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Abstract 

This paper examines the intersecting phenomena of spatial hybridity and cultural memory as they surface in contemporary 

third-generation diasporic literature. Drawing on Homi K. Bhabha's theorisation of the 'Third Space' as an interstitial zone 

of cultural negotiation, the study argues that third-generation immigrant writers occupy a distinctive position within 

diaspora studies: unlike first-generation migrants, whose narratives are structured around rupture and nostalgia, or second-

generation writers, who negotiate visible bicultural tension, third-generation authors inherit identity, memory, and 

belonging as mediated, often fragmentary, cultural inheritances. Using illustrative readings of Jhumpa Lahiri's The 

Namesake and Junot Díaz's The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, the paper explores how physical and imagined 

landscapes merge to produce hybrid spatial identities, and how cultural memory is transmitted, reconstructed, and re-

imagined across generations through objects, rituals, language, and storytelling. The paper concludes that third-generation 

diasporic writing reconfigures conventional notions of 'home' and 'belonging', offering significant implications for 

postcolonial theory, diaspora studies, and the broader sociology of migration. The discussion is supported by a conceptual 

infographic summarising the study's core themes and connecting concepts. 
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1. Introduction 

Migration has, for over a century, generated a substantial body of literature preoccupied with displacement, loss, and the 

search for belonging. Early diaspora writing was largely dominated by first-generation voices — migrants who carried with 

them a lived, embodied memory of the homeland and who narrated migration primarily as rupture. As diasporic 

communities matured across generations, the literature produced by their descendants began to register a different set of 

anxieties. Second-generation writers frequently dramatised the tension between an inherited ancestral culture and the host-

society culture into which they were born, producing narratives of hyphenated identity and generational conflict within the 

immediate family. 

The emergence of a distinctly third-generation diasporic literature marks a further shift. For grandchildren of migrants, the 

ancestral homeland is rarely a lived space; it is instead encountered secondhand, through inherited stories, photographs, 

rituals, cuisine, and fragments of language passed down by grandparents and parents. Identity formation among this 

generation therefore depends less on direct experience of 'home' and more on the active reconstruction of cultural memory 

within thoroughly hybrid, multi-ethnic urban environments. This paper investigates two interlocking concerns that structure 

such writing: spatial hybridity — the merging of physical and imagined cultural landscapes into new, negotiated spaces — 

and cultural memory — the intergenerational transmission and re-imagination of ancestral narratives, traditions, and rituals 

in contemporary settings. 

The central objective of this study is to understand how third-generation immigrant writers perceive identity, memory, and 

belonging within multicultural societies, and to demonstrate how these perceptions are spatially and mnemonically encoded 

in their fiction. In doing so, the paper contributes to ongoing conversations in postcolonial and diaspora studies regarding 

the fluidity of 'home' as a category that is no longer fixed to geography but is continually reconstituted through narrative, 

memory, and lived urban experience. 

2. Theoretical Framework: The Third Space and Diasporic Memory 

The paper's theoretical foundation rests principally on Homi K. Bhabha's concept of the 'Third Space' of enunciation, 

developed in The Location of Culture (1994). Bhabha proposes that cultural meaning is never transmitted unaltered from 

one context to another; rather, it is produced anew in an interstitial space where distinct cultural signs meet, translate, and 
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are transformed. This Third Space is neither fully the culture of origin nor fully the culture of settlement, but an ambivalent, 

hybrid zone in which new identities are continually negotiated. For third-generation diasporic subjects, who lack 

unmediated access to the ancestral homeland, this Third Space becomes the primary site of identity construction: it is 

neither the grandparents' remembered village nor the contemporary metropolitan neighbourhood alone, but an amalgam of 

both, produced through everyday negotiation. 

The paper further draws on cultural memory studies, particularly the distinction between communicative memory 

(transmitted informally across roughly three living generations through family narrative) and cultural memory 

(institutionalised through objects, rituals, and symbolic practice) as theorised by Jan Assmann. Third-generation diasporic 

narratives sit precisely at the point where communicative memory begins to fade into cultural memory — grandparents 

who once embodied lived experience of the homeland are, in these narratives, often elderly or deceased, and their memories 

survive only insofar as they have been translated into stories, photographs, heirlooms, food, music, and religious practice. 

This translation process is inherently spatial: memory is re-anchored in new physical settings — a suburban home, a city 

apartment, a college campus — that must be made to hold meanings originally rooted elsewhere. 

Read together, Bhabha's Third Space and the communicative/cultural memory distinction provide a productive analytic 

lens: spatial hybridity describes where identity is negotiated, while cultural memory describes what is being negotiated. 

The remainder of this paper elaborates each theme before turning to illustrative textual analysis. 

3. Literature Review 

Scholarship on diaspora and migration literature has moved through several phases. Early studies, influenced by Salman 

Rushdie's reflections on 'imaginary homelands', emphasised the migrant's nostalgic and often distorted reconstruction of 

the homeland from a position of physical distance. Subsequent scholarship, informed by Stuart Hall's work on cultural 

identity and diaspora, reframed identity not as a fixed essence recoverable through return to origin, but as a matter of 

'becoming' as well as 'being' — a positioning that is constantly produced within, rather than outside, representation. 

Within this trajectory, Bhabha's theorisation of hybridity and the Third Space has been particularly influential for 

understanding second- and third-generation narratives, where cultural mixture is not an exception but the ordinary condition 

of everyday life. Parallel work in memory studies, including Marianne Hirsch's concept of 'postmemory' — the relationship 

later generations have to experiences they did not themselves live but which were transmitted to them so powerfully that 

they constitute memories in their own right — offers a valuable complement, particularly for reading how third-generation 

characters relate to ancestral trauma, migration, and loss that precedes their own birth. 

Existing literary criticism on writers such as Jhumpa Lahiri and Junot Díaz has tended to focus on hybridity and hyphenated 

identity broadly, but comparatively less attention has been paid to the specifically spatial dimension of this hybridity — 

how physical urban landscapes are made to carry, translate, and sometimes resist inherited cultural memory. This paper 

positions itself within that relatively underexplored intersection, treating spatial hybridity and cultural memory not as 

separate concerns but as mutually constitutive processes in third-generation diasporic writing. 

4. Methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative, interpretive methodology grounded in close textual analysis, framed by postcolonial and 

cultural memory theory. Two widely studied works of contemporary diasporic fiction — Jhumpa Lahiri's The Namesake 

(2003) and Junot Díaz's The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (2007) — are used as illustrative case studies. These texts 

were selected because both foreground multi-generational immigrant families, are set within richly rendered multi-ethnic 

urban environments (the Boston area and New Jersey/New York, respectively), and explicitly thematise the transmission 

of memory, ritual, and identity across grandparental, parental, and grandchild generations. The analysis is thematic rather 

than exhaustive, focusing on passages, motifs, and narrative structures that illuminate the paper's two core themes; it does 

not attempt a comprehensive plot summary of either novel, nor does it reproduce original text, in keeping with standard 

scholarly practice of paraphrase and critical commentary. 

5. Core Theme 1: Spatial Hybridity 

Spatial hybridity, as this paper uses the term, refers to the merging of distinct cultural landscapes — both physical and 

imagined — into new composite spaces that are negotiated rather than inherited whole. In third-generation diasporic fiction, 
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this hybridity is rarely presented as a crisis to be resolved; it is instead the ordinary texture of daily life. A suburban home 

may contain a domestic shrine alongside contemporary furnishings; a commercial street may host, within a single block, 

businesses and cultural markers drawn from several distinct traditions; a college dormitory may become a site where 

inherited customs are reinterpreted for a new peer culture. These are precisely the kinds of settings Bhabha's Third Space 

describes: neither the ancestral homeland nor an unmarked 'neutral' host-society space, but a third, hybrid terrain 

continually produced through negotiation. 

In The Namesake, the Ganguli family's Massachusetts home operates as such a negotiated space, layering Bengali domestic 

ritual onto an American suburban setting, while the protagonist Gogol's movement between his parents' world and his own 

professional and romantic life in New York City enacts a spatial back-and-forth that mirrors his inner negotiation of 

identity. Similarly, in The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, New Jersey is rendered as a landscape saturated with 

Dominican historical and cultural memory, such that the immediate physical environment cannot be read without reference 

to a distant, imagined Santo Domingo that hovers behind it. In both cases, characters do not simply move between two 

discrete cultural worlds; they inhabit a single hybrid space in which elements of both are continuously present and mutually 

inflected. 

This spatial hybridity carries generational implications. For grandparents, physical relocation to the host country may have 

been experienced as a singular, wrenching rupture, with the ancestral homeland retained as a separate, remembered 

elsewhere. For the third generation, by contrast, there is no prior 'pure' space to which the hybrid present might be 

compared; hybridity is the only space they have ever known. This generational shift transforms the meaning of 'home' 

itself, from a fixed point of origin to a continually produced, provisional condition — precisely the negotiated Third Space 

that structures the diagrammatic overview below. 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual overview of spatial hybridity and cultural memory in third-generation diasporic literature, 

illustrating the study's core themes, sample authors, and research implications. 

6. Core Theme 2: Cultural Memory 

If spatial hybridity describes the terrain of third-generation diasporic experience, cultural memory describes its content. 

Because third-generation characters typically lack direct experiential access to the ancestral homeland, memory in these 

narratives is markedly mediated: it arrives through grandparental storytelling, family photographs, letters, recipes, religious 

objects, music, and, at times, silence and omission. The transmission process is rarely smooth. Grandparents' memories are 

frequently partial, selectively shared, or distorted by the trauma of migration and, in cases such as the Dominican Republic 
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under the Trujillo regime depicted in Díaz's novel, by political violence that earlier generations are reluctant to narrate 

fully. 

This incomplete transmission produces what memory scholars term postmemory: the third generation's relationship to 

inherited stories is affectively powerful yet epistemically uncertain, requiring active imaginative reconstruction rather than 

passive reception. In The Namesake, Gogol's eventual engagement with his given name — chosen by his father in memory 

of a formative personal experience — dramatises exactly this process: an inherited fragment of family history whose full 

significance is withheld from the protagonist for much of the narrative, and which he must eventually reconstruct and 

reinterpret for himself. In The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, the extensive historical digressions concerning the fukú 

curse and the Trujillo dictatorship function similarly, layering documented political history beneath the personal narrative 

so that the protagonist's present life cannot be understood without excavating a national and familial past that precedes him. 

Crucially, cultural memory in these texts is not merely preserved but actively re-imagined. Rituals are adapted to new 

contexts; ancestral homelands are reconstructed through imagination rather than recollection; traditions are selectively 

retained, modified, or rejected according to the demands of contemporary, multicultural life. This re-imaginative dimension 

distinguishes third-generation cultural memory from simple inheritance: the third generation does not merely receive the 

past but actively authors a usable version of it, suited to hybrid spatial conditions in which they actually live. 

7. Illustrative Authors and Texts 

Table 1 summarises the two illustrative texts discussed in this paper alongside their principal thematic concerns, which 

recur across much of the broader corpus of contemporary diasporic fiction. 

Author Text Key Thematic Concerns 

Jhumpa Lahiri The Namesake (2003) Intergenerational conflict; hyphenated 

Bengali-American identity; naming and 

inherited memory; negotiation of 

suburban and urban American space. 

Junot Díaz The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar 

Wao (2007) 

Historical trauma and political memory; 

Dominican-American identity; New 

Jersey as hybrid diasporic landscape; oral 

storytelling and footnoted history. 

 

Common threads across such texts include intergenerational conflict between grandparental, parental, and grandchild 

perspectives; hyphenated identities that resist singular national or ethnic categorisation; urban, multi-ethnic environments 

that function as everyday Third Spaces; and an underlying preoccupation with global interconnection, in which 'home' is 

understood as plural and distributed rather than singular and fixed. 

8. Discussion: Implications and Research Significance 

The convergence of spatial hybridity and cultural memory in third-generation diasporic literature carries several 

implications for contemporary literary and cultural scholarship. First, it offers fresh insight into modern identity formation, 

suggesting that identity among later-generation diasporic subjects is less a matter of choosing between competing cultural 

allegiances and more a matter of continually authoring a hybrid selfhood within a Third Space that is itself always under 

construction. 

Second, this body of writing invites a re-evaluation of traditional notions of 'home', which has conventionally been theorised 

in migration studies as a fixed point of origin to which the migrant subject either returns or fails to return. Third-generation 

narratives instead present home as a distributed, provisional, and actively constructed condition, produced through the 

ongoing negotiation of hybrid space and reconstructed memory rather than located at a single geographic coordinate. 
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Third, the study contributes to postcolonial and diaspora studies more broadly by demonstrating the continued analytic 

productivity of Bhabha's Third Space concept for reading twenty-first-century, multi-generational migration narratives, 

and by suggesting that memory studies concepts such as postmemory and communicative/cultural memory can be fruitfully 

combined with spatial theory to produce a richer account of how identity is narrated across generations. These implications 

are of particular relevance to historians and literary scholars working on migration, as they underscore the value of literary 

sources as evidence for how communities themselves narrate and make sense of generational change, historical rupture, 

and cultural continuity. 

9. Conclusion 

This paper has argued that spatial hybridity and cultural memory are mutually constitutive forces shaping contemporary 

third-generation diasporic literature. Drawing on Homi Bhabha's concept of the Third Space and on cultural memory 

theory, the analysis of illustrative texts such as The Namesake and The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao demonstrates 

how physical and imagined cultural landscapes merge into hybrid spaces of negotiation, and how ancestral memory is 

transmitted, reconstructed, and re-imagined across generations through ritual, storytelling, and everyday practice. Rather 

than treating hybridity as a problem to be resolved or memory as a fixed inheritance to be preserved intact, third-generation 

diasporic writers portray identity as an ongoing, spatially and mnemonically situated process of becoming. Future research 

might extend this framework comparatively across a wider corpus of third-generation diasporic literature from diverse 

regional and linguistic traditions, and might further integrate archival and historical methods to trace how literary 

representations of cultural memory correspond with documented migration histories. 
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