
 
Reconciling with what it means to be a ‘’child of darkness as well as...light’’, indeed a product of 
our parent’s past is, as Magda Szubanski suggests, central to the understanding of who we are, 
and “the key” to our sense of belonging. Indeed, for both Szubanski’s deeply personal memoir 
Reckoning and Jumpa Lahiri’s Bildungsroman novel The Namesake the idea of the “shadow” of 
the past that winds itself around who we are is crucial to both protagonist’s journeys. For both 
Magda in Reckoning and Lahiri’s Gogol Ganguli the past feels deeply ingrained and ‘’part of [the 
very] fabric’’ of their DNA, a living remnant of their heritage and parent’s personal journey. As a 
result, as second-generation migrants; their diasporic experience leads them to feeling trapped 
and alienated from their culture, deeply “woun[ded]” by a past they barely know; inevitability 
putting ourselves in front of our historical trauma challenges us to grow to a more idealistic 
version of ourselves. Ultimately, in life, like Lahiri muses, “could not have happened otherwise” 
without the “stuff” of the past that appears “suffused into the very “fabric” of who we are, then 
perhaps it is the “stuff” of our history that makes “us”.   
 
Both authors suggest that while family heritage may be “buried in the past,” it is undeniably 
connected to our sense of self and how we see the world. In fact through starting with each 
protagonist's parents' journey through no fixed narrator both authors reveal that who we become 
starts forming long before we are born. In a powerful metaphor Szubanski compares this idea to 
the Bosch painting “the stone of madness” to symbolise the “shadow” of the past that exists in 
her father and the “palpable presence” of which she feels also exists inside herself. Indeed 
Peter’s emotional capacity as a parent is compromised as a result of the war which only serves 
to pass that “clinical dissociation” on to his children leaving them “numb”, and clearly as Magda 
suggests, “suffused with his stuff” unable to forge their own identities. Similarly, Gogol receives 
his own “stone of madness” from his father in the form of Ashoke’s traumatic trainwreck which 
gave birth to “the first thing his father had given him”, the “name he had so detested”. Through 
naming his child after the “pages” of “The Overcoat”, Ashoke passes on a story of trauma and 
survival that Gogol, like Magda, unwittingly “bears the load” of. For Magda who deems herself 
tainted through “breeding” as a “half polish girl with a polish name” she suffers from ‘’grow[ing] 
up in her [father’s] shadow’’ as ‘’an assassin’’. Her life becomes a constant ‘’ricochet between 
feeling nothing [like her father] and feeling everything’’, consequently, pulling her away from 
establishing meaningful relationships as well as a solid idea of who she is. Gogol on the other 
hand is living with the “burden” of his father’s survival how adapted he is to American culture 
while a genuine fragment of himself originates in his father’s “[first] birth”; suffocated by the 
burden of being unable to forge his own identity while it is so strongly linked to a past he doesn’t 
fully comprehend. However, unlike Magda whose father was  “judge, jury and executioner” of 
his own emotional ineptitude, Gogol’s father Ashoke, is less to blame for the trauma he 
unwittingly passes on to his son. The story diverges in its ‘’fault lines’’ when comparing both 
protagonists’ fathers who are entirely distinguishable. Szubanski realises her father’s cold 
standards and ‘’killer instincts’’ were to eradicate Magda’s ‘’human frailty’’ ‘’so he wouldn’t have 
to kill her’’; inculcating Peter’s ideology to ‘’keep fighting...even when there is no hope in 
winning’’ into Magda. On the contrary, Ashoke does not associate Gogol with that "cold night", 
but instead optimistically affiliates him with "everything that followed".  
 
Whilst inherited trauma is at the core of each text, both authors reveal that the sense of loss 
implicit with the diasporic experience is often also passed on to second generation migrants.  
Lahiri strongly demonstrates this through Ashima whose identity is deeply tied to Calcutta 
despite living in America; displaying acculturative stress, evident of the diasporic experience of 
which Lahiri herself experienced. Indeed, through Lahiri’s powerful metaphor of the migration 
experience being something akin “to a lifelong pregnancy” for Ashima we get significant insight 



into how displaced people often feel “half-true” when separated from their cultural roots. This 
loss of self extends to Gogol who Ashima “pit[ies] for “entering the world so alone, so deprived” 
of the heritage they have had to leave behind. As a result he too learns to be “half-true” and only 
begrudgingly acknowledges his status as an “ABCD”, or “American Born Confused Deshi”, 
Gogol is confused by his own cultural past and rejects it, just as his mother rejected the 
American “wasteland”. For Szubanski, who like Lahiri, found herself in the middle of multiple 
worlds, similarly suffers from “straddling” two worlds  as despite living in Australia she...still 
“didn’t feel Australian’’. To combat this lack of connection to their physical location both Gogol 
and Magda create their own ‘’humble approximation’’ to comfort themselves. While Magda’s 
‘’transform[s] the Aussie bush to a familiar form’’, Gogol introduces himself as ‘’Nikhil’’ to 
alienate himself away from his parents and Bengali culture; creating his own “humble 
approximation” of American youth. Something that is juxtaposed by Lahiri with Maxine’s family 
in The Namesake in that to Gogol they appear to “own every blade of grass” of their location. 
Maxine and her family have never had to “wish” they were anywhere or anyone else. Maxine 
and her family have the “gift of accepting” who they are because they do not have the past 
wrapping around their identity in the present. Thus, the texts examine how strongly the sense of 
loss is entrenched in second generation migrants as an extended form of trauma for Gogol and 
Magda. However, where the two stories diverge is through the manner that Szubanski explores 
the other side of the diasporic experience. Whereas Ashima is  unwilling to assimilate to her 
new American life, Zbignew embraces the opportunity to “shed his polishness” and create a new 
identity for himself in Australia - fabricating a space where he can feel free and reborn from his 
past.  Ultimately, it is clear from both texts that the migration experience creates acculturative 
stress for not only the individual but unwittingly for their children. For both Gogol and Magda 
their sense of self existing across multiple cultures means subsequently “belonging to none”, 
trauma that they must acknowledge as a part of each’s “reckoning”.   
 
Both texts, in very human terms, offer a similar truth in the end, describing how  we come to a 
point where we cannot correct ourselves if we’re not willing to confront our past as the 
interconnected trauma we share with our heritage becomes our limits. Indeed, both authors 
employ a circular structure to demonstrate how in order to strengthen our resilience, we must 
come to terms with our past as, like Szubanski poignantly suggests, the “only way forward is 
back.” This idea is explored heavily in Szunbaski’s life where she feels her identity is trapped in 
“polish amber”, indeed trapped in her “intergenerational trauma”  where her identity crisis 
revolves around her Polish background and her father being a living remnant of the shameful 
past. In order to break free from ‘’[becoming] a victim of history’’, Szunbanski puts herself 
forward in front of it to gain an authentic grasp of understanding over it and discover who she is, 
as she explains, ‘’knowledge is power’’. Like Magda, Gogol is stunted by his past whether it’s 
his Bengali heritage or the name he carries and tries his hardest to outrun both through 
changing his name. However, as is true for Magda, Gogol even when “playing” Nikhil is trapped 
in his own type of “polish amber”, unable to forge an identity until he begins to acknowledge the 
past by picking up the “The Overcoat” after escaping it for so long. A moment Lahiri uses to 
symbolise how her circular structure is bringing the present and past together; to go back and 
review how the ‘’series of accidents’’ lead him to this moment is a truly beginning to ‘’determine 
who he is’’. Indeed, both texts reveal that just like the’’polish amber” that has a ‘’second life - as 
a gemstone’’ so too is the possibility for reinvention for those like Magda and Gogol, who both 
go through the traumatic journey of making sense of the past in order for their own “second life” 
to begin. The outcome of which, for Magda at least, ‘’is the most beautiful feeling in the world’’. 
Szubanski shows this breakthrough with the connection between the start, ‘’the stone of 
madness’’, and the end ‘’trepanning’’ - the surgical intervention to drill a hole in the head to 
which signifies the removal of the stone of madness, and the end of her long-lasting journey to 
accomplish her ‘’Reckoning’’; forming ‘’a kind of peace what [Peter] had done’’. Lahiri 



reconnects with the beginning through “The Overcoat” as Gogol “begins to read”, finally 
beginning to acknowledge that what is past is also present. Thus in both texts it is only through 
appreciating the power of the past, even in its missteps and scars, that the future can be found. 
 
In the end, both texts attempt to “salvage” the past in order to make sense of the present and 
galvanise identity. In this way both Szubanski and Lahiri suggest that the trauma, or the “stuff”, 
from our past are “things for which it [is] impossible to prepare” for. Indeed, the feelings of Polish 
guilt or second generation migrant inadequacies that “seem...out of place or wrong” seem to 
“prevail” and “endure” for both Gogol and Magda despite their best efforts to outrun them. It isn’t 
until Gogol comes to a point in his journey at the end of The Namesake where he finally picks 
up the novel that burdened his existence up until that point, where he finally ‘’accept[s], 
interpret[s] [and] comprehend[s]’’ the historical value of what led him to live up to his father’s 
name, that he begins to become ‘’he who transcends grief’’. After Magda’s “long and arduous 
journey” to reconciliation with the past the “very cells of [her] body feel different’’. Her ability to 
look back and feel grateful towards her family’s ‘’love and courage and loyalty’’ signifies how far 
she has separated herself from the trauma she inherited and how close she bonded with what’s 
really important. Slowly but surely, Gogol ‘’starts to read’’ with both Lahiri and Szubanski 
suggesting in the end, what matters most is ‘’everything that follows’’, and although the journey 
to get there may be ‘’long and arduous’’, it is important for them to ‘’find [their] own courage, in 
[their] own way to ‘’set [themselves] free’’. 
 


