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Feminist Discourse in Jnumpa Lahiri’s ‘“The Namesake’

Abstract

Social control of femaleunder patriarchy
hasbeen effectively presented by Jhumpal ahiri
ORIGINAL ARTICLE in her novel The Namesake. How women
acclimatisethemselvesaswilling partner sready
tosacrificetheir career and per sonal choicesand
accept subor dination hasbeen projected through
the character of Ashima. Female identity is
pushed under carpet and their preferencesare
skipped with an obviouspurposeto preservethe
stereotypical structure of society which is
considered tobecrucial. Jhnumpa L ahiri shows
how projection of awoman in an idealisticframe,
whoisan image of self-sacrificeand iscapable
: of multi-tasking, robs her of individuality and

Asit. Proff. English, selfhood. This paper analyses how politics of
Govt.V.S.PA Sankrit College, power channelisestheinstitution of patriarchy
Kota, Rgjasthan, INDIA inthehousehold of Ashima and her husband and
confirmsmaledominance. Thehierarchyisnot
onlyinthelarger structureof society but inthe
family unit itself. Theauthor presentstheway in which Ashima Ganguli emer gesstrongand dignified
amidst all theexploitation and mar ginalisation and choosesto leavebehind theiniquitoussystem of

institutionalised oppression and moveforward towar dsadesirablestate of self-existence.
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Jhumpa Lahiri’s The Namesake discusses multifarious themes such as culture clash, immigration,
displacement, identity, marriage, roles, diasporiclifeand many more. However, onethemethat encompasses
otherswithitisthat of identity. Identity isthefact of who or what apersonis. It isan unavoidabl e part of our
lives. Itisshaped by externa variableslikelearning, environment and conditioning. Lahiri, herself achildto
immigrant parents, redli sesthe pangs and hardships of displacement and thisfirst-hand experienceisreflected
inher novels. Apart from all these ordeal sthe soci ety denieswomen apersonhood. Theauthor describesthe
problematic Situation wherefema einternaly questionsthe soci ety and the accepted notions of masculinity but
thenwillingly acceptstheaccretion of thesevauesinthecultura domainfor thewefareof thefamily particularly
thechildren. After disposing off her dutiesAshimachoosestoingratiate herself and movesforwardtolivethe
rest of her lifeon her ownterms.

Ashimaisomnipresent inthenovel. Her presence never fadesaway inthe novel . She playsdifferent
rolesof amother, sister, daughter, wifeand daughter-in-law a the sametime. SheisaBengali Indianwoman
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whoisanintrovert and submissivegirl by temperament. Shereceivesdifferent treatmentsat different levels.
Sincechildhood sheisgroomed into theimage of ahomemaker and acaretaker of thefamily. Itistaught to her
that thewel|-being of afamily and the maintenance of familia bond depends on the behaviour of awoman. In
spiteof being tied to abusy scheduleAshimaconsidersher family asher first priority. The demands of the
family leaveno timeto think about her own likesand didikes. But shenever complains. Sheacceptsit asher
roleand her destiny. Shedoesnot feel anxiousabout her arranged format of marriage.

JhumpalLahiri presentshow marriageisabedrock of patriarcha structure. Itisprimarily throughthis
secret meansthat woman or asigned customary roles and ascribed cultural values. Although marriageisa
joint venturewhi ch enabl es both husband and wifeto live together with loveand compatibility in atraditional
society. But pragmaticaly inthe given socia setup the rel ationship between husband and wife and between
mother and son exposesthe problemati c correlation between thetwo sexeswith al itscomplexities. Jhumpa
Lahiri graphicdly presentstheinequality and oppression of womenin awedlock, but that they till believein
conformity and compromisein order to safeguard domestic harmony. Ashima, agood student and atutor of
English before marriage, isnot annoyed by the way men treat women as an object or commodity. Itisher
parentswho decidewithout caring for her opinion that she should marry Ashok, who wasapotentia suitor
and an engineer. They consider Ashok asuitablematch for their daughter. Without giving Ashimasufficient
time to think over it the two are married within two weeks’ time. The virtues of Ashima which are mentioned
by her parents when Ashok’s parents come to see her are also stereotypical. We do not find any mention of
her intellect or academicsbefore her in-lawsbut what ishighlightedis:

““She is fond of cooking and she can knit extremely well”.

Ashima just smiled at her mother’s prowess and her excellent salesmanship. Her mother could have
presented her asaconfident and asdf-dependent girl, but sheknew well that those qualitieswerenot considered
important for awife or a daughter-in-law. A girl is expected to be naive and shy when it comes to her
marriage. Ashimaiseven asked by her father-in-law whether shewould be ableto mould hersdf toAmerican
lifestylein accordancewith her husband. She showsno reluctanceto marriageas sheiswell bred with the
thought of preserving the established hierarchy. Shedoesnot eventhink of preserving some part of her self for
hersdlf done. After marriage, she quite satisfactorily playstheroleof adutiful wife. She doeslaundry for her
husband, cooks, takes care of the household and isagood host for the guests. WhileA shok keepsbusy with
his professional life Ashima’s academic interest are subdued by the demands of the family. Ashok spends time
at theUniversity when al the day the problem of adjustment of the new settlement in Americahasto befaced
by Ashima. Shesometimeseven criesto herself but never complainsor bothersher husband. Itisan atogether
new environment and culturethat she hasto face and accept so that her husband may progressprofessionally.
Wefed sympathy for her assheislonely insidein aforeignland. A shimathen becomes pregnant and her
respons bilitiesareincreased. Her conditionis pathetic before the birth of the child. She passed most of the
time aonewithout her husband besides her. It wasreally depressing for her as she had no oneto share her
feelings and thoughts to someone ina foreign land. She craves for someone’s attention and care but fails to get
it. Her lifeismundane and programmed. She hasno timeto think about her personal growth. But well weaved
into thetexture of society Ashimaaccepts her assigned rolesand perpetuatesthetendenciesof maedomination.
Shebecomesapart of social dratification and patriarcha sovereignty.

Theinjusticethat she suffersismore at the hands of the soci ety than at the hands of any particular
individud. Thenovelist presentsthe established theories of family bonesand questionsthem and their vdidity.
Shepresentsthegloba feminist concernsaswell asthedifferent ethos of Indian society which gavefeminism
itsnativeversion. Anillustration of how agirl becomeswrapped in the conventiona framework of gendered
congtructionisgiven by JnumpalLahiri intheway Ashimadoesnot cal her husband by hisfirst name:

“When she calls out to Ashok she doesn’t take his name. Ashima never thinks of her husband’s
name when she thinks of her husband. Even though she knows perfectly well, what it is”.

MarchtoMay 2022 www.amoghvarta.com.com {mpact Factor | 85
A Double-blind, Peer-reviewed, Quarterly, Multidiciplinary and bilingual SIIF (2022): 4.824
Research Journal '



Dr. Rashmi Agrawd,

ISSN : 2583-3189 (E), 2583-0775 (P) AMOGHVARTA Page No. 84 - 87

Year-01, Volume-01, Issue-04

Thus, Ashima does not think of her husband’s name even in her subconscious as according to Bengali
traditionitisnot theway awifeaddressesahusbhand. Thisiswhat she had seen her mother and her grandmother
doing and the customary usagewasingtilled degp into her heart. Her personality reliescompletely on cultural
expectations. Sheacceptsthe privileged position of men ascompared to women. Sheraisesno objectionsor
guestionstoit asitisnot thetype of thing Bengali wivesdo. It isbaffling that awife changesher last nameand
acceptsthe surname of ahusband but cannot take hisfirst name according to societal traditions.

Ashimasometimesfed sthat it isdifficult for her toraiseher childreninthe absence of Ashok when he
isat work. But he hasno choice except givingin tothe Situation. Sheisestranged completely from her family
in Calcutta as she moved to America with Ashok and is broken by the news of her father’s death. All this
emotional traumabecomesapart of her lifewhich she bearsin an unsupported manner. Sometime later
Ashimafollowsher husband to cold and desol ate, Boston. Shefeelsher journey of being displeased again
and againisincessant just likealifelong pregnancy. But with time she growsto love her husband, her son
Gogol and her daughter Sonia. Theromantic love between the couple blossomsasthey visit their hometown
Cadl cuttaand takelong walks along thelong-eft lanes.

JhumpaLahiri isconvinced that the modern, educated woman hasthe capacity to maintainthefamilia
harmony in a totally selfless manner. Ashima’s character is presented as a strong woman who despite all odds,
inconveniences and emotiona can bring up her childreninaway that canilluminatethe home aswell asthe
society. Her character isquite convincing and substantia . She has overshadowed her persona ambitionsbut
that isfor areason. Her fervour and vigour are unwithered and unsinkable. She doesnot accuse her children
or her husband for anything athough she sensesan aienation from them. Thisdissati sSfaction and distraction of
childrenfrom their mother growswithtime:

““Having been deprived of the company of her own parents upon moving to America, her children’s
independence, they need to keep the distance from her, is something she will never understand”.

Thechildren not only start staying away from the Bengdi culture but also from their mother. Her whole
family getsdeparted from each other to different places but shekeepsherself intact. She even startsapart-
timejob at alibrary and becomesfriendly with the other women who work there. Yet she adaptsto this
dtuation aso assheadwaysdoes. Sheisin contact with her husband mostly only on phone after 8om. Her love
for her family isunflinching and deep inside her. But her adjustment and growing friendshipisasgnthat she
was starting to get used to the subtle ways to find a place in the society. Ashok’s sudden death comes as a
shock to her. Her husband was no moreand her children no more needed her. At thispoint reali sation comes
to her that it wasthetimeto assert her individuality and redlise her freedom. She decidesto exhibit the courage
to dowhat she believed wastheright thing to do. A shimashines asan independent woman and fedls:

“Everyone should live on their own at some point”.

Amidst her ordinary existence shetakesthisextraordinary decison to spoend six monthsin India. Though
sheisvery depressed, horribly lonely and laments for her husband but now she wishesto emergeasan
autonomous being and return to thecity that was once her home. Sheisunder no social or moral compulsion
and obligation anymore. All her lifeshehad | earnt to managethingsa one so it wasnot aproblem for her when
shewasfinally on her own. Now her lifewasfinaly uncomplicated. She could follow her wishes:

“True to the meaning of name, she will be without borders. Without a home of her own, a
resident everywhere and nowhere”.

Shefedsfreelikeabird. She hastimeto do thingswithout anyoneto face or entertain or please. She
isoverwhelmed by thisthought and fed san indifferencetowards otherswithout being guilty. Shecomesout as
asdf- dependent and apowerful individua who can handlethe entire Situation doneefficiently. Her ingtincts
and experiencestell her that sheisgoing to surviveal thesetrialsand carve her identity asan empowered
woman. JhumpaLahiri, thus, with apowerful narrative reveashow amodern woman startsacrusadetowards
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anidentity reconstruction with an aptitudeand confidence that waslying latent within her. What her protagonist
choosesisalimitless, endless, formlessand graceful lifeleadingit on her own conditions.

Conclusion

Thenove shedsabrilliant light on the awareness of the new woman about her individuaity, who can
take her feministic stanceand exploreherself crossing al the boundaries of human existence. Thenovel shifts
between the present and past events which givesAshimaachanceto have abetter understanding of herself
and emerge as a strong and dignified woman. The author’s feminine sensibility, consciousness and power are
well reflected here.
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