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“I Translate, Therefore I Am”:
Names and Cultural Translation in
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Abstract

Cultural translation has won substantial attention in recent years when
many scholars have discussed its relation to culture exchange, inequity be-
tween languages/cultures, and what role a translator/writer may play in this
complicated process of cultural production. As Sherry Simon puts it, “the
globalization of culture means that we all live in ‘translated’ worlds” (Gender
in Translation 134). In the work of South Asian diasporic writers, we can
perceive such a translated world wherein the space of the host society and
national narratives are transformed and re-imagined by the creative interven-
tion of transnational, global diasporas.

This paper attempts to investigate the negotiation of hybrid cultural
identities by South Asian immigrants in Jhumpa Lahiri’s 7e Namesake (2003).
In my research, Stuart Hall’s assertion of diasporic identity, Homi Bhabha’s
theory of cultural translation as well as John Lechet and Gill Bottomley’s con-
cept of “cultural interweaving” will be applied to explore the identity-making
process of immigrant groups in Lahiri’s novel. The main focus is on the way
Ganguli family—the first and second generation immigrants in the U.S.—
retranslates their diasporic identities through names (naming and re-naming),
“homing desire,” foods and festivals. Rather than presenting an exotic
commodification of Indianness, my study argues that Lahiri’s text offers an
intricate interpretation/translation of South Asian immigrant cultures. Through
Gogol’s straddling between Indian heritages and American cultures, Ashima’s
nostalgia for her cultural roots, and Moushumi’s global hybridization, Lahiri
brings to the forefront the “translatability” as well as “untranslatability” of
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cultures facing the immigrant group, which requires an ongoing struggle, ne-
gotiation and understanding in the context of South Asian diaspora.

Keywords: Jhumpa Lahiri, 7he Namesake, cultural translation, South Asian
diaspora, names, translatability of cultures
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The state of translation is the common condition of all thinking beings.
—Julia Kristeva, Stranger to Ourselves (12)

I can see a day coming when my American side, lacking the counterpoint India has
until now maintained, begins to gain ascendancy and weight. It is in fiction that I will
continue to interpret the term “Indian-American,” calculating that shifting equation,

whatever answers it may yield.
—Jhumpa Lahiri, “My Two Lives” (9)

The emergence of second generation writers of Indian origin in America,
Canada and England in recent years has been a crucial moment in academic circles.
The true representative of the second generation Indian in America, Jhumpa Lahiri
has talked of India: “[A]s different as Calcutta [the place of her origin] is from
Rhode Island [the place of her upbringing], I belonged there in some fundamen-
tal way. In the ways I didn’t seem to belong in the US.”! Clearly admitting that
her relationship to India changed as she grew older, she emphasized the role that
Calcutta plays in her imagination: “Calcutta nourished my interest in seeing things
from different points of view. There’s a tradition there that we just don’t have
here. The ink hasn’t dried yet on our lives here” (Patel 80). At the same time
she has confessed that she did not feel at home in India when she came to Calcutta
for her wedding: “I never considered Calcutta my home, just my parents’
hometown.”? These statements about her association with India which are
self-contradictory speak of the paradoxical nature of the relationship of the diaspora
community with their homelands.

The Pulitzer-winning writer Jhumpa Lahiri was born of Bengali parents in
London, grew up in America, and became an American citizen at age eighteen.
Her debut work, Interpreter of Maladies, won several awards, including the Pulitzer
Prize for fiction in 2000. Her second publication, 7he Namesake, is her first novel
and spent several weeks on the New York Times bestseller list. She has written
fiction not only about Indians in America but also some stories about Indians
still living in India. In answer to the criticism that her knowledge of India as
reflected in these stories is demonstrably erroneous and defective, Lahiri in one
essay has said, “I am the first person to admit that my knowledge of India is
limited, the way in which all translations are.” This gratuitous trope is sus-
tained and further highlighted by her going on to say that her representation

»

of India is in fact her “translation of India” (“Intimate Alienation” 118). It soon

transpires that not only is Lahiri as author a translator but so are the fictional

I Radhika R. Shankar, “Lahiri’s First Book Gets Raves,” 8 Oct. 2003. Web. 22 Oct. 2008.
<http://www.rediff.com/news/may22/1999>.
2 “And She Came Home,” India Today (22 Jan. 2001) 107.
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personages she translates into existence: “Almost all of my characters are translators,
insofar as they must make sense of the foreign to survive” (119, emphasis added).
This echoes probably the concept of cultural translation postulated mainly by
Homi Bhabha, just as Lahiri’s assertion that “translation is not only a finite
linguistic act but an ongoing cultural one” reiterates the theorist’s central premise
(120). And at the conclusion of the essay which Lahiri clearly means to serve
as her manifesto and apologia, she declares: “And whether I write as an American
or an Indian, about things American or Indian or otherwise, one thing remains
constant: / translate, therefore I am” (120, emphasis added).

As a South Asian American writer, Lahiri is a “seasoned translator”® who
communes between cultures, has easy access to the East, and writes from a space
of “in-betweenness.” With her bilingual sufficiency and bicultural knowledge,
she is able to make sense of either part of the cultural equation in terms of the
Other, which is manifest in her fictional representation of the cultural translation
of South Asian immigrants—their displacement and reinvention of diasporic
identity.

This paper attempts to investigate the negotiation of hybrid cultural identi-
ties by South Asian immigrants in Jhumpa Lahiri’s 7he Namesake (2003). In my
research, Stuart Hall’s assertion of diasporic identity, Homi Bhabha’s theory
of cultural translation, as well as John Lechet and Gill Bottomley’s concept
of “cultural interweaving” will be applied to explore the identity-making process
of immigrant groups in Lahiri’s novel. The main focus is on the way the Ganguli
family retranslates their diasporic identities through names (naming and re-
naming), “homing desire,” foods and festivals. Rather than presenting an exotic
commodification of Indianness, my study argues that Lahiri’s text offers an intri-
cate interpretation/translation of South Asian immigrant cultures. For Ashoke
and Ashima, it is Bengali cultural observation of having two names, a pet name
(“daknam”) at home and a “good” name (“bhalonam”) for formal purposes, whereas
for Gogol the naturalized American of the second generation, it evokes the issue
of cultural difference and identity crises. Through Gogol’s straddling between
Indian heritages and American new culture, Ashima’s nostalgia for her cultural
roots, and Moushumi’s global hybridization, Lahiri brings to the forefront the
“translatability” as well as “untranslatability” of cultures facing the immigrant group,

3 The term “seasoned translator” is borrowed from Pico lyer’s book, The Global Soul (2001). A
seasoned translator is described by Iyer as a global soul—Kazuo Ishiguro and Salman Rushdie are the
exemplars—who commutes between cultures and writes from a space of “in-betweenness.” As hybrid
souls, these writers “give voice to hyphenated identities” and are able to “make sense of either part of
the cultural equation in terms of the Other” (Kumar 178).
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which requires an ongoing struggle, negotiation and understanding in the context
of South Asian diaspora.

Theorizing Cultural Translation in the Context of South Asian
Global Diasporas

The course of migration in the twentieth century has produced a riddle of
the very perception of geological gap and race. Postcolonial studies have been
preoccupied with issues of hybridity, in-betweenness with mobility and crossover
of ideas and problems generated by colonialism. Terms like “hybridity” and
“diaspora” have come to characterize mixed or globalized cultures. Originally,
diaspora evokes the specific trauma of human displacement. To be in diasporas
(dia means through and sperno means scattered community) means to be in an
un-belonging room. Diaspora is today an undeniable fact of world ethnicity.
However, diasporic communities do not split their association with their homeland;
they re-erect different relations so as to link both old and new. Devotion to
cultural roots along with a “seasoned translation” is a characteristic of today’s
global diasporic experience.

As Salman Rushdie writes in /maginary Homelands, we are all, to a certain
extent, even within our own culture, “translated beings” living in “translated worlds”
(13). We are continuously translating ourselves to get our message across to others,
struggling against the different idioms of power. It has often been argued that
globalization and hybridization of culture of the diaspora with in our postmodern
and postcolonial worlds has made the need to rethink the issue of cultural identity
within new parameters and outside the boundaries of a virtual monologism more
pressing. Indeed, globalization has increasingly changed our perception of
cultures and identities. Continuity and historicity of identity are challenged
by the immediacy and intensity of global cultural confrontations. What Robin
Cohen has called the “diasporization of communities” (175) becomes a promi-
nent feature of the global society. Communities dispersed across different loca-
tions throughout the world will be able to form new levels of communication and
generate new forms of identity. Commercial links between different locations are
facilitated by bi-cultural interlocutors. Cohen argues optimistically that diasporic
communities have traditionally served as a bridge between the particular and the
universal. As these communities maintain links with their place of origin and
continue to develop new associations and affiliations in an outward trajectory,
their sense of belonging and self-identity undergoes a radical transformation, which
leads them to reinvent/retranslate their cultural heritage in the new context.
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In fact, as Sherry Simon indicates in her influential book Gender in Transla-
tion (1996), “this emphasis on the multiplicity of languages circulating in the
world today, the competition between local and global forms of expression, the
reactualizations of cultural forms . . . have irrevocably put to rest the myth of pure
difference” (135). As a consequence, she adds, an understanding of the role of
translation in the contemporary world is “an activity which destabilizes cultural
identities and becomes the basis for new modes of cultural creation” (135).

The concept of “cultural translation,” as we understand it today, has not
arisen out of the traditional translation theory but rather out of its radical criti-
cism articulated for the first time at the beginning of the twenties in Walter
Benjamin’s seminal essay “The Task of the Translator.” A translation for Ben-
jamin does not refer to an original text. It has nothing to do with communication
and its purpose is not to carry meaning, etc. He illustrates the relation between
the so-called original and translation by using the metaphor of a tangent: “transla-
tion is like a tangent, which touches the circle (i.e. the original) in one single point
only to follow thereafter its own way” (78). What is remarkable in this image is
that the translation draws on the power of the original to orient itself through
territory as yet uncircumscribed Through Benjamin’s metaphor, we can see that
neither the original nor the translation are fixed and persistent categories; they
do not have essential quality and are constantly transformed in space and time.

In his critique of multiculturalist ideology which may lead to the dead-
lock of identitarian politics, helplessly obsessed with cultural diversity, postco-
lonial theorist Homi Bhabha suggests instead the concept of the so-called
“third space.” The third space is the space for hybridity, the space for—as he
writes in 7he Location of Culture—subversion, transgression, blasphemy, heresy,
etc. Bhabha begins with an epigraph from Walter Benjamin’s classic essay on
translation: “Translation passes through continua of transformation, not abstract
ideas of identity and similarity” (212). Later, in a key passage, Bhabha brings in
Derrida’s deconstruction of Benjamin’s concept of translation as an after-life or
survival, in order to deploy it in the context of Rushdean migrancy and hybridity.
To quote Bhabha:

If hybridity is heresy, then to blaspheme is to dream. . . . [I]tis the dream of translation
as “survival” as Derrida translated the “time” of Benjamin’s concept of the after-life of
translation, as sur-vivre, the act of living on borderlines. Rushdie translates this into
the migrant’s dream of survival; an initiatory interstice; an empowering condition of

hybridity. (226-27)

Actually, Bhabha has taken Benjamin’s insight into the transitional process as a
guide for the renegotiation of the in-between spaces and disjunctive temporalities
of migrant experience. The zone of cultural difference that Bhabha evokes is not
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bound by the assimilationist rhetoric of the dominant culture nor by the atavistic
resurgence of minority culture—both of which invoke the goals of purity and
discreteness—but is rather a complex overlapping of differences. Translation is
always an encounter with the resistance of the untranslatable. From this tension
there emerges both a haunting sense of irresoluteness and the driving energy for
further translation. The migrant’s culture faces its own “untranslatability,” and in
doing so it must also return to the perpetual task of re-imagining the cultural
contract between self and other. As Bhabha suggests, “Translation is the
performative nature of cultural communication” (228). He goes on, in another
new figurative equation, to speak of the residual cultural unassimilability of the
migrant as an instance of what Benjamin called “untranslatability.”

What Bhabha calls “cultural translation” is, firstly, that he does not at all
by this term mean literary translation involving two texts from two different
languages and cultures. Secondly, what he means by translation instead is the
process and condition of human migrancy, the “translational transnational” (173)
i.e., the condition of Western multiculturalism brought about by transnational,
global diasporas. He believes that hybridity—and “cultural translation,” which
he regards as a synonym for hybridity—is in itself politically subversive of unique,
essential cultural identities and communities originating in these identities. In an
interview with Jonathan Rutherford, Bhabha asserts that the act of cultural
translation, both as representation and as reproduction, “denies the essentialism
of a prior given original or original culture, then we see that all forms of culture
are continuously in a process of hybridity” (“The Third Space” 211). Instead of
the old dialectical concept of negation, Bhabha talks about “negotiation” or “trans-
lation” as the only possible way to transform the world and bring about some-
thing politically new in the world. As Bhabha puts it, revising the problem of
global space from a postcolonial perspective requires us “to move the location of
cultural difference away from the space of demographic plurality to the borderline
negotiations of cultural translation” (213).

Although something may be lost in the process of cultural translation/
migration, “something can also be gained” (17), declares Rushdie in /maginary
Homelands. The potency of the migrant’s perspective lies in “reactivating a pro-
cess that is essential for cultural renewal” (Papastergiadis 139). John Lechet and
Gill Bottomley have defined this process through two key terms: “interweaving”
and “retranslation.” Interweaving refers to a constant interaction between differ-
ent cultural practices that leads to mutual transformation. This implies that cul-
tures never exist in a pure state but are constituted in and through negotiation
with other cultural practices. Retranslation is the process by which “foreign ele-
ments” are introduced into a culture. Retranslation is part of the ongoing practice
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of interpretation, and central to the very construction of culture.4

Implicated in Lechet and Bottomley’s conceptions of interweaving and
retranslation are actually a modified transformation between cultures. Such
views are well echoed by Stuart Hall’s claim of negotiation between cultures. In
“Questions of Cultural Identity,” Hall asserts that when identities are concerned,
this “oscillation between tradition and translation” is becoming more evident on
a global canvas. Everywhere, cultural identities are “emerging which are not fixed,
but poised, in transition, between different positions; which draw on different
cultural traditions at the same time” (310). The comforts of tradition are funda-
mentally challenged by the imperative to “forge a new self-interpretation based
upon the responsibilities of cultural translation” (Robins 41). With the trope
of translation, Hall suggests that transnational immigrants retain strong links
with their places of origin and their traditions, but they are without the illusion
of a return to the past. They are obliged to “come to terms with the new cultures
they inhabit, without simply assimilating to them and losing their identities com-
pletely” (310). They bear upon them the “traces of the particular cultures, traditions,
languages and histories by which they were shaped” (310). The difference is that
they are not and will never be unified in the old sense, because they are “irrevoca-
bly the product of several interlocking histories and cultures, belonging at one
and the same time to several ‘homes’™” (310).

What is at stake in the aforementioned theories is their nuanced configura-
tion of migrant identities as a negotiated transformation between cultures. Bhabha’s
stress on “untranslatability” and “newness” of migrant cultures could be modified
by Lechet and Bottomley’s emphasis on mutual interaction of cultures, which
could be further linked with Stuart Hall’s view of diasporic identities in a constant
transition. Viewed from this perspective, they compensate each other and shed
light on my discussion of Lahiri’s immigrant characters in their struggle to nego-
tiate their hybridized identities in the context of South Asian diaspora.

To a great extent Jhumpa Lahiri’s 7he Namesake thematizes the core issue
of cultural translation and migrant identities in the global, transnational context,
dramatized and exemplified by Ganguli family—first and second generation
immigrants—in the U.S. Although the weight of cultural traditions such as
naming, rituals, food has exerted an unbearable weight on migrants’ self-fashion-

4 As Nikos Papastergiadis points out, examples of interweaving and retranslation could be found not
only in the diasporic texts but also in the art work of Yinka Shonibare. Shonibare was born in London
of Nigerian parents, grew up in Lagos and later returned to England for his education, where he now
practices as a visual artist. Most of his famous paintings such as Double Dutch (1994), Feather Pink
(1997) and Deep Blue (1997) are characterized by interweaving of cultural identities in postcolonialism
(121).
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ing in the host society, Lahiri’s South Asian migrant characters adjust themselves
anew, extending the limits of cultural heritages to engender an alternative “after-
life” in America. More significantly, Lahiri’s transnational immigrants interpret
and re-interpret their traditions in the new context. Henceforth the “roots” of
Indian tradition in Lahiri’s diasporic novel, my paper argues, are not only pre-
served in daily rituals like naming or festivals but also transformed and hybridized
in the “route” of cultural translation.

Interpreters of Names and Search for Identity in The Namesake

According to Ashutosh Dubey, “[t]he immigrant experience is complicated
as a sensitive immigrant finds himself or herself perpetually at a transit station
fraught with memories of the original home which are struggling with the realities
of the new world” (22). This constant struggle is portrayed in 7he Namesake, as
first generation immigrants and their children endeavor to find their places in
society. The novel speaks of “the uneasy status of the immigrant, the tension
between India and the United States and between family tradition and individual
freedom” (Bahadur 26). The immigrant lives a confused existence as “Indian-
American,” “American-Indian,” “Overseas-Born-Indian,” or “American-Born-
Indian.” It is noted that whilst the first generation’s story is about adaptation and
learning, acculturating, and also discovering new things about themselves, the
second generation® finds itself presented with two conflicting realities and cul-
tures and sets of expectations. The struggle exists at a formative level. For it is
the second generation who are actively choosing and discarding pieces of their
parent’s cultural legacy. This generation will decide, consciously and uncon-
sciously, which pieces of their cultural inheritance to incorporate into their lives
as Americans, which parts to alter, and which practices to adopt. As Lisa Low
claims, the process of cultural formation, especially Asian American cultural
formation, “includes practices that are partly inherited, partly modified, as well as
partly invented” (65). Most important, as Michael W. Cox points out, children
of immigrants in Lahiri’s novel provide her readers with “a more probing insight,
perhaps, than her adult characters might allow into cultural difference and
cultural accommodation, and in particular, into the not uncommon impulse to
exaggerate or exoticize distinctions” (120). In Cox’s view, children do not come

5 As sociologist Alejandro Portes notes, the second generation is comprised of “native-born children
of immigrant parents and children born abroad who came at a very early age (sometimes called the
1.5 generation)” (ix). Jhumpa Lahiri would fall in the latter category, as she was born in London.
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with the same emotional or cultural baggage as their adult counterparts and
therefore are “largely judgment-free” (121), allowing them to act as “translators”
between American culture and Indian culture (or Indian American culture). They
can not only import American culture into their Indian homes but also create
a kind of metissage that does not threaten their ethnic or cultural identity, but
that enriches their experience.

As the Ganguli parents struggle with adapting to a different culture than
they are used to, their children—Gogol and Sonia—struggle with trying to
respect their roots while adapting to American society. The second generation
certainly has access to their cultural heritages if only because of their physical
promixity to parents and other relatives during their childhood years. Lahiri talks
about how the prospect sited upon the second generation is intrinsically complex:
“One of the things I was always aware of growing up was conflicting expectations.
I was expected to be Indian by Indians and American by Americans. I didn’t feel
equipped even as a child to fully participate in things” (Bahadur 27). The second
generation must observe the fundamental bases of the identities of their migrant
parents, the “roots” and “routes” discussed by Susan Standford Friedman in
Mappings: “roots, signifying identity based on stable cores and continuities; routes,
suggesting identity based on travels, change and disruption” (153). These tenets
provide only partial aid to the second generation, however, as their own identities
remain inextricably tied to their national affiliations as Americans. The point
of dialogue here—"“Is it a return to the roots or a re-alignment in the wake of a
blending of two different world orders?”—illustrates the case of Jhumpa Lahiri, a
curious amalgamation of both for her South Asian immigrants in America.

In Lahiri’s novel, christening is something very central in shaping someone’s
life as Teresa Wilsz notes: “Naming is everything, a way to claim identity, to pass
on notions of love, tradition and hope. And so it is perhaps, that Lahiri dedicates
her book to the two men in her life, her husband and son.”® Significantly, the
title of this novel “Namesake” refers especially to the male protagonist, Gogol
Ganguli, a second-generation male US immigrant from India who gets the same,
albeit alien, name from a Russian writer, Nikolai Gogol. Throughout his life
Golgol undergoes a series of identity-crises mainly because of this exotic name
given by his father. Reflecting on the power of names as markers of identity,
Lahiri delineates with insight and empathy how two generations of the Ganguli
family come to terms with their very different lives and how they, despite resis-
tance and alienation, manage to build a bridge to each other.

6 Teresa Wiltz, “The Writer Who Began With a Hyphen,” 8 Oct. 2003. Web. Oct 22. 2008. <http://
www.washingtonpost.com>.
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At the beginning of 7he Namesake, the issue of names and identity is pre-
sented. Names—where they come from, why they are chosen, how imperfectly
they travel between cultures—play an animating role in Lahiri’s novel. Names
both confer and conceal selthood. Like many skilled Indians who left for the
United States in the early 60’s, Ashoke Ganguli, the first generation immigrant,
leaves for America in pursuit of higher studies and a prospect of setting down
“with security and respect” (108). After a two year stay in America, Ashoke
returns to Calcutta and marries a nineteen-year-old Bengali girl named Ashima.
In their house Ashima follows the rule of not calling out her husband’s name. As
the narrator explains, “It’s not the type of thing Bengali wives do. . . . [A] husband’s
name is something intimate and therefore unspoken, cleverly patched over” (2).
According to Bengali tradition, spousal names are so intimate that they are never
spoken in public. This fact indicates how important privacy to Bengali families
is and how Lahiri as a cultural translator transmits “taboos” implicit in Bengali
naming to the readers.

The name of Gogol’s father, Ashoke, means “he who transcends grief” (26).
This seems fitting because he, more than any other character in the novel and
certainly more than his son Gogol, is most at ease with himself, at peace with the
decisions he has made and the life he has chosen. He is also luckier than the other
characters because he was able to choose the course of his own life. Besides, he is
without sorrow because the trauma of a traffic accident freed him from the life
that he would otherwise, unthinkingly, have assumed as his own.

Unlike Ashoke, Ashima, whose names means “she is limitless, without bor-
ders” (26), is unable to transcend the cultural borderland as she arrives at America
but suffers from alienation and nostalgia for her Indian origin. Before her preg-
nancy, Ashima begins to realize that

Being a foreigner is a sort of life long pregnancy—a perpetual wait, a constant burden, a
continuous feeling out of sorts. It is an on-going responsibility, a parenthesis in what
had once been ordinary life, only to discover that previous life has vanished, replaced
by something more complicated and demanding. Like pregnancy, being a foreigner,
Ashima believes, is something that elicits the same curiosity from strangers, the same
combination of pity and respect. (49-50, emphasis added)

As she gets pregnant, Ashima is terrified at the prospect of “[m]otherhood in a
foreign land” (6) as well as raising a child “in a country where she is related to no
one, where she knows so little, where life seems so tentative and spare” (12). Gradu-
ally Ashima adjusts in America on her own, taking pride in rearing her child,
moving about alone in the market with Gogol in the buggy, talking to passers-by
who smile at the baby and going to meet her husband in the campus, thus rising
positive.
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With the birth of Gogol and Sonia, all of the first generation’s dreams and
expectations are manifest in the naming of their offspring, and the importance of
nomenclature to an alien society resonates throughout the novel. Lahiri suggests
that following Bengali tradition, children are given two names at the moment
of birth: one that is a pet name, used only by family and close friends, and the
other is good name used by the rest of society. Lahiri discusses the practice of

. . 7 « » .
assigning two names, a pet name’ and a “good” name, that sets the Bengalis apart
both abroad and in India:

(It is] a practice of Bengali nomenclature grants, to every single person, two names. In
Bengali the word for pet name is daknam, meaning literally, the name by which one
is called, by friends, family, and other intimates, at home and in other private, un-
guarded moments. Pet names are a persistent remnant of childhood, a reminder that
life is not always so serious, so formal, so complicated. Ashima’s pet name is Monu,
Ashoke’s is Mithu, and even as adults, these are the names by which they are known in
their respective families, the names by which they are adored and scolded and missed
and loved. Every pet name is paired with 2 good name, a bhalonam, for identification
in the outside world. Consequently, good names appear on envelops, on diplomas, in
telephone directories. (25-26, emphasis added)

Gogol Ganguli’s problem,? as he sees it, is that he has been saddled with a “daknam”
in the place of a “bhalonam.” Readers learn why he has been given this name well
before Gogol does: his father Ashoke was saved from a train wreck because the
pages in a book of short stories by the Russian writer, Gogol, fluttered in his hand,
catching a rescuer’s eye.

In fact, the word “namesake” shows the weight of carrying someone else’s
name on oneself throughout life. This is the clash that the protagonist Gogol
lives with. But young Gogol does not mind his name at first. He recognizes pieces
of himself in road signs: “GO LEFT, GO RIGHT, GO SLOW” (66). In spite
of his misconception, the name Gogol still functions as a “floating signifier,” which
disseminates the original name into quite a different context. Upon entering

kindergarten, Gogol is told by his family that he is to be called Nikhil, a good

7 Interestingly, the author herself uses her daknam, Jhumpa, as a bhalonam. In an interview Lahiri
mentioned: “when I was enrolled in school the teachers decided that JThumpa was the easiest of my names
to pronounce and that was that. To this day many of my relatives think that it’s both odd and inappropri-
ate that 'm known as Jhumpa in an official, public context” (“Jhumpa Lahiri on her Debut Novel”).

8 In an interview with Alden Mudge, Lahiri mentioned the origin of the name Gogol: “The original
spark for the novel was to write about a boy with a peculiar name, a name that sort of plagued him.” It
was important and inevitable for him to “accept his name, to realize that there is never a way to shed
what is given to you by your parents,” said Lahiri. “The book isn’t so much about names per se. It's more
about what we inherit from our parents—certain ideas, certain values, certain genes—the whole complex
set of things that everyone gets from their parents and the way that, no matter how much we create
our own lives and choose what we want out of life, it’s very difficult to escape our origins.”
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name, by teachers and the other children at school. However, young Gogol
rejects his proper name and wants to be called Gogol by society as well as his
family. This decision made on the first day of kindergarten causes him years of
distress as it was also his first attempt to reject a dual identity. After two years, his
classmates no longer teased and said “Giggle” or “Gargle” (67) but shouted “Go,
Gogol!” (67) to him as he ran the bases or sprints in a dash.

The kernel of the cultural problem starts evolving as Gogol grows adult and
becomes more enthusiastic to fit in with his peers: he begins to hate his name—it
is neither American, nor even Bengali. This personality catastrophe, the emotion
of “in-betweenness” and belonging “nowhere” are experienced by him deeply
during his school trip to the cemetery where finding no grave of his ancestors he
felt that being a Hindu/Bengali, “he himself will be burned not buried, that his
body will occupy no plot of earth, that no stone in this country will bear his name
beyond life” (69).

When he goes to college, Gogol decides to redefine himself in terms
of American cultures rather than those that come from his parents’ Bengali
immigrant tradition. Rejecting his proper name bestowed by his parents, he chooses
to change his name to “Nikhil” (which means “he who is entire, encompassing
all”), his parents’ chosen bhalonam for him. The change marks the beginning
of his Americanization. To him Gogol is not just a name; it signifies all his dis-
comfort to fit into two different cultures as he grew up, while the name Nikhil
does free him from his parents’ constraints. It is as Nikhil, which sounds far
more sophisticated and could pass as a Western name, that he embarks on a new
life in an American culture: as Nikhil he loses his virginity at a party, and as Nikhil
he begins to have relationships with white American women, Ruth and Maxine,
keeping his private life secret from his parents. “Intrigued by his background, by
his years at Yale and Columbia, and his career as an architect, his Mediterranean
looks” (121), Maxine’s parents accept him readily as their daughter’s live-in partner.
Throughout this relationship, Nikhil moves as far away as he can from his parents’
world, trying to avoid being grouped with the ABCDs (American Born Con-
fused/Conflicted Desis [Indians]), an acronym coined in India for the US immi-
grants who hover uncertainly between two identities.

On the surface, Gogol lives a life not at all different from those of his fellow
American students, yet the name Gogol still has an unbearable weight over
him. Even his younger sister, Sonia, who has found it easier to break out of their
parents’ restrictive boundaries, insists on calling him “Gogol” or “Goggles.” She
has abbreviated her own name, Sonia (whose name means “the golden one”), to
Sona, and then changed it to Soma, a link to the Russian literary culture her father
enjoyed, and a more usual name in America. Sonia cuts her hair, goes to dances,
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and has a secret boyfriend while still in high school, yet urges her brother not to
change his name because “he is Gogol.”

“Migrants,” says Salman Rushide in /maginary Homelands, “straddle two
cultures . . . fall between two stools” (15) and they suffer “a triple disruption” (15)
comprising the loss of roots, the linguistic and also the social dislocation, which
Gogol deeply suffers from in the story. He desires to blend in American society
completely, while other Americans never regard him as an American, even though
he is a native born citizen. No matter the distance from cultural roots that may
be maintained, the second generation persistently is categorized according to
these roots by other Americans. At Maxine’s summer house, Gogol encounters
Pamlea, a middle-aged white woman who insists on viewing him as Indian,
despite his polite rejoinder that he is from Boston. Pamela presumes that Gogol
shall never get sick when he travels to India and when he denies it, she says, “But
youre Indian. . . . I think the climate wouldn’t affect you, given your heritage”
(157). Maxine’s mother corrects Pamela, asserting that Gogol is American; but
in the end even she hesitates, asking if he actually was born in the United States.
This event illustrates the fact that Gogol, despite his life-long residency in US and
rejection of many of his cultural roots, is invariably identified with India.

The unbearable weight of Gogol’s name and its symbolic significance reflect
Lahiri’s concern of the identity crisis facing South Asian immigrants torn between
Bengali tradition and assimilated society. But for both the first and the second
generation immigrants, forming an identity always requires “the negotiation
of the cultural borderlands of the United Sates and South Asia” (Field 171); in
other words, they have to translate and re-translate themselves in the difficult
process of trying to assimilate into new culture while still maintaining their own
familiar and communal connections and identity.

From Conflict to Negotiation

In The Namesake, Lahiri’s migrant characters function as “cultural transla-
tors” always negotiating their cultural identities in the new context. For Gogol
Ganguli, his odd, foreign name means not only alienation but also something
“untranslatable” that he must inconstantly cope with the problems of identity
crisis. Unlike Gogol who most of his life suffers the unbearable weight of name,
however, both his mother Ashima and his sister Sonia transplant their specific
names with new meanings into the American soil.

In the midst of the story, Gogol comes to realize why his father, Ashoke,
names his son after the Russian writer. Previously, he hates questions pertaining
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to his name as much as he is baffled by the obscure reason for his name: the
glimpse of hope and the blessed life after stepping one foot into the throe of
death. That his father has miraculously survived a tragedy, which was shrouded
wittingly from his son, makes him utterly grateful for his life. Gogol not so much
reminds him of the catastrophe as the name reminds him of everything that
followed the accident. This moment of “enlightenment,” however, contributes
to the building of the fragile bridge between the generations:

And suddenly the sound of his pet name, uttered by his father as he has been accus-
tomed to hearing it all his life, means something completely new, bound up with a
catastrophe he has unwittingly embodied for years. “Is that what you think of when
you think of me. . .. Do I remind you of that night?” “Not at all,” his father says
eventually. “You remind me of everything that followed.” (124)

Gogol finally learns that the answer is not to fully abandon or attempt to diminish
either culture, but to mesh the two together. Gogol is not fully in tune with his
identity until he realizes that it is embellished by both cultures. He does not have
to be one or the other; in fact he is made up of both. With this new understanding,
Gogol is no longer ashamed of himself or the way he has lived. Most importantly,
he feels proud of his name and accepts all that it means; in other words, the name
“Gogol” is completely translated into his heart, making the name no longer a
burden but a transnational, trans-generational mixing. Though the novel wraps
up with more downfalls occurring in Gogol’s life, he is able to stand on his feet
in the long run.

When his father dies unexpectedly in Cleveland, Gogol returns home to
Cambridge, where he and his mother and sister engage in traditional Bengali
mourning rituals. The return to his family and to Bengali rituals serves to rein-
state for Gogol the importance of his ethnic difference. In light of this, his return
to his parents’ house in Massachusetts is a physical and metaphoric return to
his Indian roots; it is the first time in the novel that Gogol acknowledges that he
is Indian and not simply another American suburban boy.

Later, with his arranged marriage with Moushumi, Gogol understands that
he had satisfied a deep-seated, shared aspiration of all concerned as they both were
Bengalis even if the marriage does not survive. Arranged marriage, as Judith
M. Brown points out, though still common throughout South Asian diaspora,
has been “undergoing subtle modifications” in that young South Asians have been
able to “negotiate with their parents new ways in which they can make their
feelings known in the business of finding an appropriate spouse, and often have
the right of veto” (135). In this light, Gogol’s choice indicates that he has been
adept to many touching moments because his “bicultural” identity is crestfallen,
distraught, dislocated and forlorn. Although he does not know what to do after
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his father’s death, his wife’s marital affair and his mother’s imminent return to
India, there is still some optimism in him: he desires to have a home and ascend
resourcefully in the country that is his habitat now. Like his parents, he realizes
there were things for which it was impossible to prepare but which one spends a
lifetime looking back at, reflecting upon, trying to accept, and to comprehend.

In sum, changing his name from Gogol to Nikhil and then back to Gogol
signals a painful process of cultural transformation. But for Lahiri’s migrant
protagonist, to borrow Homi Bhabha’s theory of cultural translation, it signifies a
new birth or “newness” after renegotiation of the in-between spaces and disjunc-
tive temporalities of migrant experience. From then on, Gogol is no longer the
unbearable weight of the “name of the father” or an alienated “proper name” but
a new name inscribed with migrant memories and expectations—to use John
Lechet’s term, an “interweaving translation” between father and son, Indian
heritage and American cultures. The novel, therefore, suggests that to the
American-born second generation from India, the idea of a “home country”—
a desh, as Lahiri calls it—is fallacious; but the idea of a community of “ethnically
and religiously bound expatriates” is a reality that permeates their experience, and
that inspires in them a sense of pluralist identity (Friedman 115).

Similarly, as a second generation of South Asians in America, Gogol’s sister
Sonia and his divorced wife Moushumi also encounter problem of identity crisis
between cultures. Both Gogol and Sonia do not feel “at home” in Calcutta where
their parents find relief and solace. Ashima feels sad “staring at the clouds as
they journey back to Boston,” while her children Gogol and Sonia feel thankful
(87). Nonetheless, Sonia, whose name means “she who is golden” (58), expresses
a transnational hybridity in the later part of novel. She participates easily in
the white American mainstream during her high school days and later lives the
life of a college student in California, changing apartments and roommates with
ease, possibly because her parents have realized that they cannot enforce their
preferences. Sonia sees herself as wholly American. Instead of following Bengali
arranged marriage, she plans her life with her half-Jewish, half Chinese fiance
Ben, which reveals the likelihood that the subsequent generations of South Asian
immigrant families will marry both white and other ethnic Americans. On the
other hand, she remains committed to her Indian family, moving back to live
with her mother after her father’s death. She is the catalyst that draws her mother
into a more American lifestyle, helping her to break away from the old mold of
the perpetually self-sacrificing mother or the unobtrusive widow who must never
gratify herself.

Gary Shteyngart, a Russian American writer, declares that “Today, people
like myself, Russians by birth and Americans by education, don’t need to choose
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a single, exclusive identity. Equally at home (and equally homeless) in both cultures,
we are global citizens of an increasingly borderless world” (290). Gestured toward
the pervasiveness of an identity that is not constrained by national, ethnic, or
cultural mandates, Shteyngart is committed to an individual-constructed identity
emphasizing connections based on personal interests and reasoned analyses.
Lahiri embraces this notion of the global citizen who chooses her own cultural
destiny as the inevitable outcome for Moushumi:

Without telling [her parents], she’s pursued a double major in French. Immersing
herself in a third language, a third culture, had been her refuge—she approached French,
unlike things American or Indian, without guilt, or misgiving, or expectation of any
kind. It was easier to turn her back on the two countries that could claim her in favor
of one that had no claim whatsoever. (215)

When Moushoumi enters the novel, the narration shifts briefly away from
Gogol to Moushoumi, and her subjectivity offers yet another perspective on the
ways in which the child in Lahiri’s stories functions as a “translator among cul-
tures.” Like Gogol, Moushoumi is not accustomed to seeing India as her home-
land. She is truly “cosmopolitan,” rejecting any claims to an Indian or American
nationality. In fact, against her parents’ wishes, she majors in French, studies in
Paris, and longs to return there. For Moushumi, negotiating her identity as a
South Asian American proves overly fraught; and ultimately in a truly transgres-
sive act, she commits adultery with an older, less attractive man with the unlikely
name of Dimitri Desjardens,’ and leaves Gogol to move to Paris, where many of
these complications evaporate, thereby fulfilling her desire to be a true cosmopo-
lite. Moushumi’s decision to control her own cultural identity may well prove
to be the normative behavior for the later generations of immigrant families in
the United States. As their direct connection to roots diminishes and other
cultural options are presented, these Americans will create their own personal
bricolage of various cultural materials in order to form their identities.

If the second generation must negotiate their cultural identities in the host
society, cultural translation is also necessary for the first generation. The most
dramatic transformation of immigrant experiences in Lahiri’s novel is manifest in
the transnational motherhood of Gogol’s mother, Ashima. An Indian mother
living in the suburbs of Boston, Ashima does so through the careful negotiations
she makes for her family on a daily basis in response to the often conflicting

9 As Judith Caesar points out, the name of Moushumi’s lover is significant, for it pinpoints the motif
of naming in Lahiri’s novel: “The first name is the same as that of the adulterous protagonist in Chekov’s
‘The Lady with the Pet Dog’ and the tormented brother in 7he Brothers Karamazov. The last name,
which looks French and yet has an Anglicized pronunciation, suggests the kind of multicultural, cosmo-
politan identity Moushumi would like to claim.”
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demands of traditional Bengali culture and the pressure to become an assimilated
American. She attempts to preserve the Indian traditions that link her to her
homeland while simultaneously benefiting from the privileges afforded by
American citizenship in order to ensure a successful future for her American-
born children. Although Ashoke does not like the commemoration of Christmas
and Thanksgiving, Gogol recalls: “it was for him, for Sonia that his parents had
gone to “the trouble of learning these customs” (286). Their own children are
more Americanized than what they wish them to be. The children too, brought
up to be bilingual, envisage the cultural tight spots and dislocation. Though
compulsorily they sit in Pujas and other religious ceremonies, Gogol and Sonia,
like the children of other Bengali families, savor American food more than the
Bengali dishes.

In order to safeguard their culture in the unfamiliar land, the first generation
immigrants educate their children in the native language, literature and history,
and guide them about their religious customs, traditions, beliefs, food habits,
and social mannerisms. Along with this, they also train them in the ways of the
new land and its common traditions. In the novel, Ashima teaches Gogol to memo-
rize a poem by Tagore and the names of gods embellishing the ten-headed Durga.
At the same time, every afternoon, before going to sleep, Ashima switches on the
television and makes Gogol watch “Sesame Street” and “The Electric Company”
in order to make him get used to the American way of speaking English. The
Indian diaspora is marked by a strong tie with its cultural heritage and a common
wistfulness for the behavior that was part of the experiences at home. Indians as
a group protect their distinctiveness as Indians. On his birthday, Gogol is dressed
as an infant Bengali groom and also on his Annaprasan ceremony, his rice cere-
mony: “the first formal ceremony of their lives centers around consumption of
solid food; Gogol is dressed as an infant Bengali groom, the fragrance of cumin
seeds, the final bowl contains payesh, a warm rice pudding” (34).

However, the parents sometimes find that they cannot make compromise
with their children’s wishes. Ashoke and Ashima have to integrate the American
way of living into their lives for the sake of their children:

They learn to roast turkeys . . . at Thanksgiving, to nail a wreathe to their door in
December, to wrap woollen scarves around snowman, to colour boiled eggs violet and
pink at Easter for the sake of Gogol and Sonia. . . . [T]hey celebrate with progressively
increasing fanfare, the birth of Christ, an event the children look forward to far more
than the worship of Durga and Saraswati. (64)

Moreover, there are other ways in which the Gangulis give in. Though Ashima
continues to wear nothing but saris and sandals from Bata, Ashoke, accustomed
to wearing tailor-made pants and shirts all his life, learns to buy ready-made.
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When Christmas comes, Ashima is careful to choose Christmas cards that say
“Happy Holidays” or “Season’s Greetings” as opposed to “Merry Christmas” (165).
In her “seasoned translation,” however, these cards are embroidered with Indian
styles wherein Santa Claus is substituted by elephants, “a replica of a drawing
her father had done for Gogol over twenty-seven years ago, in the margins of an
aerogramme” (165, emphasis added). Following Stuart Hall’s negotiated view
of diasporic cultures as well as Lechet and Bottomley’s conceptions of interweav-
ing and retranslation, we can say that Ashima re-translates Christmas cards into
Bengali ones, an act of transantional agency/flexibility that helps her assimilate
into American culture. Besides, such intricate translation reveals not merely
a “restorative nostalgia,” to use Svetlana Boym’s phrase, but also a “reflective nos-
talgia”!® in the sense that one’s cultural origin is deployed, appropriated and
retranslated to fit the new context.

For all her discomforts during her pregnancy, Ashima has accepted and
assimilated the cultural differences. Her graduation to this state of mind is slow
but steady. It is not until she is over 40 and takes a job at a public library that
Ashima makes American friends. When Ashoke leaves to work for two semesters
at a university near Cleveland, she decides to remain behind so that she can con-
tinue her work, asserting her independence for the first time. She learns to live
alone whenever her husband is away on his teaching assignments and her children
are away pursing their studies in different states. She is fond of her country. So
is she of America. After the death of her husband, Ashima plans to spend six
months in America and six months in India. In a sense, she does not perform
a reverse immigration, but rather, becomes part of the shifting “ethnoscape” of

1 true cosmopolitan traveler, one who is, as Lahiri writes,

global sojourners:
“True to her name, she will be without borders, without a home of her own, a
resident everywhere and nowhere” (276, emphasis added). In this way, Ashima
transcends her previous sense of nostalgia and moves towards becoming a more

open, global nomad in the world.

10 According to Svetlana Boym, nostalgia has two alter egos. One she calls “restorative.” “Restorative
nostalgia” literally seeks to “rebuild the lost home and patch up the memory gaps” (41). But there is
also a more virtuous nostalgia which she calls “reflective.” “Reflective nostalgia” does not seek return
as much as it prefers to brood over the impossibility to return. Its longing is filled with ambivalence.
No home is satisfactory, either in time or in space, because reflective nostalgia does not seck a particular
time and place.

1 Here I borrow the term “ethnoscape” from Arjun Appadurai. In Modernity at Large, Appadurai
writes, “by ‘ethnoscape,” I mean the landscape of persons who constitute the shifting world in which we
live: tourists, immigrants, refugees, exiles, guestworkers, and other moving groups and persons constitute
an essential feature of the world, and appear to affect the politics of and between nations to a hitherto
unprecedented degree” (33).
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Conclusion

From the above discussion we can see that names and their specific inter-
pretations are subtly explored in Lahiri’s depiction of transnational immigrants
in The Namesake. Gogol Ganguli’s transformation from a confused second
generation youth to a new South Asian American immigrant subject reveals
Lahiri’s implication of the power of cultural translation in negotiating the conflict
between tradition and modernity. It is only by blending together his Indian
roots and American styles—that is, a seasoned, hybridized translation—that
Gogol could reconstruct his diasporic subjectivity in American society. Rather
than being an impossible task of translation, immigrants’ proper names and their
identities in Lahiri’s novel are constantly disseminated, translated and re-trans-
lated in the process of “becoming.” Such an optimistic view of translation reflects
the fact that living in a globalizing world we are increasingly becoming global
citizens, receiving different cultural traditions and hybridizing them in our daily
practices. Through reading Lahiri’s novel of South Asian diaspora in America,
my paper concludes that cultural translation as a strategy of survival and transfor-
mation not only provides immigrants groups with a nostalgic affiliation with
their cultural roots but also re-invigorates them with new meanings and imageries
across generations in the transcultural/transnational space.
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