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A Rough Road to a New Self 


Identity transformation is a difficult transition due to an individual’s roots. The identity of each individual is created and defined by his/her surroundings; therefore, during early stages in life most individuals acquire characteristics and values that will shape and direct much of their lives. However, an identity transformation is possible, particularly for individuals who experience new ideas, perspectives and opinions, usually when someone explores a new culture or meets new people with different backgrounds.

The deepest roots of identity are formed during childhood. Family interaction, cultural surrounding, and relationships with friends are the most defining interactions at this stage of life. In the history of an individual that begins during infancy lies the foundation of every person; this is a major reason why when in the process of changing to a new identity, doubt and confusion are present. 

Individual’s roots make acquiring a new identity difficult; many traditions must be broken and often family values are changed as well. In the novel Jasmine by Bharati Mukherjee, Jasmine says after embarking on a new identity, “I was past fifteen, and girls in the village, and my mother, were beginning to talk” (77). This statement came after Jasmine started to break cultural traditions, for instance, not becoming a mother at an early age which is common in India. Jasmine’s roots became a barrier during the transition to a new identity. Her roots were talking to her as she was trying to cut them off.  In order for her to go from a feudal woman to a modern woman, she needed to adopt new traditions and values. 

The beginning of identity transformation or the questioning of identity arises when someone experiences new ideas, perspectives and opinions. These new experiences usually come when arriving in a new culture or meeting new people. In Jasmine, Jyoti meets a new person, Prakash, who becomes her husband. Jyoti gets a new name from him to mark a symbolic new identity. A transformation to a new identity is on its way, but not without confusion. “I felt eclipsed by the Mazbi maid’s daughter, who had been married off at eleven, just after me, and already had had a miscarriage” (78). This quote demonstrates how cultural traditions and family values may “eclipse” a person undergoing an identity transformation. Confusion and tension arise when Jyoti starts developing into a new self; in this novel Jyoti changes to Jasmine as she goes from feudalism to modernism.


Situations of identity arise in a short story from the anthology of Imagining America as well. Clearly depicting that individual’s identities are deeply rooted in the past. In “The English Lesson,” a place of birth represents a man’s identity: “My reasons to be here is to make money, man, and go back home buy my house and property. I no be American citizen, no way. I am Dominican and proud! That’s all I got to say” (Mohr 25).  This is a powerful statement of an immigrant to America; the return to his country is extremely important to him. There is where his identity lies; he does not want to accept a whole new set of values and morals that come with a new culture.

However, in the same “The English Lesson,” another man is willing to adopt a new country and its values: “I wish I could be citizen to fight for this country. My whole family is citizen –we all Americans and we love America!” (26). This is also an important statement of how someone is determined to take on values from a different culture to be part of it, forming a new identity. In this specific situation, he leaves his birthplace and its beliefs to join and fight for the beliefs of a new one. The last two quotes from the “English Lesson” show that the experience of a new culture may lead to the development of a new identity, but, at the same time, if someone is deeply rooted in the past, the experience of a new culture does not have influence enough to change a person’s beliefs.


Identity transformation is difficult due to individual’s roots. However, if a new identity involves gender, the transition may be even harder since gender is established in the very earliest years of an individual’s life.  Carol Gilligan describes in In A Different Voice that gender identity is rooted early in infancy: “In her analysis, Chodorow relies primarily on Robert Stoller’s studies which indicate that gender identity, the unchanging core of personality formation, is ‘with rare exception firmly and irreversibly established for both sexes by the time the child is around three’” (7). These lines clearly illustrate that trying to change gender identity would require digging to the foundation of life, thus creating a domino effect of questionings of values and morals established as the core of an individual. 


In trying to identify a central factor what makes the transformation to a new identity possible, the power of expressing a “voice” is at the core. During childhood most values and morals are acquired through the family, many times even imposed, but depending on the degree that an individual develops the capacity to express a “voice,” all those values and morals acquired and imposed may be challenged. For instance, religious beliefs are acquired depending upon what culture or family someone is born into. If someone disagrees with those family or culture’s beliefs as one is growing up, change may begin toward a new religion, and possibly toward a whole new self, but a lot relies upon the capacity to express “voice.” Jasmine uses clearly her “voice” when she leaves India, immediately after her husband’s death, and when adopting American values: “Taylor didn’t want to change me. He didn’t want to scour or sanitize the foreignness. My being different from Wylie or Kate didn’t scare him. I changed because I wanted to” (185). Jasmine likes her new experiences and expresses her interest; change would be nearly impossible without a “voice,” even if someone is interested in a change.


In In A Different Voice, Gilligan defines voice as an essential element of individuals’ selves, “by voice I mean something like what people mean when they speak of the core of the self. Voice is natural and also cultural. And voice is a powerful psychological instrument and channel, connecting inner and outer worlds” (XVI)). This summary of “voice” is important in order to understand identity transformation. Just like identity is rooted in the past, voice has strong ties to “the core of the self.”  As individuals grow from childhood to adulthood, issues of identity are common because many disagreements arise with what was acquired or given as a child. “Voice” is extremely important to harmonize “inner and outer worlds” (XVI).


As an immigrant from Mexico to The United States of America, I went through my own identity transformation. New values and traditions in a new culture arose; many of them I have accepted, one of them being freedom of expression, but many others I have rejected, particularly the American version of family values. Like Jasmine I went through confusion and doubt. I remember family members telling me “you are changing so much” and “you are not the same.” Questions came to me: what do they mean and do they mean it in a bad or good way? I decided to leave those and many more questions unanswered and just raise my “voice” to pursue my beliefs.


Jyoti had several identities: Jyoti, Jasmine, Kali, Jane and Jase. She was a woman of many selves, as opposed to what she described as a life of “straight lines and smooth planes” (214). Her new experiences were transforming her; her roots on each identity were making her question every intended new identity: “I am caught between the promise of America and old-world dutifulness” (240). At the end Jasmine expresses her “voice” to pursue her beliefs: “Watch me re-position the stars” (240). Identity transformation is a difficult transition due to individual’s roots. The influence that parents have on children and the impact of individuals’ first interactions with their surroundings are of enormous significance. However, when someone is growing up and encounters new experiences, the potential for an identity transformation is live and present, and “voice” is fundamental in order to cut the roots from the past if indeed a new identity is desired.
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