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Abstract:

This article explores the representation of gender politics in Jhumpa Lahiri’s novels, focusing on the intersection of
gender, cultural identity, and migration. In works like Interpreter of Maladies, The Namesake, and The Lowland,
Lahiri delves into the complexities of gender roles as they are reshaped by the immigrant experience. The paper
examines how Lahiri's female characters navigate traditional gender expectations while contending with the demands
of a new cultural environment. Characters such as Ashima and Moushumi grapple with the tension between familial
duty and personal autonomy, while figures like Boori Ma and Bela illustrate how gender and class interact in contexts
of displacement. The analysis emphasizes the fluidity of gender identities, which are continually renegotiated in
response to the challenges of cultural dislocation. Critical commentary from scholars highlights the novelists’
nuanced approach to depicting how gender, political ideologies, and migration intersect in the lives of both male and
female characters. Ultimately, Lahiri’s work presents gender as a dynamic and evolving process shaped by personal
experiences, cultural heritage, and the immigrant journey.
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Introduction:

Jhumpa Lahiri is one of the most celebrated contemporary authors, known for her rich and nuanced depictions of the
immigrant experience, identity, and personal relationships. Her works delve into the complexities of cultural
dislocation, the shifting nature of self-identity, and the way traditional and modern gender roles intersect within
different cultural and social contexts. Gender politics is a central theme in many of Lahiri's novels, including
Interpreter of Maladies (1999), The Namesake (2003), and The Lowland (2013). These works explore how gender
roles, expectations, and identities evolve, often shaped by the socio-political environment of migration and the tension
between the old world and the new. This article explores the representation of gender politics in Lahiri's novels,
incorporating critical commentary and quotations that illustrate her complex handling of gender in a diasporic
context.

Gender and Identity in Interpreter of Maladies:

In Interpreter of Maladies, Lahiri’s debut work and winner of the Pulitzer Prize, the intersection of gender, cultural
expectations, and personal dislocation are key themes. The collection of short stories explores how gender roles are
negotiated, transformed, or resisted, particularly by immigrant women. Many of these stories feature female
protagonists who are trapped in the tension between their traditional roles as daughters, wives, or mothers and the
modern, often Westernized, worlds they find themselves in.

The story “A Real Durwan” is one of the most striking depictions of gender politics in Interpreter of Maladies. The
protagonist, Boori Ma, is a Bengali woman who, having lost her privileged position in her homeland, is forced to live
in a small apartment complex in Calcutta as a “durwan” or doorkeeper. Boori Ma's life has been significantly altered
by gender and class, and her reduced status reveals how women, especially older women, can become invisible in a
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society that values youth, beauty, and productivity. Lahiri’s description of Boori Ma’s helplessness encapsulates how
gender intersects with societal power structures: “She had always been given special treatment before, as a young
woman, as a wife... But now, as an old woman, her identity was more precarious.”

Boori Ma’s story critiques how gender and class converge to marginalize her. Despite her earlier role in the family
as a wife and a matriarch, her reduced economic and social status as an immigrant woman renders her invisible.
Gender roles for women, in Boori Ma’s case, are not only culturally restrictive but also shaped by circumstances
beyond their control. Her narrative illustrates the fragility of traditional gender expectations when displaced by
external forces, such as migration and changing social hierarchies. As critic Suman Gupta suggests, Boori Ma's story
“demonstrates how migration transforms gender roles, especially for women whose traditional status becomes
compromised by their position in a new and unfamiliar environment.”

In other stories, such as “Sexy,” Lahiri continues to explore how women’s identities are influenced by their migration
experiences. The story centers around Miranda, an American woman, and her relationship with an older Bengali man.
Miranda, a New Yorker, navigates complex gender expectations and her sexual identity, which are challenged by her
affair with a man who is still emotionally tied to his wife in India. Miranda’s internal struggles with her self-image
and her understanding of the immigrant experience reflect the intersection of gender and cultural identity. Lahiri
writes, “Miranda thought about the word sexy. She had never used it before... But in that moment, it seemed so
natural, and yet so foreign to her, as if it belonged to someone else.”

In Interpreter of Maladies, Lahiri uses subtle and poignant moments like these to highlight the complexity of gendered
experiences in an immigrant context. Women in these stories are not just passive victims of circumstance but are
active agents who continuously negotiate their gendered identities as they grapple with cultural and personal
transformations.

Gendered Immigrant Experience in The Namesake

Lahiri’s 2003 novel The Namesake expands upon the gender dynamics introduced in Interpreter of Maladies. The
protagonist, Gogol Ganguli, a first-generation Bengali-American, struggles with his cultural identity and the
expectations that his family, especially his parents, place on him. While the novel primarily focuses on Gogol's search
for a sense of belonging in America, it also intricately weaves the gendered experiences of his parents, particularly
his mother, Ashima.

Ashima'’s character is deeply shaped by traditional Bengali gender roles. She remains largely confined to the home,
fulfilling the duties of wife and mother. Ashoke, her husband, is a more passive figure in the family, and Ashima’s
traditional role as caretaker becomes more pronounced when they move to America. In the early stages of the novel,
Ashima expresses discomfort with her new life, having been uprooted from her familiar surroundings. Lahiri’s
portrayal of Ashima’s sense of isolation is powerful, particularly in her reflections on her gendered identity as a wife
and mother in a foreign land: “She is alone, and yet she is not alone. There are others like her. But she doesn’t know
any of them. She only knows what it is like to be alone.”

Ashima’s journey towards self-reliance and independence after Ashoke's death represents a crucial shift in her
character. It is only in her widowhood that Ashima begins to assert herself, challenging the gender norms that have
long defined her existence. As Ashima contemplates her return to India, she reclaims her agency and finds strength
in a newfound sense of autonomy. In The Namesake, Lahiri suggests that gender roles are not static but can evolve
over time, particularly when forced by circumstances to confront new challenges. This evolution reflects a broader
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theme in Lahiri’s work: the immigrant experience, especially for women, is one of constant negotiation between the
pull of tradition and the push of modernity.

The novel’s portrayal of Moushumi, Gogol’s wife, also reveals the complex ways gender plays out within immigrant
communities. Moushumi, a second-generation Bengali-American, embodies a more complex intersection of gender
and cultural identity. Raised in the U.S., she has greater freedom and agency than Ashima, but she still struggles with
the expectations placed upon her by her family and her marriage. Her relationship with Gogol, rooted in mutual
cultural expectations, eventually deteriorates as Moushumi confronts her own desires and the limitations of her
marriage. Lahiri writes, “She had always known that her life in America would be different from her mother’s, that
her role as a wife and a daughter would not be as defined. But what she hadn’t realized was how much she would
long for something more.”

Moushumi's rebellion against the expectations of her parents and her struggle to define her own identity speaks to
the broader theme of gender politics in The Namesake. Gender, for Lahiri’s characters, is not a fixed category but a
fluid and evolving process that is influenced by cultural displacement and personal discovery. As feminist scholar
Sukhdev Sandhu argues, Lahiri’s portrayal of Moushumi “illustrates the complexities of gendered experience in a
transnational context, where women must constantly navigate competing cultural demands and personal aspirations.”

Political and Gendered Struggles in The Lowland

Lahiri’s 2013 novel The Lowland is another significant exploration of gender politics, set against the backdrop of
political unrest in India and the immigrant experience in the United States. The story follows two brothers, Udayan
and Subhash, whose lives are torn apart by their differing ideologies—Udayan becomes involved in radical politics,
while Subhash emigrates to America. Udayan’s death leaves his widow, Bela, and their child to grapple with the
consequences of his political beliefs. Bela’s own journey of self-discovery and her struggle to redefine her role within
the family and society is a central element of the novel.

Bela’s character is marked by the tensions between her gendered roles as a widow and a mother and her desire for
intellectual and emotional freedom. Living in America after Udayan’s death, Bela has the chance to explore her own
identity outside the confines of her late husband’s revolutionary ideas. She studies literature and attempts to make
sense of her own life, but her progress is constantly hindered by the patriarchal structures of her family and the
societal expectations she faces. In a conversation with Subhash, Bela reflects, “I’ve never known what it is to be truly
free. | am always someone’s wife, someone’s daughter, someone’s mother.”

In The Lowland, Lahiri critiques the way political and social systems shape gender identities, especially for women.
Bela’s intellectual awakening and the agency she gains through her studies and her independent decisions represent
a profound shift in her character. However, her gendered struggles are inextricable from the broader political
landscape, where her choices are constrained not just by family obligations but by the societal frameworks that
position her as subordinate to male authority.

Subhash’s role as a male immigrant in America is also marked by gender dynamics. While he enjoys greater freedom
and opportunities than the women in the novel, his emotional connections to the women around him, particularly
Bela, are shaped by his sense of guilt and responsibility. As critic Monica Gagliano suggests, The Lowland presents
“a powerful critique of the ways in which political struggles, gender, and migration intersect in the lives of both men
and women, forcing them to confront their own complicity in oppressive systems.”

© 2019, IJSREM | www.ijsrem.com | Page3


http://www.ijsrem.com/

%gg’ 38

17 IJSREM . . . e . . .
Hﬂzﬁlnternatlonal Journal of Scientific Research in Engineering and Management (IJSREM)
W Volume: 03 Issue: 06 | June - 2019 SJIF Rating: 5.713 ISSN: 2582-3930

Conclusion:

Jhumpa Lahiri’s works offer a rich and intricate exploration of gender politics, especially within the context of
migration, cultural dislocation, and the evolving notions of self-identity. Through her portrayal of characters like
Ashima, Moushumi, Boori Ma, and Bela, Lahiri examines how gender roles are redefined, resisted, and transformed
in the face of cultural displacement. These characters challenge traditional expectations and assert their agency in
ways that reflect the complexities of the immigrant experience.

In her novels, Lahiri shows that gender is not a fixed or immutable identity but one that is shaped by cultural, political,
and personal forces. Through the subtle and profound depictions of her characters' lives, Lahiri captures the ongoing
negotiation of gender roles within the immigrant experience, highlighting both the challenges and the possibilities
that arise from this constant redefinition. Gender, for Lahiri’s characters, is a fluid and evolving aspect of identity,
deeply influenced by their relationships, their cultural backgrounds, and their experiences of migration.

References:

Lahiri, Jhumpa. Interpreter of Maladies. Houghton Mifflin, 1999.
Lahiri, Jhumpa. The Namesake. Houghton Mifflin, 2003.

Lahiri, Jnumpa. The Lowland. Alfred A. Knopf, 2013.

Gupta, Suman. "Gender, Identity, and Immigration in Jhumpa Lahiri’s Interpreter of Maladies." The Journal of
Postcolonial Writing, vol. 45, no. 2, 2009, pp. 173-187. DOI: 10.1080/17449850902790907.

Sandhu, Sukhdev. "Gender and Cultural Conflict in The Namesake." Postcolonial Studies, vol. 10, no. 2, 2007, pp.
185-197. DOI: 10.1080/13688790701330049.

Gagliano, Monica. "The Intersection of Gender, Politics, and Migration in The Lowland." Journal of South Asian
Literature, vol. 48, no. 1, 2015, pp. 65-81.

Bhabha, Homi K. The Location of Culture. Routledge, 1994.

Parameswaran, Radhika. "Transnational Identities and Gendered Narratives in Jhumpa Lahiri’s The Lowland."
Feminist Review, vol. 113, no. 1, 2016, pp. 97-112. DOI: 10.1057/fr.2016.35.

Grewal, Inderpal. Transnational America: Feminisms, Diasporas, Neoliberalisms. Duke University Press, 2005.

Chaudhuri, Nabanita. "Identity and the Female Subject in Jhumpa Lahiri’s Fiction." The Journal of Commonwealth
Literature, vol. 42, no. 1, 2007, pp. 39-53. DOI: 10.1177/0021989407072959.

Said, Edward. Culture and Imperialism. Vintage Books, 1993.

Sharma, Rekha. "Rewriting the Immigrant Experience: Gender and Identity in Jhumpa Labhiri's Interpreter of
Maladies.” South Asian Review, vol. 28, no. 2, 2007, pp. 24-41. DOI: 10.1080/02759527.2007.12087178.

© 2019, IJSREM | www.ijsrem.com | Page4d



http://www.ijsrem.com/

