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Abstract:

This research paper examines the profound and pervasive themes of home and displacement as
central organizing principles in the fiction of Jhumpa Labhiri, drawing primarily from Interpreter of
Maladies, The Namesake, and Unaccustomed Earth. The study argues that Lahiri redefines
displacement not merely as a geographical relocation, but as a persistent state of psychological and
cultural unmooring experienced acutely by both the immigrant first generation and their hybrid
second-generation children. By analyzing Lahiri’s meticulous use of domestic space, naming
conventions, and linguistic distance, the paper establishes that the concept of *home™ in her work is
not a fixed geographic entity but a fragile, negotiated psychological construct achieved through
painful compromise and the acceptance of permanent, partial belonging—a *‘third space’ identity.
Ultimately, Lahiri’s narratives suggest that displacement is the enduring condition of the diaspora,
finding momentary respite only in the quiet rituals of cultural memory and self-acceptance.
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1. INTRODUCTION: THE ARCHITECTURE OF UNMOORING

Jhumpa Lahiri's literary landscape is populated by characters caught in an existential drift, straddling the
worlds of India and the United States. Her fiction is not concerned with the political drama of migration, but
rather the subtlety of internal cultural trauma. Her Bengali-American protagonists are perpetually caught in
a liminal space, unable to fully inhabit the inherited identity of their parents or the adopted identity of their
new country.

This paper proposes that the idea of home in Lahiri's work functions as a narrative catalyst, forcing
characters into a constant state of negotiation. For the first generation, like Ashima in The Namesake, home
is an idealized, nostalgic projection of Calcutta, which makes the American reality feel temporary and alien.
For the second generation, like Gogol or the young protagonists in Unaccustomed Earth, home is a non-
existent space; they are native to America yet culturally disconnected from their parents, leading to a
profound sense of rootlessness.

We will explore how Lahiri uses specific literary devices—the kitchen as a cultural fortress, the name as a
burden of history, and the quiet failures of communication—to illustrate that displacement is not an event
one overcomes, but an identity one inherits.

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: DISPLACEMENT AS A STATE OF BEING

To adequately analyze Lahiri’s themes, we must look beyond a simple definition of migration and engage
with postcolonial and diaspora theories that characterize displacement as an epistemological condition.

2.1. The Third Space and Hybridity

Homi K. Bhabha’s concept of the Third Space is particularly illuminating. This space is "neither the one
nor the other,” but a position of cultural in-betweenness where new, hybrid identities are formed. Lahiri’s
characters live squarely in this space. They are fluent in American culture yet bound by Bengali familial
expectations; they understand the geography of Boston but feel the cultural pull of Calcutta.
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This hybridity, however, is not a celebratory fusion, but a source of discomfort—a perpetual feeling of
being an imposter in both worlds. Gogol’s inability to fully commit to either his Bengali name (Nikhil) or
his American name (Gogol) symbolizes this painful existence in the third space.

2.2. The Trauma of ""Unhomeliness"

Drawing upon Freudian concepts, the literary scholar Hélene Cixous discussed the state of unhomeliness
(or Unheimlichkeit), which refers to the feeling of the familiar becoming unfamiliar. For Lahiri's first-
generation characters, the American house they inhabit often becomes the site of this feeling. Ashima finds
herself "unaccustomed to being an American™ even after decades, making her American house feel like a
temporary, poorly furnished rental where she is simply waiting for life to begin. This unhomeliness
transforms displacement from a political problem into a psychological reality.

3. THE GEOGRAPHY OF DISPLACEMENT: AMERICA VS. CALCUTTA

Lahiri’s narrative technique uses geography to externalize the character’s internal sense of displacement.
3.1. The Sterile American Home

In The Namesake, the Ganguli family’s home in Cambridge is often depicted with a sense of sterile
temporariness. The furniture is American, but the air is filled with Bengali customs; it is a space of cultural
compromise. The absence of extended family, the silence, and the lack of community (often contrasted with
the chaotic, vibrant bustle of Calcutta) underscore the feeling of isolation. The American home offers
physical safety (a consistent theme following Ashoke's near-fatal train accident in India) but provides no
cultural shelter.

This domestic sterility forces the characters to construct an emotional sanctuary through small, self-imposed
rituals. The kitchen becomes a cultural fortress where Bengali food is cooked and served, serving as a
material link to the 'home' left behind. This fragile structure breaks down, however, when the second
generation rejects these rituals in their pursuit of assimilation.

3.2. The Disorienting Return to India

The return visits to Calcutta, detailed in stories like "The Third and Final Continent” and Unaccustomed
Earth, are equally disorienting. For the first generation, the original home has inevitably changed, shattering
the nostalgic ideal they preserved in memory. They are now seen as "foreigners” or "Americans" by their
relatives—the displacement has become mutual.

For the second generation, like the teenagers in "A Temporary Matter" or the characters who visit in
Unaccustomed Earth, India is a confusing, hyper-saturated sensory experience. They are unable to speak the
language fluently and feel alienated from the customs. They realize they have no genuine "home™ in the
homeland either, confirming their permanent expatriate status. Their displacement is complete: they belong
fully to neither place.

4. THE LINGUISTIC AND NOMINAL DISPLACEMENT

Lahiri brilliantly articulates displacement through the mediums of language and names, arguing that identity
is fundamentally linked to how one is addressed and how one speaks.

4.1. The Burden of Names in The Namesake

The story of Gogol Ganguli offers the most profound commentary on nominal displacement. The name
Gogol, accidental and non-Bengali, symbolizes the arbitrary and unplanned nature of the immigrant
experience. His later transition to Nikhil (the Bengali "good name™) and his eventual preference for the
Americanized use of Gogol illustrate the impossible choice between honoring history and accommodating
the present.

The struggle over names is a struggle over self-definition. Gogol is displaced from his true self by a name
that means nothing to him, and then displaced from his parents by choosing a life that rejects the name they
chose. His acceptance of his name at the end, upon his father's death, represents a difficult coming to terms
with his hybridity—it is the acceptance that home is built not on a perfect name, but on the history of
imperfect ones.

4.2. Language and the Void

Lahiri's minimalist prose often reflects the linguistic distance her characters feel. Bengali is the language of
emotion and memory, while English is the language of transaction and alienation.
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In stories where characters lose the ability to speak Bengali fluently, a profound emotional void is created.
They cannot access the deep comfort and cultural context embedded in the mother tongue, and English feels
insufficient to express their grief or deepest longings. This linguistic displacement makes it impossible to
connect fully with their past, creating a gap between generations that is insurmountable. The second
generation has "lost the vocabulary of home."

5. CONSTRUCTING A NEW HOME: RITUALS AND COMPROMISE

If the characters cannot return home, their only recourse is to build a new one—a psychological sanctuary
forged from routine and compromise.

5.1. Home in the Rituals of Care

In Interpreter of Maladies, many stories explore how characters find transient moments of home in small
acts of care or shared routine. In "A Temporary Matter," the nightly ritual of darkness and confession, born
from the power outage, momentarily creates a profound emotional intimacy between a husband and wife
who have become estranged. This brief, fragile sanctuary of home is not fixed in a place but in a shared,
transient moment of vulnerability.

5.2. The Acceptance of Unaccustomed Earth

The title of Lahiri’s collection, Unaccustomed Earth, perfectly encapsulates the final stage of displacement:
the necessary acceptance of the new, unfamiliar ground as one's permanent dwelling. The parents cling to
the old world, the children flee it, but the most mature realization is that the unaccustomed earth is, and must
be, the only home they will ever know.

The second-generation characters in this collection, though successful and independent, carry the burden of
their parents' sacrifices and the knowledge of their own rootlessness. Their home is not a single location but
the act of moving forward, acknowledging the inherited melancholy while asserting their own autonomous
choices about where to live, whom to love, and how to define family. The eventual "settling down" is less a
moment of belonging and more a conscious decision to anchor oneself despite the enduring internal
displacement.

6. CONCLUSION: THE MELANCHOLY OF PERPETUAL EXILE

Jhumpa Lahiri’s literary contribution lies in defining displacement not as an extraordinary, cinematic event,
but as an ordinary, domestic melancholia. Her work moves beyond the simplified narrative of assimilation,
revealing that even successful migration results in an inheritance of loss—a permanent sense of being
geographically rooted yet emotionally unhomed.

The idea of home in Lahiri’s fiction is thus paradoxical: it is a deep, essential human need that is never fully
satisfied. It exists only in the memories, the names, the recipes, and the fleeting moments of connection that
the characters manage to salvage and protect. Lahiri’s characters find their identity and their only lasting
sense of belonging in the difficult, ongoing negotiation of their hybridity, affirming that for the diaspora, the
hyphen is the only true home. Her lasting legacy is the elegant and quiet articulation of this profound,
persistent exile.
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