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Hybridism and Identify politics in the selected
short stories of Jhumpa Lahir

Dipali Lodh
Asst. prof., Dept. of English.

Modern college ofArts, Science and commerce.pune 411005.

The present paper attempts to analyze three stories fi.orn Jhumpa
.-ahiri's'Unaccustomed Eafili'from the perspectives of hybridity and
Jentity issues. The chosen stories have a common thread runniug
rrough ther*. The protagonists are ail migrants, trying to achieve a

-relicate balance betr,veen their changed environment and their native
.1e ologies and beliefs.

'Unaccustomed Earth' deals witli the cha,ging relationship
'3t\\'een Ruma and her widowed father who has found love, again.jell-Heave,' explores the tenuous territory that encompasses the
' .ter-in-lar,v and brother-in-law relationship. 'only Good,ess,is a story
'-rt considers the brother-sister equation between Sudlia and Raliul'i the issues of responsibility and guilt.

The stories are all set in the united States within the Inclian migrant
' ::r,runity and the central characters are constantly preoccupied with

' r' uuique predicaments. Ruma's father has met a widow whom he
i:rrs interested in, but he ii unwilling to confide in his daughter, who

= 
r f irds a letter addressed by her father to Mrs. Bagchi, the widow.

: i)osts tlie letter. indicating her acceptance of the relationship. hr
. -Hea'en', the unnamed protagonist, known only as Boucri, (sister-
- -,',r ) battles her growing attraction for pranab, her brother-in-law,
' 'st driven to sr-ricide when he finds love with an American girl.
. rist storv has siblings as the centrar crraracters. The dar_rghter

- i. intelligent, successful a,d the brotlrer a failure with a dri,king
' :,r. Sudha feels responsible for Rahul's pright, blarning herserf

: :.,{basaheb Garware College, Karve Road. pune 19
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hirn to alcohol and then ignoring his drinliing habits.

er tries to analyze these complex characters in au

environment trying to deal with relationships and issues

are very Indian at the core. How Lahiri r-nanages to flesh out

the characters and their lives makes for an interesting study'of the

psyche of the migrant Indian population.

Hybridism and Identity Politics in the selected short stories of
Jhumpa Lahiri.

"Hulrau nature will not flourish, anymore than a potato, il'it be

planted and replanted, fbr too long a series of generations, in the salne

woin or-rt soil. My children have liad other birthplaces, and, so far as

their fbrlunes may be within my control, shall strilie their roots into

unaccuston'red eafth."

Nathanial Hawthorne.

Thus states the epigraph of Jhumpa Lahiri's collection of short

stories, 'Unaccustomed Eafth'. HaMhofne's quote from "The Custotn

House" probably echoes the sentiments of all the migrant families,

who travelled abroad, away from their native land, looking for

foftune and a better future. India has seelt a long historl' of yoltng

IIlen and womeni

employment, often

their new fami les.

shores, brought up and educated there, often seem to be caught up

between two contrastive cultures; on the one hand, the atr-r-rosphere

at horne, which is by and large lndian and on the otl-rer hand, the

society that they live and function in. This second generation f'aces an

identity crisis and has to deal with hybridistn, wltere they are at odds

with home and society at the same time.

Jhun,pa Lahiri chooses to highlight the plight of this generation

through her short stories in this collection. 'Unaccustomed Earth' is

M.E.S.Atrasaheb Garware College, Karve Road, Pune
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;ollection of eight short stories: five are individual narratives, while

:hree are linked together by common characters and storylines. For

.his paper, three stories have been chosen based on sirnilarity oftheme.

They are'Unaccustotlted Eafth','Hell-Heaven' and'Only Goodness'.

The first story after which the collection is named, has as its

:r'otagonist, Ruma, a young woman, married to Adam, with a son,

\kash. She is pregnant with her second child and has lost her mother

: :cently. The story opens with a visit from her father who is a reticent

:rtroverted man. Ruma wonders if she can deal with his visit on her
- rr.n. Adam, being out oftown. The story explores the changing father-

:aughter relationship as Ruma struggles to communicate with her

.:ther, witliout the familiar buffer that her mother provided. As she

:ies to cook dishes like her mother did, living up to the expectations

--i a 'good' daughter, her father reconnects with her son, Akash,

:acliing him Bengali, reviving the dying garden and the duo of father

..nd daughter move towards a better understanding of each other.

. he pivot point of this story is the mention of a Mrs. Bagchi, a widow

rrat Ruma's father has met while travelling and with whom he seems

-. be forming a bond. Like atypical rniddle aged Indian man, he is not

- -',mfoftable sharing this piece of news with his daughter. It is assumed

.tat Ruma, will not understand his need for cornpanionship and rnight

J\ en grudge the replacement of her mother in her father's life. This

.,ssumption fractures coml4unication between the father and daughter.

3etbre leaving, Rutna's father writes a letter to Mrs. Bagchi and

:.isplaces it. At the end of the story Ruma finds the letter and fixes a

:.3rnp on it intending to post it, perhaps symbolic ofa stamp of approval

-, her father's relationship. It is a coming of age story lvhere Ruma

:.cepts the fact that her father is a lonely man who deserves a second

- lf,l)ce at happiness.

The second story is narrated from the perspective ofa young girl,

, ho obseles her mother and her uncle, Pranab Kaku, and gradually

r 1. E.S. Abasaheb Ganvare College, Karve Road, Pune 21
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realizes that her mother is

with a husband who is

in love with him. Unhappy in her marriage

more than a decade older, the unnamed

oy

to fore, all the doubts and insecurities Sudha has harbored against

brother and the guilt that she feels This story focuses

M.E.S. Abasaheb Garware College, Karve Road' Pune
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sister relationship, in which the older sister feels responsible for the

\ ourlger brother ar,d liis actions. Traditionally it is the responsibility of
:he older sibling to care for the yollnger one and these lessons stay

i ith Sudha even though she and Rahul are adults with independent

ir es of their own.

These three stories look at relationships as they change and evolve.

. he point to ponder is whether being ar.vay from their native land has

- ran-ted these characters and their capacity to rnake decisions. Ruma,
, r pical daughter is perhaps the most rnalleable of the three womel1.
, .:hough she initially seems a bit reluctant if curious about her father's

'. elife, she does accept Mrs. Bagchi's role in her father's life. She
--:s r.rot confront her father or try and establish a conversation with
: about his new found love interest. This rvould be inappropriate in

. Indian context and Ruma, is an Indian daughter at hear1. In India-
'rie a second marriage for a man is not frowned upon, it is usually a
,:'r'iase of convenience. The man is'allowed'to marry if he is young
..rs volulg children that need a mother. But the evolution iri thought
-r ident as Ruma feels it important that her father have

:anionship and love even at his age and subtly encourages the

" . .rnship. But there is no overt communication between them.

> r.rdha, cannot seem to break the mould of tl, e 'elder sister' figure.

.,:', r alues run deep and Bven though she knows that Rahul is an

. r'esponsible for his own life, her sisterly guilt continues to haunt

r:ins an older sister, she feels responsible for his failir,gs and
. ir own huppy successful life as a contrast to his miserable

-:;e. But despite her worries and rnisgivirigs, the siblings do not

, is these issues and parl on a sad note. We feel that Rahul and

, r ill never meet again.
I .:di. does not have the confidence to break out of her identiry

. r' arld mother. Her core Indian values make her feel guilty for
, - riss that she has for Pranab and she never acts on them. Her

. r hirsaheb Garware College, Karve Road, Pune )1
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attempt at suicide makes clear the passion she ltas for Prarlab. But

she inevitably cows down to pressure and assttmes the role ol an

onlool<er, lurking in the sidelines of Pranab's life.

All the women are traditional to a large extent. Thel' are passive

observers, not doers. This is sornething that is inculcated ilr tl-rem since

childhood arrd they live their lives according to these iudoctrinations.

Their identities are pre-fomed and they slip into them as is expected

ofthem. Although the Indian community, settled abroad has thrived in

the changed euvironment, the people and their values stay ttnchanged

and rigid. Roles of men and women are cut and dried. Wolnetl are the

nurturers, taking care of home and heafth, but the men are the pro-

Active ones. These worlen do not try and change the old value system

or even challenge it. It is amazing to note that despite their exposure

to a lbreign land, culture and values, all three protagonists rellain

very 'Indian' as far as their life choices and behavior goes'

Although a life in the United States has resulted in making these

womeu 'hybrids', as far as their lifostyles are concerned, otte can't

help thinking that these women are all caught in no-mall's land,

negotiating identities and trying to carve out a niche for thernselves

on this new unaccustomed earth.
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