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Power Transformations of the Gendered 
Subject in Three Stories from Jhumpa Lahiri’s 
Interpreter of Maladies 

Karin Möller 

Jhumpa Lahiri is a writer of South Asian origin who grew up in the United 
States, and the stories in her collection Interpreter of Maladies all relate to 
the Indo-American diaspora and/or South Asia. Arguments have been made 
in favor of reading the collection as a short story cycle, due to Lahiri’s con-
scious reliance on recurring patterns and motifs in the stories (Brada-
Williams 13). There is something to be said for this, yet the nine stories in 
the collection are aligned also by traits that go well beyond narrative struc-
ture. Geetha Ganapathy-Doré notes that “Indian people, films, novels, 
beauty-queens, food and spirituality cross borders easily” in today’s global-
ised society. Significantly, she adds that Lahiri’s collection was originally 
sub-titled ‘Stories of Bengal, Boston and Beyond’ (58). Beyond what, we 
may ask. Reading these sophisticated and subtly connected stories it struck 
me that the beyond is meant to denote not only geographical extension but 
also the troubled complexity of a particular nexus of space and time in post-
colonial, postmodern time. Ketu H. Katrak, for instance, refers to the “re-
markable vision” underlying the stories as “ethno-global” (5). How does this 
seemingly self-contradictory idea relate to Lahiri’s stories? What about the 
mindscapes and physical locations of the contemporary “beyond”? 

The three stories which I focus on were chosen because, together, they re-
flect a wider time span, stretching from the time of post-Partition India to a 
cross-cultural, globalised present that lies “beyond.” Juxtaposing them gives 
us an idea not only of how cultural traditions in the past shaped and affected 
the characters’ understanding of their subjectivites, but also of how the con-
tinuous process of change has influenced individuals more or less radically 
in different parts of the world. Any critical perspective involving changes 
over such a long period of time is bound to be a very complex one, well-nigh 
impossible to chart in a paper of this length. In order to achieve some sort of 
consistency in my argument, I have narrowed my focus somewhat. “A Real 
Durwan,” “The Treatment of Bibi Haldar,” and “This Blessed House” all 
feature female protagonists living in rather different social and historical 
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circumstances. Two of them lead single lives in India, while we find the 
third in multi-ethnic, metropolitan America, where she lives with her Indian 
husband in a traditionally ‘arranged’ marriage. Representation of female 
agency (or lack thereof) in these stories provides a basis for how we could 
understand some of the factors that have been instrumental in clearing the 
road to an ethno-global “beyond.” While the criss-cross patterns of intercon-
nection and change in Lahiri’s stories call for more attention than I can give 
them here, I still wish to point to some of the threads in her intricate story 
textures. 

I will now look at the three texts in a more detailed way. The story “A 
Real Durwan” is the story of Boori Ma, a caretaker-cum-doorwoman in an 
apartment building in post-independence, post-Partition Calcutta, a city all 
set to link up with modernity and growing material wealth. Sixty-four-year-
old Boori Ma ekes out a living by helping the residents with various chores 
of the kind that, it is pointed out, is normally “no job for a woman” (73). Yet 
Boori Ma, who had arrived as an East Bengali refugee in a humble cart, 
manages to clean and do odd jobs to the satisfaction of the residents and is 
therefore tolerated by the them despite the somewhat peculiar stories she 
tells them about her past life as the wife of a well-to-do landowner. Her sto-
ries provoke their disbelief due to the glaring disparity between her present 
existence and what she alleges to be her past, for, alas, “What kind of land-
owner ended up sweeping stairs?” (72). Still, Boori Ma holds on to her ver-
sion of truth, repeating her tale of past affluence with the formulaic phrase 
“Believe me, don’t believe me” tagged on to her utterances, thus feeding the 
doubts of her neighbors by constantly dangling before them the suspicion 
that she may be embellishing the truth about her previous existence with 
fancy details. But why would she do so, narrative logic compels us to ask. 
Her incredulous neighbors speculate that, perhaps, she had once worked for 
a well-to-do landowner in Bengal. If that is the case, we might look upon 
this character as an unreliable narrator who succumbs to the vicarious pleas-
ure of day-dreaming of material comfort and social status. However, it might 
also be the voice of nostalgia that speaks through the Boori Ma character. 
Perhaps her presence is meant to revoke India’s rich and legendary cultural 
heritage from pre-colonial and colonial times? “Mustard prawns were 
steamed in banana leaves. Not a delicacy was spared. Not that this was an 
extravagance for us. At our house, we ate goat twice a week. We had a pond 
on our property, full of fish” (71). This is how Boori Ma describes a family 
wedding; the sensuous phrasing in terms of which ‘India’ achieves its calcu-
lated nostalgic effect in the minds of readers. Nevertheless, Boori Ma, with 
her old woman’s broom and her erratic mutterings, is eventually chased off 
the premises by the tenants on the spurious charge of neglect of residential 
property. 

Either way of reading the Boori Ma character—as an unreliable narrator 
fibbing about her past, or as an avatar of India’s past, indigenous culture—
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implies an ironic rift within what we would like to see as a reasonable ap-
proximation of historic truth. Instead of this, she invites us to remember also 
the hierarchical structure of Indian society where a certain class of woman 
was transfixed in lowly domestic positions. That they may also in some de-
gree have been protected by the system as long as they remained within it, 
does not fully account for the lack of freedom and choice that went with 
their position. Interestingly, however, the text itself foregrounds the rhetori-
cal force of Boori Ma’s double discourse. In a spirit of light-hearted irony it 
is suggested that it is in fact quite effective. Boori Ma may have misrepre-
sented historical truth yet “her rants were so persuasive, her fretting so vivid, 
that it was not so easy to dismiss her” (72). The rhetoric with which she tries 
to assert herself is so enervating that in the end she had to be sent packing. In 
this way Lahiri makes Boori Ma carry injustice as an allegorical weight, that 
is, she is of course powerless to alter the sad historical fate of vast numbers 
of domestically fettered subaltern women, but she is allowed to leave her 
trace in the story in a manner that determines its ironic significance. Boori 
Ma’s unreliable narration marks her role as that of an avatar, or spectral visi-
tor, from India’s colonial past. Obviously, she is not at home in her own 
story except for a brief duration of time. As she vanishes from the story into 
destitution and abject anonymity her voice is heard no more, and the need 
for ‘real’ durwan is recognized, one who is better equipped to guard the 
premises and one who matches the residents’ eager ambitions to embrace a 
fashionable modernity and the improved materialist conditions it brings. 

How is the dismissal of Boori Ma and the symbolic silencing of her voice 
encoded textually so as to express the allegorical weight she carries as a 
disempowered woman belonging to a no longer viable cultural past? Her 
voice is “brittle with sorrows, as tart as curds, and shrill enough to grate 
meat from a coconut” (70). Her expostulations, addressed to no one in par-
ticular, or perhaps to history itself, alternate with her tendency towards ag-
grandizement of this same history into almost pure legend. Unashamedly, 
she glosses over historical facts: “Why demand specifics? Why scrape lime 
from a betel leaf? Believe me, don’t believe me” (72). As a transitional fig-
ure she recedes into the shadows, marked by spectrality and myth which 
both signify the difficulties we experience in trying to establish with exact-
ness historical truth. 

The feminist critic Uma Narayan rightly warns us that attempts to diver-
sify between ‘Western’ and ‘non-Western’ cultures have often been made on 
rather shaky grounds. She points out that the differences we think we per-
ceive between Western and non-Western cultures “were products of these 
very comparisons and contras,” where defenders of each respective cultural 
sphere often had vested interests in representing their own culture as unique 
and singly different from that of the rivaling other (Narayan 16, italics in 
original). She goes on to say that while standard notions of western-ness 
suggested openness to progress and change also with regard to the position 
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of women, Indian traditionalists who adhered to national ideals of woman-
hood liked to point out that women actually used to be revered and very 
highly regarded in Indian culture. Thus, they had in some degree achieved a 
vantage position already, without the support of the Western feminist 
movement. Now, the problem with this contention is that it overlooks com-
pletely the social stratifications of Indian society, something that Narayan 
also reminds us of. Still, of course, this does not necessarily render invalid 
all the claims made on behalf of women and their positions in the vast and 
many-faceted sub-continent of India. This very ambiguity concerning the 
historical status of Indian women is rendered visible through Boori Ma’s 
story. I will now discuss how the secluded and sheltered existence that 
(some) women enjoyed is represented rather differently in another story in 
Lahiri’s collection, “The Treatment of Bibi Haldar.” 

Bibi enacts with noisy bravado her role as a sick, unmarried and therefore 
undesirable woman in a local Indian community. She is motherless but pro-
tected and watched over by her father who relies on cognitive methods in 
order to determine the nature of her illness. “He created a chart of her symp-
toms with directions for calming her,” yet to no avail. Stern fatality is han-
dled deftly by Lahiri; the little slips of paper with the father’s directions do 
not reach anyone but were eventually “turned into sailboats by our children, 
or used to calculate grocery budgets on the reverse side” (166), as the 
anonymous narrator observes. Twenty-nine-year-old Bibi, however, is a 
victim who actively resists powerlessness by (more or less) unwittingly mak-
ing it into something of a comic fetish. She complains of her predicament in 
terms which are ironically inverted in relation to the traditional discourse 
about marriage: “‘I will never dip my feet in milk . . . .My face will never be 
painted with sandalwood paste,’ she whimpered. ‘Who will rub me with 
turmeric? My name will never be printed with scarlet ink on a card’” (160-
1). This amusing piece of irrelevance reveals psychological affect which 
resonates among the listeners. It is the local community of women who face 
the problem of how to address Bibi’s needs, something that she seems utterly 
incapable of doing herself after the death of her father/protector. Her un-
specified ailment remains incurable after endless consultations with a hu-
morously long and detailed list of medical doctors and specialists in the in-
digenous tradition. In the end it dawns on the women in the community that 
what she really needs is a husband.  

Uma Narayan, we know, noted that women of a certain class used to be 
highly honored by their husbands and enjoyed an enviable social status. 
Since she is not a marketable commodity, Bibi is hardly likely ever to be 
successful in that way. Yet since she gives voice to her misery in terms that 
call attention to the futility of the ritual trappings of the marriage ceremonial 
as signifiers of empowerment, she undermines the idea of honor and tribute 
without real power. Thus, through her ‘performance,’ she manages to cast an 
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ambiguously mottled shadow on the institution of the traditional Indian mar-
riage. 

Bibi communicates the significance of this lack of agency and influence 
and actually performs it in bodily terms through the convulsions which beset 
her. There may be more to Bibi’s story than what looks like a parodic ver-
sion of the female hysteric trapped in the rhetoric of an Oedipally induced 
performance. Interestingly, Jan Campbell adds a dimension to the psycho-
analytical understanding of hysteria by linking it to social mimesis, or “hys-
teria as a crisis in ontological being” (337). Instead of being enclosed within 
an internally split psyche, the phenomenological reading of the hysteric (or 
what surely resembles one in Lahiri’s fictional rendering of some of the 
characteristic symptoms) stresses the rift between the self and the outside 
world. On the view Campbell subscribes to, the mother is “an extension of 
the world” (345), and the difference between the readings is defined thus: 

In Freud’s account of Oedipal neurosis as desire, the neurotic cannot accept 
paternal prohibition and law. But in a phenomenological sense the neurotic is 
simply trapped in a restricted, repetitive mimesis with the mother/world. /. . ./ 
Overcoming this rivalry means accepting identifications that are more flexi-
ble, and open to change. (345) 

Bibi Haldar is helpless to achieve another identification than the one with the 
idea of the traditionally honored (and in her case rather passive) wife which I 
have spoken of already (“She wanted to be spoken for, protected, placed on 
her path in life,” Lahiri 160). Notably, her complaints are insistent and vocal, 
but she has no rapport with her own body; “we combed out her hair;” “we 
powdered the down over her lips and throat,” etc (166, emphasis added). 
This could be taken as an ominous sign, for as Campbell observes: “A more 
embodied performance or mimesis entails a meaningful communication 
where disassociated selves can find elaboration within a creative transfer-
ence” (346). However, Lahiri’s story gradually leaves an opening. As she is 
accused of exerting an evil influence on her cousin’s baby, Bibi (who now 
finds herself estranged from the relatives who care provisionally for her after 
her father’s death) decides to set up her own household under the supportive 
surveillance of local women neighbors. A pregnancy strengthens her in her 
role as a person who takes responsibility for her own life, despite the diffi-
culty of being officially disgraced by the father of her child. The radical 
change she undergoes as a character leaves open the question of whether her 
‘ailment’ is to be diagnosed as hysteria in clinical terms, or not. However, 
the main point of the story may still resides within the ambiguous, ironic 
meaning of the “treatment” Bibi undergoes. In the course of time, a more 
confident understanding of the potential for female agency develops from 
within the semantic root of this irony. The closing of the split in Bibi’s psy-
che prepares her for her return to social life and the responsibilities of par-
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enthood. Lahiri achieves this through defining female hysteria through mi-
mesis as dialogue within a collective of sympathetic women. 

In “This Blessed House,” the last story that I will discuss here, a more 
cosmopolitan community is the background for a power struggle between a 
fairly newly married Indian couple who try to adjust to life in postmodern 
America. Both husband and wife are ethnic Indians, united through an ar-
ranged marriage that took place in India. Already their names, Twinkle and 
Sanjeev, signal their differences. Twinkle is really Tamina, seduced by the 
freedom in her new existence from culturally enforced Indian traditions. 
Sanjeev is soon frustrated as he felt that “he was getting nowhere with her, 
with this woman whom he had known for only four months, this woman 
with whom he now shared his life” (140). The extent of Sanjeev’s bewilder-
ment with “this woman” is apparent when they arrange a housewarming 
party with his work colleagues as the chief guests. This is where the bewil-
derment deepens into frustration as he finds his wife engrossed in a treasure 
hunt involving kitschy objects relating to the Christian religion, apparent 
leftovers from the house’s former owners. While Twinkle admits that she 
and Sanjeev are “good little Hindus,” her carelessly flaunted cultural relativ-
ism forces her husband to co-habit also with artifacts that “meant nothing to 
him” (138). Twinkle, however, basks with happiness at “little things” (142) 
the significance of which wholly escapes Sanjeev, whose seriousness and 
abhorrence of what he sees as sacrilege is genuine. A statue of Christ found 
in this house is “blessed,” not in the religious sense but through the haphaz-
ard luck which granted them their finding. The incompatibility of the couple 
is further emphasized when their guests arrive and appear to be delighted by 
Twinkle’s easygoing manner and her enthusiastic pursuit of ‘treasures’ in the 
new house in which “everybody followed” (154). Sanjeev can do nothing 
but look on, his mood increasingly subdued at the thought of his gradual loss 
of control over where his wife takes him. The climax of the evening is the 
retrieval of a silver bust of Christ irreverently decked out in a feather hat. In 
contrast to other objects found this bust has commercial value but Sanjeev is 
immune also to this: “He did hate it. He hated its immensity, and its flawless, 
polished surface, and its undeniable value” (156-157). The unruly individu-
alist desire that prompts Twinkle to seek out items related to the Christian 
faith only to turn them into empty fetishes appears as a parody of universal-
ist, religious values. However, the unabashed delight and greed with which 
she does this points beyond this, towards a parody of postmodernism per se, 
in that the consumerist drive itself is given no very deep motivation in the 
story; it is an end in itself, leading nowhere. Even so, Sanjeev’s resistance to 
the society he is seemingly a part of, may be thought of as rather inhibiting 
to himself.  

However, ironic warnings are embedded in several of the situations de-
scribed in the story. Twinkle’s exuberance is praised in jargon that is juve-
nile and simplistic: “’Your wife’s wow,’ added Prabal, following behind. He 
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was an unmarried professor of physics at Yale” (153). A reader who expects 
a Yale professor to have at his disposal a more nuanced and polysyllabic 
vocabulary might, like Sanjeev, be bewildered. How can respect for ethni-
cally encoded values ever co-habit in harmony with globalised societies’ 
tendency to level them? Possibly, the cultural logic of the story could be 
explained with the help of Ernesto Laclau’s theory of articulation1 as a way 
of forging a unity of disparate elements of a specific political or ideological 
discourse. “Articulation,” as the cultural studies theorist Stuart Hall also 
understands it, denotes a connection that can be severed or maintained, much 
as in the idea of articulated vehicles. It is true that we are talking here of 
culture rather than politics and ideology, yet this paradigm of thought may 
be generally applicable. In Lahiri’s story of Twinkle and Sanjeev, the objects 
of a previously established religious faith take on a new significance through 
the way they are deployed. Hall adduces the example of Rastafarians in Ja-
maica, who altered the meaning of biblical texts to express their experience 
in their own terms. Hall explains it thus: “This is a cultural transformation. It 
is not something totally new. It is not something which has a straight, unbro-
ken line of continuity from the past. It is transformation through a reorgani-
zation of the elements of a cultural practice, elements which do not in them-
selves have any necessary political connotations” (143). 

My contention here is that Lahiri empowers her female protagonist at the 
expense of her male one, and the means by which she does so has something 
to do with Twinkle’s ability to transform her mindset so that it might align 
itself effortlessly to a different, ‘western’ culture. Does this imply that San-
jeev’s eastern-based traditions have little or no hope of surviving? Not nec-
essarily, in view of some innocuous-seeming textual evidence in Lahiri’s 
story. Despite his being very frustrated with the novel situation he is asked to 
accept, Sanjeev is swept along at the sight of his wife’s shoes at the entrance 
of their bedroom. Emblematic of her restless energy, they remind him of the 
start of their life together, which changed his own decisively. She, on her 
part, admits at the close of the evening: “[. . .] my feet are killing me” (157), 
so maybe she, too, has to modify her heady enthusiasm and pace of life. 
Whether Sanjeev and Twinkle will be able to forge a new union based on 
more generously shared values is an open-ended question in itself. What 
Lahiri does seems to expose the irony inherent in the situation. 

In conclusion I would like to point to some of the points I have raised 
about Lahiri’s three female characters, and the significance in a postmodern, 
“ethno-global” context of the changing conditions of their lives. Boori Ma 
comes close to representing the subaltern position in that she loses whatever 
links with modernity that she tries to forge. Still, we as readers need to know 
about her experience to understand the cultural origins of the female struggle 

                               
1 Hall refers to Laclau’s book Politics and Ideology in Marxist Theory: Capitalism, Fascism, 
Populism (1977). 



 72 

for independence and power in South Asia. The half-allegorical Boori Ma 
character is made to take on this responsibility. Bibi Haldar comes to terms 
with tradition by accepting responsibility for her pregnant body and the child 
she has. Her story also stresses the importance of loyalty among women. 
Twinkle/Tamina, who appears to flaunt tradition, still makes her conserva-
tive husband warm to the prospect of the cross-cultural “beyond” where we 
are all asked to suspend our beliefs while new associations are formed on the 
basis of the seemingly fragmented and disparate. 
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