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Abstract: The fiction of Jhumpa Lahiri occupies a significant position in contemporary diasporic
literature due to its profound exploration of immigrant identity, family relationships, and generational
conflict. Her works primarily portray the emotional struggles of Indian immigrant families living in
America, focusing on the tension between traditional Indian values and modern Western culture.
Through novels and short stories such as The Namesake, Interpreter of Maladies, Unaccustomed Earth,
and The Lowland, Lahiri presents complex familial bonds marked by love, alienation, sacrifice,
misunderstanding, and cultural negotiation. This research paper examines the representation of family
relationships and intergenerational conflicts in Lahiri’s fiction and highlights how migration, cultural
displacement, and identity crises shape interpersonal relationships within immigrant households.
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I. INTRODUCTION
Indian diasporic literature often reflects the emotional and cultural experiences of immigrant families who struggle to
maintain their traditional identity in foreign societies. Among contemporary Indian-American writers, Jhumpa Lahiri
has emerged as one of the most influential literary voices depicting immigrant consciousness and familial complexities.
Her fiction revolves around Bengali immigrant families living in the United States and explores themes of alienation,
cultural displacement, identity conflict, loneliness, and generational differences. Lahiri’s characters frequently
experience emotional distance within families because parents attempt to preserve Indian customs while children seek
independence and assimilation into American culture.
Family relationships form the emotional core of Lahiri’s narratives. She portrays parents, children, siblings, husbands,
wives, and lovers with deep psychological realism. Her works reveal how migration transforms traditional family
structures and creates communication gaps between generations. The younger generation often struggles to balance
inherited cultural expectations with the realities of American society. Lahiri uses subtle narrative techniques and
realistic characterization to present the emotional tensions that arise from this cultural duality.
Family Relationships in Lahiri’s Fiction
Family relationships in Lahiri’s fiction are characterized by emotional complexity and cultural tension. In The
Namesake, the Ganguli family represents the immigrant experience of adjustment and adaptation. Ashoke and Ashima
attempt to preserve Bengali traditions in America, while their son Gogol struggles with identity confusion and cultural
alienation. The emotional distance between parents and children reflects the broader conflict between tradition and
modernity. Gogol’s rejection of his name symbolizes his resistance to inherited cultural identity.
Similarly, in Unaccustomed Earth, Lahiri portrays strained relationships between parents and children who belong to
different cultural worlds. Stories such as “Unaccustomed Earth” and “Only Goodness” depict misunderstandings,
emotional isolation, and failed communication within families. Ruma’s relationship with her father reveals the
emotional silence often present in immigrant households, while Sudha and Rahul’s sibling relationship highlights guilt,
responsibility, and familial expectations.
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In The Lowland, Lahiri examines family trauma across generations. The relationship between Subhash and Udayan
demonstrates contrasting ideological choices that ultimately disrupt family unity. Gauri’s emotional detachment from
her daughter Bela further reflects the psychological consequences of grief and displacement. Lahiri presents family not
only as a source of emotional support but also as a space of conflict, silence, and unresolved trauma.

Generational Conflict in Lahiri’s Fiction

Generational conflict is one of the central themes in Lahiri’s works. The first-generation immigrants attempt to
maintain Indian customs, language, food habits, and social values, whereas the second generation seeks personal
freedom and assimilation into American society. This cultural gap creates tension between parents and children. Lahiri
portrays this conflict realistically without presenting either generation as completely right or wrong.

In The Namesake, Gogol rejects the cultural expectations imposed by his parents and adopts a Western lifestyle.
However, after his father’s death, he gradually reconnects with his Bengali heritage. This transformation indicates that
generational conflict in immigrant families is often linked to identity negotiation rather than complete cultural rejection.
Labhiri also explores generational differences through gender roles and family responsibilities. Mothers in her fiction are
often portrayed as guardians of tradition, while daughters attempt to redefine their identities in a multicultural
environment. Stories such as “Hell-Heaven” and “Mrs. Sen’s” reveal women’s emotional loneliness and their struggle
to adapt to American society.

Diaspora, Identity, and Cultural Alienation

The experience of migration deeply affects family relationships in Lahiri’s fiction. Her characters often feel culturally
divided between India and America. This dual identity creates emotional insecurity and a sense of not fully belonging
to either culture. Lahiri portrays diaspora as both a physical and psychological condition.

The younger generation experiences identity conflict more intensely because they inherit Indian traditions at home
while participating in American culture outside. Lahiri presents this cultural hybridity as a source of both enrichment
and emotional confusion. Her fiction reflects the reality of immigrant families negotiating between memory, belonging,
and adaptation.

Causes of Generational Conflict in Immigrant Families Portrayed by Jhumpa Lahiri

Generational conflict is one of the most significant themes in the fiction of Jhumpa Lahiri. Her literary works deeply
explore the emotional and cultural tensions experienced by immigrant families living between two worlds. Lahiri
portrays the lives of Indian immigrants in America who struggle to preserve their traditional identity while adapting to
a foreign culture. In this process, differences emerge between first-generation immigrant parents and their second-
generation children, leading to conflicts related to culture, language, identity, social values, and personal freedom.
Lahiri’s fiction realistically captures the psychological and emotional dimensions of these intergenerational tensions
and demonstrates how migration reshapes family relationships.

One of the primary causes of generational conflict in Lahiri’s fiction is cultural difference between parents and
children. First-generation immigrants attempt to preserve Indian traditions, customs, food habits, religious beliefs, and
family values in a foreign land. They view cultural preservation as essential for maintaining their identity and
connection with their homeland. However, the younger generation grows up in American society and becomes
influenced by Western values of independence, individualism, and personal choice. This cultural gap creates
misunderstanding and emotional distance within families. In The Namesake, Ashima and Ashoke Ganguli try to raise
their children according to Bengali traditions, while Gogol struggles to fit into American society and rejects many
aspects of his cultural heritage. Gogol’s discomfort with his unusual name symbolizes his larger identity crisis and his
desire to escape the expectations of his parents.

Identity conflict is another important reason behind generational tensions in Lahiri’s fiction. Immigrant children often
feel trapped between two cultures because they are expected to follow Indian traditions at home while adapting to
American culture outside. This dual identity creates confusion, insecurity, and frustration. Parents expect their children
to respect family traditions, marry within their culture, and maintain close family ties, whereas children seek self-
expression and freedom of choice. Lahiri presents this conflict sensitively, showing that second-generation immigrants

Copyright to IJARSCT DOI: 10.48175/568 589

www.ijarsct.co.in




({ IJARSCT

xx International Journal of Advanced Research in Science, Communication and Technology
IJARSCT International Open-Access, Double-Blind, Peer-Reviewed, Refereed, Multidisciplinary Online Journal

ISSN: 2581-9429 Volume 5, Issue 2, September 2025 Impact Factor: 7.67

are not rejecting their heritage completely but are trying to negotiate a balance between tradition and modernity. In The
Namesake, Gogol changes his name to Nikhil because he believes his Bengali identity prevents him from fully
integrating into American society. His decision reflects the emotional burden experienced by many immigrant children
who struggle to define their identity.

Communication barriers also contribute significantly to generational conflict in immigrant families. Lahiri portrays
many families where parents and children fail to openly express their emotions and expectations. Traditional Indian
parents often maintain emotional restraint and authority within the family, while children raised in America are more
accustomed to open communication and emotional independence. This difference in communication style creates
misunderstandings and emotional isolation. In Unaccustomed Earth, the relationship between Ruma and her father
reflects this emotional distance. Although they care deeply for each other, they struggle to communicate their feelings
honestly. Ruma feels burdened by traditional expectations regarding family responsibility, whereas her father desires
independence after the death of his wife. Lahiri demonstrates how silence and emotional repression intensify
generational tensions within immigrant households.

Another major cause of conflict is the difference in attitudes toward marriage and relationships. First-generation
immigrants generally prefer arranged marriages within the same cultural community because they believe such unions
preserve family traditions and social values. In contrast, second-generation children often choose partners based on
personal preference and emotional compatibility. Lahiri’s fiction repeatedly portrays this clash between parental
expectations and individual desires. In The Namesake, Gogol’s relationships with Maxine and Moushumi illustrate his
struggle between American individualism and Bengali cultural expectations. His parents are uncomfortable with his
close association with Maxine’s liberal American family, while his marriage to Moushumi eventually fails because
both characters experience cultural and emotional dissatisfaction. Through these experiences, Lahiri reveals how
marriage becomes a site of cultural negotiation and generational disagreement.

Social adaptation and assimilation further contribute to generational conflict. Immigrant parents often experience
loneliness, alienation, and nostalgia because they remain emotionally connected to their homeland. They preserve
Indian traditions to maintain stability in a foreign environment. However, children who are born or raised in America
adapt more easily to Western society and sometimes perceive their parents’ traditions as restrictive or outdated. In
stories such as “Mrs. Sen’s,” Lahiri portrays the emotional isolation of immigrant women who struggle to adjust to
American life. Mrs. Sen remains attached to Indian customs and finds it difficult to integrate into American culture. Her
inability to adapt contrasts with the younger generation’s willingness to embrace change, highlighting the cultural
divide between generations.

Labhiri also explores how educational and professional ambitions contribute to family conflict. Immigrant parents often
sacrifice personal comfort and social status to provide better opportunities for their children. As a result, they place
high expectations on academic achievement and professional success. Children may feel pressured to fulfill parental
dreams while simultaneously pursuing their own interests and identities. This tension creates emotional stress and
feelings of guilt. In several of Lahiri’s stories, children struggle to meet parental expectations without losing their
individuality. Lahiri presents these conflicts realistically, emphasizing that immigrant parents’ strictness often arises
from love, insecurity, and fear of cultural loss rather than authoritarian control.

Gender roles and changing social values also influence generational conflict in Lahiri’s fiction. Traditional Indian
families often expect women to prioritize domestic responsibilities and family obligations, whereas younger women
seek education, independence, and personal freedom. In stories like “Hell-Heaven,” Lahiri portrays women caught
between traditional expectations and modern aspirations. Mothers attempt to preserve cultural values, while daughters
question gender norms and social restrictions. This generational difference regarding women’s roles creates tension
within immigrant families and reflects broader changes in multicultural societies.

Another important factor is emotional displacement caused by migration. Immigration disrupts family structures and
social networks, creating psychological stress for both parents and children. Parents fear losing cultural continuity,
while children struggle with belongingness and social acceptance. Lahiri portrays immigrant families as emotionally
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fragmented because migration forces individuals to constantly negotiate identity and relationships. In The Lowland,
family separation, political trauma, and emotional detachment affect multiple generations. Gauri’s emotional
withdrawal from her daughter Bela demonstrates how unresolved grief and displacement can weaken familial bonds.
Lahiri suggests that generational conflict is not merely cultural but also psychological and emotional in nature.

Jhumpa Lahiri’s fiction offers a profound examination of the causes of generational conflict in immigrant families.
Through realistic characters and emotionally nuanced narratives, she portrays the tensions arising from cultural
differences, identity crises, communication gaps, marriage expectations, social adaptation, gender roles, and emotional
displacement. Lahiri does not present generational conflict as a simple opposition between tradition and modernity;
instead, she reveals the complexity of immigrant experiences where both parents and children struggle to preserve love
and belonging while adapting to changing cultural realities. Her works contribute significantly to diasporic literature by
highlighting the emotional challenges faced by immigrant families navigating between multiple identities and cultural
worlds.

II. CONCLUSION

The fiction of Jhumpa Lahiri provides a profound exploration of family relationships and generational conflict within
immigrant communities. Her narratives reveal how migration and cultural displacement reshape emotional bonds
between parents and children, husbands and wives, and siblings. Lahiri portrays immigrant families with sensitivity and
realism, highlighting themes of identity crisis, alienation, loneliness, and cultural negotiation. Through her nuanced
depiction of generational tensions, Lahiri demonstrates that family relationships are constantly evolving under the
influence of cultural transition and globalization. Her works contribute significantly to diasporic literature by offering a
humanistic understanding of the emotional complexities of immigrant life.
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