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Abstract

Jhumpa Lahiri, a Post-colonial immigrant writer, brings forth the exciting and toxic
experiences of the diasporic individuals in her short stories and novels. Almost in all her
stories, the setting is America and her focus is on the issues arising out of the cultural clash in
the lives of the Indian Americans. In general transnational migrations lead to the negotiation
between cultures which ultimately pave the way for cultural hybridity. America has been a
country of immigrants who share a common philosophy of becoming the integral part of the
country by means of cultural assimilation which may otherwise be termed as
Americanisation. Since Lahiri herself is the child of immigration and multiculturalism, she
could portray the characters both in the light of native and alien culture. Her stories in
Unaccustomed Earth deal with the lives of Indian American characters and their mixed

cultural environment.
Key words: Diaspora, Immigration, Multiculturalism, Transnationalism.
1. Introduction

Jhumpa Lahiri, as a diasporic writer, carries with her the strikingly fresh Indian sensibility
abroad and lets it out through her fiction in an impressive form. Born to Indian-Bengali
parents in England and settled in America, it is difficult for her to identify herself with one

country. At home she behaves Indian and feels Indian but in the outer world she is an
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American in all aspects. Deeply felt by the importance of family relationship and attachment
with the relatives in the home country, she has experienced the trauma of failing to find her
identity in the new land where she could never have a sense of belonging. Though these
displaced realities and self-imposed exile are in many ways a calamity, this existence acts as
a stimulus and enables her to excel in fiction writing. This paper brings forth Lahiri’s
conception of exile, alienation, multiculturalism, identifying the root in a different culture and
furthermore the longing for homeland through her short story collection Unaccustomed
Earth.

Lahiri’s literary sensation shows that she is diasporic in imagination but for the question of
identity, a difficult one to think over, she feels that she belongs to Calcutta. Her constant
sense of isolation and her present status as an immigrant create confusion within her and she

says:

She is much more American than her parents. Yet it is never easy for
those with her background to completely feel American either. She
explains that for older generation of immigrants the challenges of exile,
loneliness, sense of alienation are more acute than they are for their
children. For the latter, especially those who have strong ties to their
country of origin, like her, is that they feel neither one thing nor the
other. And in her stories, her characters move constantly between two
worlds grappling bravely with this cultural displacement. (Chandran
2000)

America, a land where people can build new identities, was conceived with the spirit of
receptiveness. It is the land where all the world countries come to reinvent themselves,
leaving behind the limitations and comforts of distant customs. ‘Strike their root into
unaccustomed earth’ to make fortunes, suggests Nathaniel Hawthorne in The Custom-House.
Like Interpreter of Maladies and The Namesake, Lahiri again brings out the inevitable
tension prevailing in the lives of the immigrant Indians in her second collection of short
stories, Unaccustomed Earth. Set in two parts, the first part, with five stories, tells the tales of
the diasporic Indians, their family accomplishments, their unexpected passions, their
psychological overtones and the diaspora perceptions. The second part, entitled Hema and
Kaushik, is divided into three parts forming a triology but telling a single tale, narrating the

events that took place in the lives of Hema and Kaushik in America and other countries.
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2. Ruma: A Conflicting Self

Making life in a foreign country is always a struggle and it reflects only the divided self. On
the one hand the immigrants need to maintain the links to their homeland, memories,
conventions and customs and on the other hand there is an urge to come to terms with the
host culture, understand the concept of freedom and assimilate, not to be alienated. Ruma, in
Unaccustomed Earth, a lawyer by profession, marries a white American named Adam and
gives birth to a bi-racial child, Akash. She moves to Seattle along with her husband for his
work where she knows nobody. She is pregnant again and giving up her job to take care of
her son, she feels isolated. She wants to walk out of the door every morning to sense the free
air, the American air but her responsibilities as an Indian mother reminds her of the duties of
a wife and mother. She wonders how her mother did it and now she finds herself in the same
place: ‘Growing up, her mother’s example — moving to a foreign place for the sake of
marriage, caring exclusively for children and a household — had served as a warning, a path to
avoid. Yet this was Ruma’s life, now’ (11). Being an Indian mother and taking up the
household responsibilities are the outcome of the individual independence in which Adam

never interferes.

Ruma’s mother insists on her speaking in Bengali when there is a conversation between the
two or within the family. Now, Ruma too, taking her mother’s role, teaches her son Bengali
but as the son is born in the American soil, he finds no urge or link for the distant language in
a place where everyone uses English. When people distance one another, the relationship

diminishes, so also the language when not in use:

By now Akash had forgotten the little Bengali Ruma had taught him
when he was little. After he started speaking in full sentences English
had taken over, and she lacked the discipline to stick to Bengali.
Besides, it was one thing to coo at him in Bengali, to point to this or that
and tell him the corresponding words. But it was another to be
authoritative; Bengali had never been a language in which she felt like

an adult. Her own Bengali was slipping from her. (12)

Edward Said (2000) in his book Reflections on Exile articulates that the migrants voluntarily

living in the foreign country suffer from isolation and ‘estrangement of exile’. However,
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some are benefited by their ‘ambiguous status’ while others, surrounded by the perpetual
feeling of vagrancy, try to mimic in the foreign land the ideologies that channeled their lives
in their homeland. Ruma, a combination of American modernism and Indian traditionalism,
has succeeded in benefiting out of her ambiguous identities. She married an American against
her parents’ wish. She prefers wearing pants and skirts but keeps with her a few saris of her
mother. In her solitude, she always thinks of the abandoned old acquaintances and the
connections she built all those years. She speaks Bengali over the phone to her relatives,
cooks Indian food and at times eats with her fingers. Like Ruma, her father, who has already
started living the American life, looks more American than Indian in Western clothes. Akash,
as he grows by, overcomes all the ambiguous identities of her mother, hates Indian food
though initially he ate Indian food prepared by his mother and grandmother. Ruma’s mother,
a traditional Indian mother seen always in sari, lives throughout as a dependant soul with a
unique identity of an Indian and with a lamentation that ‘there would be no one to whom to

pass on her things’ (17).

3. Pranab: A Perfect American

An examination of exile and its inevitable sadness of a diasporic woman are inextricably
woven in the story Hell-Heaven. Usha’s mother, Aparna, a typical Bengali woman,
empathises with Pranab Chakrobarthy, a graduate student at MIT. A familial relationship
develops between Usha’s family and Pranab since he hails from Calcutta, India. It is a
common characteristic among the Bengalis in America to befriend the Bengalis in the
neighbourhood. Pranab is a welcome guest and Usha’s mother is happy to feed him. The
exiled mother develops a unique kind of love towards him and when he announces his
marriage with an American woman, Deborah, she becomes heart-broken. The
unacknowledged feelings Aparna had for Pranab almost drags her to end her life. When Usha
becomes heart-broken due to her affair with an American, Aparna consoles her by citing her
own example. Like Mrs.Sen, Usha’s mother also longs for relationship. Like Mr.Sen, Usha’s
father, Shyamal Da, fails to understand the loneliness of his wife and be intimate with her.
The former fails due to his profession and responsibilities while for the latter it is his
aloofness and the detached behaviour distance him from his wife. But the old age unites

Usha’s parents and they ‘had grown fond of each other, out of habit if nothing else’ (81).
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Like many other diasporic characters of Lahiri, Pranab also settles in America with an
American woman. When his choice is informed to his parents in India, they chide Aparna and
say: ‘We thought we could trust you, and yet you have betrayed us so deeply... Is this what
happens to people in America?’ (72) His marriage with Deborah changes his life. He puts his
Bengali roots behind and adopts an all-American culture. He even refuses to have tie ups
with Bengalis which once he longed to have. Deborah tells Aparna that ‘she had tried, for
years to get Pranab Kaku to reconcile with his parents and that she had also encouraged him
to maintain ties with other Bengalis, but he had resisted’ (82). American individuality does
not allow the couple to compromise with their marital relationship. Instead, it emboldens
them to decide life on their own. As expected by Usha’s mother, their relationship ends in
divorce after twenty-three years. It was he who chooses to live ‘with a married Bengali
woman, destroying two families in the process’ (81). Lahiri, while talking about Pranab’s
personality affirms that a person’s inheritance will always shadow him all through his life.
Even though the adopted culture is sophisticated, the native roots will be the part of one’s
life. Not all marriages, between an American and an Indian, end in discord. There are
exceptions. Ruma with Adam, Sonia with Ben, Amit with Megan, Subhash with Elise and

Bela with Drew are all successful.

4. Rahul, a Contrast to Sudha

Disenchanted by the European racialism which always favours “WHITES ONLY’ (135), the
Bengali immigrants, Rahul and Sudha’s parents, in Only Goodness move to the United States
with the fond hope of a successful life. Like the protagonist of The Third and Final
Continent, they migrate first to England and then to America. Though America is the land of
equal opportunities, their encounter with everyday life is difficult since neither of the parents
is exposed to American habits and language. Initially, they rely on their children and later
they succeed economically. Their self-imposed, alienated experience and the hardships
prepare them to give their children, Rahul and Sudha, a dignified and easy life. On the other
hand, Rahul is resistant and he never shares or fulfils the expectations of his parents. He

drops out his studies and becomes an addict to alcohol. His disaster becomes a humiliation:
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Other Bengalis gossiped about him and prayed their own children would
not ruin their lives in the same way. And so he became what all parents
feared, a bolt, a failure, someone who was not contributing to the grand
circle of accomplishments Bengali children were making across the
country, as surgeons or attorneys or scientists, or writing articles for the
front page of The New York Times. (151)

Rahul becomes a failure as he finds himself in the conflicting position of being in-between,

neither fulfilling the American dream nor realising the native vision. His parents

...want him to preserve the Indian way of life, yet take advantage of
opportunities that America offers, such as excellent education and job.
They still separate the two worlds, India and America, creating a
paradoxical situations: on the one hand they want to think their children
live an idyllic life in the American Paradise, free from the burden of the
Indian past... on the other hand, they resist the idea that their children
come in contact with therefore might be influenced by American reality.
(Filipczak 2012: 7-8)

As a crossbreed, Rahul is unable to be the ‘one’ or the ‘other’. He can live neither as an
American nor as an Indian. Eventually, he finds strength to disown his parents and decides to

live with an American girlfriend.

5. Hybridity in Amit

Amit, in the story A Choice of Accommodations, is a hybrid like Rahul. Born to Indian
parents in a rich family, he spends most of his childhood in Langford high school where he is
the only Indian. In his early life, he is tormented by alienation, loneliness and quest for home.
His frustrations never allowed him to be familiar with any of the customs required for the
Indian way of life. His sense of survival depends on the amount of understanding of the
American way of life. Ultimately, like Rahul, Amit decides to live with an American woman,
Megan, who is senior to him. Perhaps, this is the American way of celebrating conjugal bliss.
He knows for sure that his parents, after all their attachment to Western way of life, will

object to his idea: ‘He was aware of what an insult it was to them. For all their liberal
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Western ways he knew they wanted to marry a Bengali girl, raised and educated as he had
been’ (112).

Amit’s loneliness in his early years makes him more eager than Megan to start a family. ‘It
was Amit who’d pushed for a second. Megan was content with one, telling him she’d paid the
price for being from a large family.” But Amit persisted and ‘Megan had given in, gotten
pregnant again...” (113). His own experience as a lonely child has taught him the art of good
parenting. He is more concerned about his daughters, Maya and Monica, than Megan. Every
now and then, he thinks of his children and also the way he felt alienated in the past. Amit
travels with his wife Megan to the boarding school, the place where his teen age was bound
to the four walls, to attend the wedding of an old friend, the Headmaster’s daughter. At the
wedding, he takes too much of alcohol and passes a remark that most marriages ‘disappear’
after some time, keeping in mind his own misfortunes in his married life. When Labhiri is

asked about the alcoholic nature of her characters and here, about Amit, she says that:

... drinking is a Western custom. In the West, most people drink—it's
part of the culture, regardless of class. Alcohol is not a part of life
among average lower-middle-class or middle-class people in India.
...whereas I think Amit, naturally there would be a lot to drink at a
wedding, and it just made sense to me that he would have one too many.
(Bookforum 2008)

6. Multiplicity of Sang

Nobody’s Business is the story of Sangeeta, an unmarried Bengali-American, who prefers to
be called Sang. Paul, the protagonist, is an American who falls in love with his housemate,
Sang, who cares little for his love and is engaged to a self-obsessed Egyptian. She used to get
calls from men, every so often ‘wanting to marry her... But they’d heard that she was pretty
and smart and thirty and Bengali and single and so these men, most of whom also happened
to be Bengali..., desperately wanted her to be married’ (174). But she rejected everyone
‘because the suitors did not know her, they had not had a chance. “It’s not love,” she used to
say (218). Bound by the American way of life, she dates with the man whom she considers

to marry. On knowing his affairs with another woman, the glamorous Sang becomes heart-
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broken and leaves for London to join her sister. Lahiri still presents a fact that the diasporic

individuals have to understand the multiplicity of reality.

7. Hema’s Return of the Native

The first of the trio in Hema and Kaushik is Once in a Lifetime. Lahiri brings out the
contrasting characteristics of two Bengali families in America. Hema’s family, immersed in
Indian ways of life, is a contrast to Kaushik’s family, deeply absorbed by the Western
influences. Deeply rooted in the Indian aspects of life, Kaushik’s family ‘had decided to leave
Cambridge, not to Atalanta or Arizona, as some other Bengalis had, but to move all the way
back to India...” (223). With a respect to friendship and the strict adherence to Bengali
customs, Hema’s parents welcome Kaushik’s family, who after years of life in India, comes
back to America. They are shocked to see their old friends being in American clothing and
sneaking cigarettes. In addition to that the habit of drinking Johnnie Walker disgusts
them. They are perplexed by the ways in which Kaushik’s family has changed. Hema tells
Kaushik that:

Bombay had made them more American than Cambridge had, my
mother said, something she hadn’t anticipated and didn’t understand.
There were remarks concerning your mother’s short hair, her slacks, the
Johnnie Walker she and your father continued to drink after the meal
was finished... My parents, who had never set foot in a liquor store,

wondered whether they should buy another bottle... (235-36)

In an interview, Lahiri shares her views when asked about Kaushik’s family taking to

alcohol:

They're richer, and their catered lifestyle is both real and also
exaggerated through the eyes of Hema's mother. She makes more of the
drinking than it really is, brings to it her feeling of being left out, feeling
like her friends left her in the dust somehow. But drinking is simply

something Kaushik's parents have come to enjoy. (Bookforum 2008)

Both the families ‘were leading antipodal lives under the same roof’ (236). Subsequently,

Hema never spoke to anyone about their arrival; she ‘almost never revealed details’ of her
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‘home life’ to her ‘American friends.” She feared: ‘As a child, I had always dreaded my

birthdays, when a dozen girls would appear in the house, glimpsing the way’ they lived (237).

The revelation that Kaushik’s mother Parul Mashi is dying of breast cancer and that is why
the family has returned to the United States signifies the moral and psychic failures of the
immigrants who make the unwise move of self-alienation and total disconnection from their

roots. Sule E.Egya (2008) writes about the skilful dramatisation of this story as:

...while the postcolonial man or woman immigrates into the “empire”,
he should hold to his cultural folkways — those very things that
distinguish him as a human having a homeland somewhere... There is
nothing as hospitable as homeland... India chooses to be hospitable to
Parul Mashi with her cancer, but she flees because she is not yet done
with smoking cigarette and drinking Johnnie Walker. Which is why she
is doomed to psychic devaluation and self-destruction. (98)

In Year’s End, the second of the triology, Kaushik narrates the events that took place after his
mother’s death. His father, having lived in America for many years and accustomed to
Western ways of life, deciding to set up a life for his own, marries a widowed school teacher,
a mother of two - she in her thirties and he in his fifties. He defended his actions stating ‘I
was tired Kaushik... Tired of coming home to an empty house every night’ (255). The house,
once made by his mother, is occupied by Chitra and her children. His father is very careful
that he has erased every memory of his mother telling that they have been sent to charities in
India. Kaushik helps Chitra’s children to accustom to the social life in the new country as
they find difficulty in moving with the outer world. He tells Rupa ‘to always start off by
saying hello.” When Piu is afraid of going to school out of fear that other children may laugh
at her for her English, he reassures her quoting his example: ‘I came from Bombay when I
was sixteen and had to figure things out all over again. | was born here but it was still hard,

leaving and then coming back again’ (274).

Kaushik has already set one foot out of the house. His father’s remarriage makes his holiday
home trips disastrous. Straddled between two countries and cultures, he is already nowhere.
Owing to his interest in photography, he starts travelling the world, capturing photographs of

war, famine and devastation of all kinds. Afterwards, his father tells him that he is selling the
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house, ‘that he and Chitra and the girls were moving to a more traditional one in a less
isolated suburb of Boston. There were other Bengalis nearby and an Indian grocery in the

town...” (292), and he is firm not to follow his father to that new house.

Going Ashore, the last of the trio, brings both Hema and Kaushik together in Rome. The story
gives an insight into the idea that finding a home in this universe is always set against the
reality. In Rome, the two seem to represent an independence from the diasporic and cultural
forces that have shaped their lives. For Hema, it is short-lived. Her choice of setting life with
Julian miserably fails. Ultimately, she is unable to set aside the expectations imposed by her
parents. She does not want the sort of life her parents wanted but eventually she surrenders to
a normal and secure life that is the unavoidable arranged marriage. Her perception of love is
torn with Julian and she refuses to mend it and move on. Instead, she feels liberated by being
chained down by a marriage to a man she hardly knows. Kaushik finds that Hema is the only
woman who has any understanding of his past and he wants a life with her but his unspoken

words and the mindset to avoid commitments take him away from her.

8. Conclusion

Lahiri’s difficulty in identifying her root and the crisis of identity are predominant almost in
all her works. Choubey (2005) remarks that the personal life of Jhumpa Lahiri is the very
prototype of diasporic culture. Having spent more than thirty years in the United States, she
still feels ‘a bit of an outsider’. Though she has confessed that her days in India are ‘a sort of
parentheses in her life’, the fact she is at heart an Indian cannot be denied. The sense of

attachment to her roots finds a path to explode through her diasporic characters.
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