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For decades, Woody Allen faced a familiar charge: that in all of his 
movies he played the same character doing the same thing. His 
response – eventually - was to diversify, with catastrophic 
consequences. Although Jhumpa Lahiri has been similarly 
indicted since winning the Pulitzer Prize in 2000, she appears to 
be on more confident footing: “Does John Updike get asked this 
question? Does Alice Munro? It’s the ethnic thing”. Her most 
recent collection of stories, Unaccustomed Earth, sensibly sticks 
with the “ethnic thing”, and offers a magisterial depiction not only 
of the Bengali-American subculture with all of the contradictions 
faced by hyphenated communities, but also the pervasive anomie 
of modernity, and the transience of those moments of genuine 
connection and empathy faced not just by Indian Americans, but 
all of us. Like her first collection of short stories, Interpreter of 
Maladies, and her subsequent novel, The Namesake, 
Unaccustomed Earth centres on Bengalis who have crossed 
oceans to settle in America. It comprises eight short stories, with 
the last three folded into a novella titled Hema and Kaushik. 
Three were also first published in The New Yorker. 
 
Each story is, in essence, an ironic and melancholy riff on the 
book’s epigraph, drawn from Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Custom-
House in which he suggests that human flourishing requires 
striking one’s roots into “unaccustomed earth”. That is at once 
wise counsel, and also tragically false hope. Unaccustomed Earth, 
like its predecessors, lays out the psychic trauma of 
transplantation but proceeds much further, to the lives of the 
second-generation immigrants and thus to ever-deeper wounds. 
Lahiri chronicles the travails of the children of (uniformly 
successful) Bengalis, schooled in the humanities at elite liberal 
arts colleges peppered across the East Coast, dating and sleeping 
with white Americans and carrying with them a totally different – 
a more universal - burden than that which enmeshed their 
pioneering elders. They certainly flourish, most strikingly in the 
degree to which they embody the lives of metropolitan, upper 
middle class refinement, affluence and assimilation that have long 
eluded the overwhelming mass of those pursuing their own all-
American story. But like Hawthorne’s own antiheroes, they 
cannot shake off the tombs and dungeons within. And their 
anxiety, their dysfunction, their listlessness frequently have next 
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to nothing to do with specifically Bengali concerns, despite 
appearances. 
 
In the title story, Ruma - a young Bengali mother married to an 
American hedge fund manager - faces a visit from her widower 
father; she frets over whether she ought to ask him to move in, he 
that his daughter will discover his new, illicit relationship with 
another Bengali woman (Lahiri, in the third person, expertly 
alternates the narrator). “Ruma feared that her father would 
become a responsibility”, but the fact that her father needs no 
care simply burdens her further, underscoring her own 
inadequacy in light of the expectations set by her recently 
deceased mother. In fact, “nothing was making her happy”. And it 
is here that the colours wash out. To be sure, “in India, there 
would have been no question of his not moving in with her”. But 
this tells us nothing of why Ruma’s marriage is similarly sterile: 
“she and Adam were separate people leading separate lives” (this 
is Lahiri uncharacteristically heavy-handed).  Ruma’s father, who 
remains tellingly anonymous, is haunted by the memory of his 
wife. But just as Ruma guiltily enjoys Adam’s enforced absences 
from the house, her father also  “seemed happier; her … death had 
lightened him”. Ruma is, and her father was, captive in a lifeless, 
if not loveless, marriage. There are only two real connections in 
this story. Ruma’s father and her son, Akash, together tend to a 
small garden, their own unaccustomed plot. Ruma is “briefly 
envious of her own son”. Her father also secretly harbours a 
cautious, deeply nourishing attachment to a woman who he has 
met on a European holiday. What attracts him is her fierce 
independence, her minimal expectations. The prospect of 
fulfilment in strangers – a grandson he never knew, and a fellow 
tourist in Italy – is one of this collection’s leitmotifs. It is telling 
that Ruma’s father “resembled an American in his old age. With 
his grey hair and fair skin he could have been practically from 
anywhere.” Filial anxiety, marital ennui, an overwhelming 
weariness and, above all, the weight of obligations bequeathed 
from without, but felt from within; these are all found practically 
anywhere too.   
 
In Hell-Heaven a girl, Usha, recounts her mother’s quietly 
dreadful love for a young MIT graduate student, Pranab Kaku, 
who briefly numbs the unyielding pragmatism and vacuity of her 
arranged marriage (not that love conquers anything at all for 
Lahiri, as we see elsewhere). “He was the one totally 
unanticipated pleasure in her life”, says Usha, including her own 
birth in this calculation. Returning to the Boston of the 1970s, this 
is a tale that would have been perfectly in place in Interpreter of 
Maladies. Pranab Kaku does not reciprocate. He marries (and 
eventually divorces) an American Radcliffe student, Deborah. The 
unrequited and entirely unarticulated desire leaves Usha’s mother 
seething, wounded. “He used to be so different”, she complains, 
“It’s just hell-heaven, the difference”. In A Choice of 



Accommodations, that difference is muffled by the weight of a 
successive generation, but ever-present. Amit Sarkar returns to 
his alma mater with his American wife, Megan, for the wedding of 
a former love, the headmaster’s daughter Pam Borden. Pam is a 
recurring archetype of this volume, a character at psychological 
equilibrium, the tone of her wedding in striking contrast to the 
fraught, perhaps vanishing, bond between Amit and Megan. Amit 
is neurotic and unforgiving, irritable and confused about how 
such a chill has descended on his life. 
 
The next story, Only Goodness, is more explicit about the 
aetiology of dysfunction. Sudha introduces her teenage brother to 
alcohol when he visits her at the University of Pennsylvania, 
setting in motion a terrible chain of events that highlights, but 
does not cause, the “typical and terrifying” core of her “cracked 
open” family. In Nobody’s Business, Lahiri returns to the theme 
of frustrated love. Paul, a shy doctoral student, struggles over 
whether he should tell his housemate Sang about her boyfriend’s 
infidelity. He longs for her from a distance. Shifting the narrative 
voice to a non-Bengali is useful, for it reminds us of the cultural 
range of her themes. But she does not let up on the melancholy. 
Emotional torment runs throughout the misunderstandings and 
the more mundane quarrels of Sang’s life. Her Bengali heritage is 
irrelevant, but like the other victims of circumstance in this 
collection, is left shattered at the story’s denouement.  
 
Hema and Kaushik is the most tragic and ambitious of all the 
pieces. Comprising three chapters, it traces two interwoven lives 
across precisely three decades. Both Hema and Kaushik are born 
in Cambridge to academic parents, their mothers meeting in a 
foreign land “where they were both equally alone. Kaushik’s 
family returns to Bombay at the age of nine, only to move back to 
America seven years later for reasons that I will not reveal here. 
Years later, Hema finds herself preparing for an arranged 
marriage, having successfully navigated graduate school and the 
academy. Yet “it was the aspect of her job that required her to sit 
for hours alone at a desk that still fulfilled her more than 
anything”. Kaushik, by contrast, is a photojournalist. He also lives 
a solitary existence in Rome: “he was always happiest to be 
outside, away from the private detritus of life”. They are drawn 
together by their mutual repulsion from that private detritus, but 
the overwhelming need for stillness paradoxically ends 
turbulently, in violence and loss. It is a devastating ending. And 
despite its contrived form, Lahiri leaves us in little doubt that it is 
some latent hamartia that undergirds the tragic arc of this trilogy; 
I think that it also runs throughout each of these eight pieces. 
 
Stylistically, and perhaps oddly, Lahiri’s is comfort writing. The 
language is stripped of ornamentation, adverbs sparingly used, 
and the register uncomplicated (“I have never been a fan of just 
form” she agreed in one interview). That is befitting of her 



recurrent themes, which are correspondingly stark. Loss, 
insecurity, and loneliness all are emergent in deeds, particularly 
in Lahiri’s anodynely recounted dialogues. As she did ten years 
ago, she wisely refrains from forcing the issue. The emotional 
force of her compositions stems from their status as 
psychobiography. Nonetheless, writing stories without a fuss, 
shorn of self-consciousness, is not without cost. Stephen Metcalf, 
reviewing The Namesake in the New York Times five years ago, 
despaired of the curious silences of the main character and his 
generic friends: “Oh, for one half-mumbled snotty aside or flurry 
of acid repartee that might bring them alive as actual teenagers”. 
Lahiri does not do acid. Nor does she appear to want anything to 
do with stylistic irony. Descriptions are so clinical that it is 
positively embarrassing when she reveals some intimate detail, 
such as the location of Ruma’s conception or the flaccid state of 
Amit’s penis. Lahiri qua narrator is frequently aloof, but not in a 
knowing or clever way. There is a certain wistfulness, a 
resignation, to her detachment. Lahiri describes the fates of 
Kaushik’s stepsisters with the same precise and mechanical 
staccato that she uses when telling us the clothing worn by 
Ruma’s  father, or the contents of Paul’s cupboard. One doubts 
that Lahiri could deliver true joy with any credibility at all. “I miss 
you”, says Ruma to her husband in the title story. The unspoken 
chasm between the two is intensely present in the blandness of 
the prose. Sincerity, passion, effusiveness, even love, seem beyond 
her literary range. But we must grant Lahiri this much, for out of 
the most commonplace of narrative building blocks comes a vast 
and melancholy tapestry. This lent her novel, The Namesake, the 
appearance of being a litany of vignettes loosely tied together on 
inadequate narrative string, but it works efficiently in the medium 
to which Lahiri is most accustomed, the short story.  
 
But is there more to Lahiri than the perpetual excavation of that 
now tired trope, the identity crisis? The first generation of Indian 
writers in English accomplished that much. Lahiri’s own accounts 
of a particular influx of Bengalis to the East Coast of the United 
States during the second half of the last century certainly 
resonated with the diaspora. She had not quite given them a 
voice, for others had long trodden that path, but she bequeathed 
to them what was perhaps the first Indian-American epic.  I 
remember the thrill of discovering those intensely personal 
chords that Lahiri touched:  at base, just having a funny name, 
eating with one’s hands at the dinner table, adhering to 
unfamiliar and embarrassing Asian mores, even the warmly 
familiar transliterations of subspecies of uncles and aunts. It even 
surpassed that common joy of realising that Holden Caulfield had 
already expressed one’s innermost thoughts with perfect clarity. 
Unaccustomed Earth sparkles with such moments of recognition. 
 
Those moments are hardly confined to the Bengali immigrant 
experience. These stories contain within them a study of the vast 



gulf that separates and still divides the (broadly defined) soixante-
huitards and baby-boomers on the one hand, and the Asian 
generation that never broke free from the weight of societal 
expectations on the other: the parochialism and simplicity of the 
latter; the strange and inscrutable contentedness of its males; the 
parental stoicism – and so on. This is precisely the “ethnic thing”, 
and it is as carefully observed as it is insouciantly remembered 
(there is curiously little nostalgia, although Lahiri - born in 
London and raised in Rhode Island - is in the mould of her 
creations). And sometimes, it is creating these moments of 
recognition that seems to be the preoccupation of these stories. 
The first chapter of Hema and Kaushik brilliantly reveals the 
similarity between the trappings of an upper middle class Bombay 
lifestyle and that enjoyed by the well-off of Massachusetts. It 
details the subtle ways in which the moralistic and plain-living 
hosts – Hema’s family – privately bristle at their guests’ steady 
consumption of Johnnie Walker, their easy-going confidence, 
their only faintly noticeable aversion to traditional gender roles.  
 
Lahiri surely cuts deeper still. If Unaccustomed Earth was 
nothing more than a deft archaeology of Bengali-American 
second-generation subculture, its characters would soon collapse 
into identikit and stylised ciphers. But these stories are anything 
but formulaic. To repeat: the Bengali dimension to many of these 
stories are frequently tangential. As for the charge that the 
backdrops are the same, this is true but entirely beside the point. 
The most effective writers have always drawn on the worlds they 
know best, and recreated those settings over the course of their 
careers. The corpora of both Jane Austen and John Updike 
exhibit virtually no deviation from core thematic concerns. This 
has invited few complaints. In terms of Lahiri’s more expansive 
concerns, I think we can pick out three important angles: 
isolation, transplantation and sporadic connection. 
 
By isolation I mean to say that there is no escapism for Lahiri’s 
literary creations, no world of their making into which they can 
retreat. This is literally because she is an unforgiving narrator. 
Both when she employs her measured third-person voice and 
when she lets the characters, like Hema and Kaushik, speak for 
themselves, they are consistently backward looking and 
remorselessly introspective. They do not hope or dream, only 
confront reality as it is. We should hardly be surprised if they 
come off the worse for it. One reason for the loneliness of her 
subjects is that she seldom ventures much beyond familial ties. 
Her Bengalis cannot seek refuge in the workplace, in their 
presumably heated graduate seminars or invisibly humming 
Cambridge bars. Lahiri silences the public sphere on which other 
authors have relied (not least for genuinely social commentary, 
which Lahiri cannot really do) and with it, the space for 
communicative action, for connection. And this, I think, cuts to 
the heart of the dilemma at which Lahiri is peering. Not only do 



her characters abjectly fail to “only connect”, it is not even clear 
that they know how to do so. Just as with Forster, cultural 
idiosyncrasies from within and without ensnare seasoned 
professors, jaded housewives, and young professionals. 
 
And why do they fail to understand one another? This is where I 
was perhaps off the mark in claiming that Lahiri shuns irony. For 
while it is absent stylistically, the overarching irony of 
Unaccustomed Earth is that whatever the merits of striking roots 
far from home, the seeds of one’s origins contaminate subsequent 
generations. In this respect, the children of immigrants are 
different to all children only in degree, not kind. We all have the 
seeds of an identity crisis within us, we all face conflicting 
loyalties to our past and our present. Ruma’s confusion over her 
father’s future reflects something very Indian, but also something 
much more prevalent. Lahiri reveals the usual obstacles in the 
path of those settling in new climes, the typical barriers to 
empathy (language, prejudice, custom, fear, and the suchlike). 
But the real estrangement penetrates far beyond the first-
generation, that wave of doctors, engineers and scientists who 
populated the leafy pockets of New England in the 1960s and 70s. 
It is their offspring who are at once liberated and bound firmly to 
forces beyond their control, usually beyond their vision.  Lahiri 
chronicles those forces with some subtlety. 
 
It is these forces that leave her characters wracked with such a 
catalogue of neuroses. For Ruma, “nothing was making her 
happy” despite the unconditional and fulsome love of her 
husband. What she faces is a seething inadequacy in the face of 
her elders’ culture of responsibility, of deep concern for the sake 
of one’s kin, and a certain material austerity (“First Class!” 
exclaims Hema’s mother in another story, totally shocked at the 
profligacy of flying in such luxury) like a second wave of Puritans. 
Lahiri’s second generation Bengalis can never attain such giddy 
heights of self-denial. They are fully their own person, imbued 
with American individualism. But the perverse logic of their 
assimilation has decreed that the ascetic cloak of their parents has 
become an iron cage. In the first story, Ruma’s father peers out at 
the clouds as he travels to see his daughter, relieved that “this was 
his life now”. The emancipation from a suffocating but tolerable 
marriage is palpable. Ruma is not so lucky. It is not surprising 
that so many of Lahiri’s characters are academics, engaged in 
careers of the mind; that they live in ring-fenced suburban 
bubbles or fortified urban brownstones. And it is not just the past 
that burdens these people. Like a looming alternative universe, 
the spatially free-floating idea of “India” is visible on the horizon, 
and serves as a constant reminder of the cultural millstone that 
hangs from their necks. The cultural mismatch stands in, of 
course, for a very modern predicament: forging one’s 
individuality in a social milieu that has little patience for such 



indulgence. Dull conformity, quiet tolerance, is almost all that can 
be hoped for.  
 
All this is punctuated by brighter moments, but only 
intermittently, and that is the third point that emerges from 
Unaccustomed Earth: the rare moments of catharsis come from 
strangers. Ruma’s father is attracted to his travelling companion 
by the very fact of her distance from all that he has known, her 
self-reliance. He learns to love his grandson for the same reason. 
He himself is a stranger to Ruma. Their re-acquaintance in Seattle 
occurs thousands of miles from the site of their socialisation into 
mutual non-recognition and their “frail bond”. As such, Ruma is 
consoled, if only for a moment, by knowing her father as a 
stranger. Hema begins to love Kaushik when she begins to  
“appreciate his ability, perhaps his need, to connect to strangers”. 
What is left unsaid is that she gives herself fully to him on the 
basis that “in a matter of weeks it would end”. In Hell-Heaven, 
Usha’s mother is smitten with the novelty and rupture afforded by 
Pranab Kaku’s insertion into her life. Nonetheless, Lahiri’s world 
is almost unremittingly bleak, and finishes by snatching away the 
few threads of hope visible in places. The poignant end to this 
collection sharply subverts the hopeful note on which it begins. 
Unaccustomed earth is not fertile soil. 


