. Introduction 

Diaspora refers to a group of people who possess common heritage and are scattered 

around the world. It also represents the members of an ethnic group who have intentionally 

or influentially left their native land. The intentional migration from native land to an alien 

land includes migration for the purpose of education, employment opportunities, marriage 

and social reasons whereas the influential migration refers to forceful banishment of people 

from native land arising due to social, political or economical reasons such as indentured 

labor system, partition of India – Pakistan, and so on. Living in diaspora raises number of 

issues for immigrants pertaining to sense of displacement, cultural conflict and identity 

confusion. The depiction of experiences of immigrants in diaspora by immigrant writers 

has given birth to Diaspora Literature or Diasporic Literature. The literary contribution by 

writers of Indian origin such as Bharati Mukharjee, Kiran Desai, Amitav Ghosh, V. S. 

Naipul, Salman Rushdie, Meena Alexander, Jhumpa Lahiri, Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni, 

etc. towards diaspora literature has flourished Indian Diasporic Literature. The specific 

area of this research is to study diaspora and apply attributes of diaspora to selected 

fictions of Jhumpa Lahiri and Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni. 

Jhumpa Lahiri is a second generation diasporic writer of Indian Diaspora. She was born in 

London to Bengali parents and migrated to US when she was only three years old. She is 

currently a professor of creative writing at Princeton University. Jhumpa Lahiri believes 

that for immigrants, the challenge of exile, loneliness, constant sense of alienation and 

longing for a lost world are evident and stressful. Her first collection of short story 

Interpreter of Maladies (1999) was rewarded 2000 Pulitzer Prize for fiction. She has also 

received other notable awards like PEN/Hemingway Award, Frank O'Connor International 

Short Story Award and National Humanities Medal for her literary works. Jhumpa Lahiri‟s 

The Namesake (2003) and The Lowland (2013) are chosen for the present research.  

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni is a first generation diasporic writer of Indian Diaspora. She 

was born and brought up in India and after her graduation she migrated to US.  She is 

currently Professor of Creative Writing Program at University of Houston. Her novels 

address notions of multiculturalism, alienation and voyage for self discovery. Most of her 
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novels are modeled on experience and struggle faced by middle class women who feel 

dissatisfied and incapable to share feelings. She also employs magic realism and myths in 

her work. She is co-founder of an organization called Maitri, based in the San Francisco 

Bay Area founded in 1991 working for South Asian women dealing with domestic 

violence. She is recipient of American Book Award for her collection of short story 

entitled Arranged Marriage (1995). Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni‟s The Mistress of Spices 

(1997) and Queen of Dreams (2004) are chosen for present research. 

2. Brief Description on the State of the Art of the Research Topic 

In 21
st
 century, the world has witnessed growing diaspora in many parts of the world. The 

experience of the immigrant authors are recorded in their literary works like short stories, 

novels and poems. A research study on such diasporic works can become helpful not only 

to the students of literature but also to immigrant aspirants to get beforehand knowledge of 

diaspora. Both the writers chosen for the present research primarily belong to West Bengal, 

India and are immigrants in US but are from two different generations of immigrants. The 

common features of diasporic literature such as feeling of displacement, alienation, 

memory, nostalgia and identity confusion are common in their works but variations occur 

in their writing on account of their age and generation difference. Jhumpa Lahiri and 

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni have addressed a wide range of conflicts immigrants withstand 

in diaspora in their works. Analysis of variety of themes presented in selected novels of 

both the novelists can be useful to understand diasporic sensibility of Indian immigrants. 

The present research brings forth reality of Indian immigrant community which survives 

amid the problems of alienation, nostalgia, cultural clash, identity confusion and 

generational gap in the diasporic landscape.  

3. Scope and Objectives of the Research 

The present research clubs two diasporic writers Jhumpa Lahiri and Chitra Banerjee 

Divakaruni and two novels of each writer therefore the scope of research is wide. Both the 

chosen writers are prominent authors of Indian diaspora and are equally celebrated 

personalities. Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni is the first generation diasporic writer whereas 

Jhumpa Lahiri is the second generation writer. The reason to choose writers from two 

different generations is to examine whether any changes occur in diasporic sensibility in 
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writing of writers from two diverse generations. The major objectives of the research are as 

under. 

(1) To examine the concept of Diaspora and other terms related to it such as alienation, 

identity confusion, multiculturalism, etc.  

(2) To study Indian Diaspora and its history of migration.  

(3) To trace out diasporic sensibility as is replicated in the selected novels of Jhumpa 

Lahiri and Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni.  

(4) To study significant themes and major attributes of diasporic writings in the works 

Jhumpa Lahiri and Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni.  

(5) To explore messages conveyed by both the novelists in their writings.  

(6) To indicate significance and proposition of the research undertaken.  

4. Original Contribution by the Thesis 

In the present era of globalization, Indians have earned celebrated status overseas with 

their values, integrity and adaptability. Indian diaspora has been growing all over the world 

rapidly. At this juncture, in depth study of Indian Diaspora is given much importance by 

the prominent thinkers and academicians. Indian Diasporic literature being modeled on 

writer‟s personal experiences and observation and sometimes though tinged with 

imagination provides profound knowledge about Indian Diaspora. The present research 

attempts to comprehend the same as both the chosen writers Jhumpa Lahiri and Chitra 

Banerjee Divakaruni are internationally acclaimed writers of diaspora and they have dealt 

with innumerable issues confronted by the immigrants in culturally diverse circumstances 

to create  space for them. The present research will also be helpful to the society by 

conveying authors‟ messages of cultural multiplicity and value of individual‟s attempts for 

emancipation in diasporic setting. Such messages will surely spread wisdom and also 

benefit the diaspora aspirants. 

5. Research Methodology  

The research work is based on applying methods of analysis, close evaluation and 

interpretation to the novels of Jhumpa Lahiri and Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni. The research 

attempts to trace out diasporic sensibility in the selected novels of both the authors.  An 

analytical method will be used to investigate problems faced by diasporic Indians. 
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Thematic aspects and characterization employed by both the novelists will be evaluated in 

the light of features of diaspora. The primary reading of select novels of Jhumpa Lahiri and 

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni demonstrates that five elements viz. 1) Alienation 2) Memory 

and Nostalgia 3) Cultural Assimilation 4) Identity Crises and 5) Generation Gap are major 

components in the creation of Diasporic Sensibility in their writing. Under the framework 

of these five constituents, novels of Jhumpa Lahiri and Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni will be 

evaluated and interpreted in the present research work 

6. Research Framework 

The research is organized into five chapters. The first chapter introduces the term Diaspora 

and discusses various aspects of diaspora. The chapter also introduces writers of Indian 

diaspora and especially life and works of Jhumpa Lahiri and Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni. 

The second chapter presents review of literature and theorizes diaspora. The third chapter 

is about diasporic approach to works of Jhumpa Lahiri. The fourth chapter applies 

diasporic approach to works of Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni. And the fifth and last chapter 

of the research presents major finding of the research and concludes the thesis with 

providing further scope for research in the same direction. 

6.1. Chapter – 1 (Introduction)  

The first chapter elaborates concept of Diaspora. The term Diaspora is defined and other 

terms related to Diaspora such as Immigrant, Exile, Expatriate and Transnationalism are 

also defined and explained. The chapter lists major diasporas across the world which 

includes The Jewish Diaspora, The African Diaspora, The Irish Diaspora, The Australian 

Diaspora, The Chinese Diaspora, The South Asian Diaspora and the Indian Diaspora. A 

brief survey of literature of Indian Diaspora has been presented. Waves of migration in 

Indian diaspora and problems of living in diaspora are addressed. Some of the major 

writers of Indian diaspora and their works are introduced in brief. Writers like Amitav 

Ghosh, Bharati Mukharjee, V. S. Naipul, Salman Rushdie, Kiran Desai, Meena Alexander, 

etc. are introduced. Life and Works of Jhumpa Lahiri and Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni are 

also discussed. Research Aims and Objectives, Justification for Research, Research 

Methodology and Research Framework are outlined at the end of the first chapter.  
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6.2. Chapter – 2 (Literature Review and Theorizing Diaspora)  

The first part of the second chapter presents extensive review of literary as well as critical 

works done in the field of diaspora literature. Books, Articles, Thesis and Research papers 

are referred and their reviews are presented in brief. The second part of the chapter 

theorizes diaspora with the help of concepts and characteristics of Diaspora as propounded 

by various theorists. Types of Diaspora, Features of diasporic literature and major themes 

of diasporic works are addressed. The problems faced by diasporic community such as 

displacement, alienation, identity crisis and cultural conflicts are discussed.  An overview 

of Indian Immigrant position is also addressed at the end of the chapter.  

6.3. Chapter – 3 (Diasporic Approach to Selected works of Jhumpa Lahiri) 

The third chapter applies diasporic approach to Jhumpa Lahiri‟s The Namesake and The 

Lowland. Attributes of diasporic sensibility viz. (i) Alienation (ii) Memory and Nostalgia 

(iii) Cultural Assimilation (iv) Identity Crisis and (v) Generation Gap are applied to both 

the novels. 

The Namesake tells the life story of Indian immigrant couple Ashoke and Ashima in US 

and especially of their American born son Gogol. The newly wedded Bengali couple find 

their life full of emotional ups and down in diaspora. Their son Gogol passes through series 

of diasporic dilemmas of identity crisis, alienation and rootlessness. The novel echoes 

uncomfortable condition of immigrants, tension between east and west, familial 

relationship and freedom. The first generation characters of the novel Ashoke and Ashima 

are alienated due to their disconnection from homeland and the second generation 

character Gogol is alienated mostly due to his struggle with identity. The shelters of 

memory and nostalgia are sought by the first generation characters to unite with their roots 

and to get temporary relief amid their alien existence in diaspora. The native culture of the 

immigrants clashes with the culture of the host land that creates cultural conflict. As a 

solution to cultural conflict and mostly for the sake of the second generation children, 

Ashoke and Ashima accept the process of cultural assimilation. The novel addresses 

identity crisis experienced by Gogol on account of his name, upbringing, roots and cultural 

heritage. The generation gap found in the novel mostly arises due to east-west conflict. The 

eastern ideology of the first generation contradicts with the western attitude of their 

children in innumerable aspects. At the end of various ups and down, the characters of the 

novel learn to make compromise with their diasporic existence.   
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The other novel of Jhumpa Lahiri The Lowland is story of two brothers Subhash and 

Udayan from Calcutta. The elder brother Subhash goes to US for study and younger 

brother Udayan gets involved in Naxalite movement in Calcutta which results in his death. 

Subhash comes back and marries Udayan‟s pregnant wife Gauri and brings her to US. The 

rest of the novel tells story of their complicated relationship, guilt and repentance in the 

backdrop of diaspora. The choices made by the two major characters Subhash and Gauri 

become main causes for their diasporic dilemma. Memory and nostalgia about their past 

life continuously haunt them. There is no hold of native culture in this novel as is seen in 

The Namesake which makes the process of cultural assimilation easy. The westernization 

is warm heartedly accepted and embraced. There is no cultural pull or any desire to 

preserve cultural identity in The Lowland. Both the major characters Subhash and Gauri 

pass through problems of identification because of their troubled relationship and secret 

about Bela‟s parenthood. The generation gap found in the novel is not based on cultural 

differences but of ideological differences. Through character sketch of Bela, Jhumpa Lahiri 

has represented psychological problems experienced by the second generation immigrants.  

6.4. Chapter – 4 (Diasporic Approach to Selected Works of Chitra Banerjee 

Divakaruni ) 

The fourth chapter applies diasporic approach to Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni‟s The 

Mistress of Spices and Queen of Dreams. Attributes of diasporic sensibility viz. (i) 

Alienation (ii) Memory and Nostalgia (iii) Cultural Assimilation (iv) Identity Crisis and (v) 

Generation Gap are applied to both the novels. 

The Mistress of Spices is set in Oakland and presents story of a mistress of spices named 

Tilo. She runs a grocery store called „Spice Bazar‟ and serves spices to immigrant 

customers not only for cooking purpose but also to cure their various problems. Through 

her magical power, Tilo is able to perceive problems faced by her customers without 

talking to them. The novel also encompasses stories of various Indian immigrants and their 

troubled life in US. Characters in The Mistress of Spices realize their alien status in US 

mostly due to ill treatment of western society with Indian immigrants on account of racism 

and poor economic background. There are number of incidents in the novel in which 

Indian immigrants are bullied and racially attacked by white men. The patriarchal attitude 

of men adds oil to the feelings of alienation faced by women. Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni 

mostly addresses issues faced by working class immigrants. They come to US with a hope 
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to live better life, but their American dream is soon shattered because of harsh reality of 

immigrant life. They fondly remember their happy days in India and furthermore a visit to 

Tilo‟s Spice Bazar and various Indian products in the store take the customers to the 

realms of memory of their hometown. The immigrants also learn that in order to survive in 

the western world, they have to accept western culture and western way of life. The 

concept of liberty and individuality imparted by American culture help Indian immigrants 

to overcome orthodox traditions of native culture to some extents. The protagonist Tilo 

passes through multiple identities on account of her super natural powers and she craves 

for individual identity. Generation gap is also demonstrated in the novel by story of 

Geetha, a young girl who goes against her family to marry with a man of her own choice. 

Tilo‟s intervention in the matter helps the family unite again and Geetha‟s parents have to 

succumb before their daughter‟s choice of marriage.  

The other novel Queen of Dreams depicts the protagonist Rakhi‟s efforts to define her 

identity and trace her roots in diasporic setting. She is an immigrant daughter and a 

divorced mother who constantly attempts to establish her individual identity. Rakhi‟s 

mother Mrs. Gupta is a dream teller; she can see dreams of others and can help them 

overcome their problems. This gift separates Mrs. Gupta and Rakhi. By profession Rakhi is 

an artist and runs a Chai House that transforms into Restaurant with help of her father and 

ex-husband. Mrs. Gupta‟s magical power compels her to live secluded life and she cannot 

share her gift or her cultural heritage with her daughter and it becomes the root cause for 

Rakhi‟s alienation. Rakhi craves to know about her roots and about Indian culture, but she 

is deprived of it. As a result, she begins to build imaginary notions of native land. Her 

parents are so often nostalgic about their past. Her father fondly sings Hindi film songs 

now and then.  At Rakhi‟s restaurant, varieties of Indian dishes are served along with 

Bollywood music, which act as link for immigrant customers to connect to their homeland. 

The influence of western culture is accepted without any restriction in this novel. The 

Absence of cultural heritage paves path for cultural assimilation without any conflict and 

ultimately it also hints loss of native culture. Rakhi‟s crave for Indian culture compel her to 

live with dual identity. She possesses both the Indian identity and American identity. The 

novel also addresses racial attacks on immigrants post terrorist attack on World Trade 

Center on September 11, 2001. After the terrorist attack on WTC, troops of white men with 

base ball sticks appeared on the streets with spirit to take revenge. They attacked on any 

immigrant who may have connection with the country of terrorists. Indians were also 
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threatened and attacked by such troops. Such situation and racial discrimination make 

immigrants realize their alien status, and put their identity under threat. They toll between 

two identities and completely belong to neither of them. The concept of generation gap is 

also knitted in the plot of the novel. Vocation choices, hobbies and relationship values of 

first generation stand in contrast to those of second generation, but there doesn‟t appear 

strong opposition between two generations as is found in other novels. 

6.5. Chapter 5 (Conclusion) 

The fifth chapter formally concludes the thesis by drawing out implication of the research 

and major findings of the research. General features of works of Jhumpa Lahiri and Chitra 

Banerjee Divakaruni are traced out. The narrative style, symbolism, themes, use of 

language and numerous aspects in the works of both the novelists are considered in-depth 

to derive at certain conclusions. Portrayal of characters is significant in novels of both the 

writers. Jhumpa Lahiri‟s characters are limited in number but she presents in-depth 

analysis of her characters. On the other hand, Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni presents wide 

range of characters in her novels, by doing so she touches various aspects of the immigrant 

life and variety of problems faced by immigrants in the diaspora. The perspectives of first 

generation and the second generation in dealing with diasporic situation are also given 

deep thought. At the end of the thesis, scope for further research is outlined. Some of the 

questions put forth include: psychological study of diaspora, study of relationship in the 

backdrop of diaspora, feminist approach to diasporic works, etc.  

7. Major Findings of the Research 

A detailed evaluation of works of both the writers reveals that the feeling of alienation and 

identity crisis are not uncommon among immigrants and the root cause for most of 

problems of immigrants are cultural differences. In the novels of both the novelists, the 

influences of two cultures: Indian culture and American culture are dominating. The 

intensity of the cultural conflict is greater or lesser in different works, but culture remains 

at the core of diasporic dilemmas. The cultural values of the first generation immigrants 

stand in contrast with the western attitude of the second generation. Being born and 

brought up in the western setting, the second generation children are easily attracted by 

Western culture, but the force of their parents to adopt their native culture make them toll 
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between two cultures and two identities. Of course, with the passage of time, they learn to 

make compromise and rise above odds.   

The noticeable thing comes out from this research is that the intensity of various issues 

which affect the diasporics depend on their choices and purpose of their migration. For 

example, Ashoke in The Namesake and Subhash in The Lowland do not face much 

identity crisis and alienation in the host land as their migration was purposefully done. On 

the other hand Ashima in The Namesake throughout her life in US feels alienated and 

uncomfortable. Tilo in The Mistress of Spices and Rakhi in Queen of Dreams face series of 

identity crises as they cannot whole heartedly belong to one country or one culture. Tilo 

aspires to accept American Identity on the contrary Rakhi longs for her Cultural Identity.  

Jhumpa Lahiri employs symbolism in the titles of her novels on the other hand titles of the 

novels of Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni are tinged with super natural touch. The narrative 

techniques used by both the novelist are also different. Jhumpa Lahiri is highly realistic in 

her narration and on the other hand Chitra Banerjee presents fusion of reality and fantasy 

in her works. Jhumpa Lahiri‟s novels focus dilemmas faced mostly by male characters, 

whereas Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni‟s sympathy lies with the stories and struggles of 

female characters. Both the novelists end their novel in open ended style.  The Ends are 

neither happy nor sad. Characters learn to accept their diasporic status and make 

compromises.  

8. Conclusion 

The rise in migratory movements across the world in the post colonial era has paved path 

for diaspora literature. Various aspects of diaspora have been continuously expressed 

through short stories, fiction, poetry and dramas. It has given boost to the growth of 

Diasporic literature. The present research reasonably evaluates fictional works of 

contemporary and worldwide recognized writers Jhumpa Lahiri and Chitra Banerjee 

Divakaruni from each angle of diasporic sensibility. Vijay Mishra remarks in Literature of 

Indian Diaspora „All diasporas are unhappy, but every diaspora is unhappy in its own 

way‟(1). This statement hints that diaspora is capable of generating variety of issues for 

different class of immigrants. In line with this statement, the present research has touched 

upon wide range of issues concerning the immigrants in the novels of Jhumpa Lahiri and 

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni.  
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