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Abstract: 

Jhumpa Lahiri's Interpreter of Maladies offers a profound exploration of human relationships shaped by migration, 

cultural displacement, and emotional estrangement. Through her subtle and realistic portrayal of Indian and Indian-American 

characters, Lahiri examines how gender roles, marital expectations, and cultural identities influence personal relationships. This 

study aims to analyze the interconnected themes of gender, marriage, and emotional isolation in the selected short stories from 

Interpreter of Maladies. It investigates how patriarchal norms, communication gaps, and diasporic experiences contribute to 

fractured marital relationships and psychological loneliness. 

The research adopts a qualitative and descriptive methodology based on textual analysis, employing feminist literary 

criticism and diasporic perspectives to interpret Lahiri's narratives. Primary data are drawn from Interpreter of Maladies, while 

relevant books, journal articles, and critical essays constitute the secondary sources. The study closely examines selected stories 

such as "A Temporary Matter," "Interpreter of Maladies," "Mrs. Sen's," and "The Blessed House" to understand the complexities 

of gender dynamics and emotional alienation. 

The findings reveal that Lahiri portrays marriage not merely as a social institution but as a site of emotional conflict, 

silence, and identity negotiation. Her female characters often struggle against traditional gender expectations, while male 

characters experience emotional distance and communication failures, resulting in isolation despite physical proximity. The study 

concludes that Lahiri effectively captures the psychological and cultural complexities of diasporic life, demonstrating that 

emotional isolation arises from the intersection of gender inequality, marital discord, and cultural displacement. Her work offers 

significant insights into contemporary human relationships and the evolving nature of identity within immigrant communities. 
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Introduction: 

Jhumpa Lahiri as a Diasporic Writer: 

Jhumpa Lahiri is one of the most acclaimed contemporary Indian-American writers whose works primarily explore the 

lives of immigrants, cultural displacement, identity, and family relationships. Born in London to Bengali parents and raised in the 

United States, Lahiri draws upon her bicultural experiences to portray the emotional and psychological realities of diasporic 

communities. Her fiction captures the tensions between traditional Indian values and Western lifestyles, revealing the struggles 

faced by first- and second-generation immigrants in negotiating identity and belonging. Through her simple yet evocative 

narrative style, Lahiri presents ordinary lives with extraordinary emotional depth. Her literary works, including Interpreter of 

Maladies, The Namesake, Unaccustomed Earth, and The Lowland, have earned international recognition for their realistic 

depiction of human relationships and cultural complexities. As a diasporic writer, Lahiri highlights the subtle conflicts that arise 

from migration, emphasizing the emotional consequences of cultural transition and the search for personal identity. 

Overview of Interpreter of Maladies: 

Published in 1999, Interpreter of Maladies is Jhumpa Lahiri's debut collection of nine short stories, which won the 

Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 2000. The collection explores the lives of Indian immigrants and their families, focusing on themes 

such as migration, loneliness, identity, cultural conflict, marriage, and communication. Each story portrays characters who 

struggle to balance their cultural heritage with the realities of life in foreign environments. Stories such as "A Temporary Matter," 

"Interpreter of Maladies," "Mrs. Sen's," and "The Blessed House" vividly illustrate the emotional complexities of marital 

relationships and interpersonal communication. Rather than presenting dramatic events, Lahiri concentrates on everyday 

experiences, revealing the silent emotional struggles hidden beneath ordinary domestic life. The collection demonstrates how 

misunderstandings, suppressed emotions, and cultural displacement influence personal relationships, making it an important text 

for examining gender roles, marriage, and emotional isolation within the diasporic context. 

Marriage and Gender in Indian Immigrant Culture: 

Marriage occupies a central position in Indian society, where it is traditionally regarded as a lifelong institution built 

upon family values, social responsibilities, and cultural expectations. Within immigrant communities, these expectations often 

become more complicated because individuals must negotiate between traditional Indian customs and the individualistic values of 

Western societies. Gender roles frequently remain rooted in patriarchal traditions, assigning women the responsibilities of care 

giving, domestic management, and emotional support, while men are expected to fulfill the role of providers and decision-makers. 

Such unequal expectations often create misunderstandings, emotional dissatisfaction, and conflicts within marital relationships. In 

Interpreter of Maladies, Lahiri portrays marriages that are marked not only by affection but also by silence, loneliness, and 
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unfulfilled emotional needs. Her narratives reveal how gender norms shape individual identities and influence the emotional well-

being of husbands and wives living within multicultural environments. 

 Emotional Alienation in Contemporary Relationships: 

Emotional alienation has become a significant aspect of contemporary human relationships, particularly in societies 

experiencing rapid social and cultural change. Despite living together, individuals often experience loneliness because of 

ineffective communication, emotional distance, and unresolved personal conflicts. Lahiri's stories illustrate that emotional 

isolation is not merely the result of physical separation but also the consequence of suppressed emotions, failed communication, 

and unmet emotional expectations. Her characters frequently struggle to express grief, love, guilt, or disappointment, leading to 

fractured relationships and psychological distress. The experience of migration further intensifies these emotional challenges by 

disrupting familiar social networks and creating feelings of displacement. Through realistic characterization, Lahiri demonstrates 

that emotional alienation affects individuals across gender, age, and cultural backgrounds, making it one of the defining features 

of modern relationships. 

Importance of Studying Emotional Isolation: 

The study of emotional isolation is essential because it offers deeper insights into the psychological dimensions of human 

relationships and the hidden consequences of social and cultural pressures. In contemporary literature, emotional isolation reflects 

broader concerns related to identity, communication, gender inequality, and the changing nature of family life. Lahiri's fiction 

provides an important literary space for examining how silence, loneliness, and emotional disconnection influence personal 

experiences within marriages and immigrant families. Understanding these themes enables readers to appreciate the complexities 

of diasporic existence and the emotional burdens carried by individuals negotiating multiple cultural identities. Moreover, 

examining emotional isolation contributes to feminist and diasporic literary criticism by highlighting the ways in which personal 

emotions intersect with social structures, cultural expectations, and gendered experiences. Such an analysis enhances our 

understanding of both literary representation and contemporary human relationships. 

 Aim and Scope of the Paper: 

The primary aim of this paper is to examine the interconnected themes of gender, marriage, and emotional isolation in 

Jhumpa Lahiri's Interpreter of Maladies. It seeks to analyze how Lahiri portrays marital relationships affected by patriarchal 

expectations, cultural displacement, communication barriers, and psychological loneliness. The study focuses on selected short 

stories, including "A Temporary Matter," "Interpreter of Maladies," "Mrs. Sen's," and "The Blessed House," to investigate the 

emotional experiences of both male and female characters. Employing qualitative textual analysis supported by feminist and 

diasporic critical perspectives, the paper explores the representation of gender roles, marital conflicts, and identity formation 

within immigrant communities. The scope of the study is limited to Lahiri's Interpreter of Maladies, with particular emphasis on 

emotional isolation as a central thematic concern, while demonstrating its relevance to broader discussions of gender, migration, 

and contemporary literature. 

Research Objectives:  

The primary objective of this study is to examine the representation of gender roles in Jhumpa Lahiri's Interpreter of 

Maladies and to analyze how these roles influence the lives and relationships of her characters. The paper seeks to investigate the 

portrayal of marital relationships by exploring the complexities of love, companionship, conflict, and emotional distance within 

marriages. It further aims to understand how Lahiri depicts the expectations placed upon men and women in both traditional 

Indian and diasporic contexts, highlighting the impact of cultural values and patriarchal norms on individual identity and marital 

harmony. 

Another important objective of this research is to explore the emotional isolation experienced by the characters and to 

examine how communication failures contribute to misunderstanding, loneliness, and fractured interpersonal relationships. The 

study also investigates Lahiri's subtle critique of patriarchal expectations, demonstrating how unequal gender roles and suppressed 

emotions create psychological distress and emotional alienation. Through a close textual analysis of selected stories, the research 

aims to reveal how Lahiri presents marriage as a complex social institution shaped by gender, culture, communication, and 

identity within the diasporic experience. 

Research Questions: 

This study seeks to answer the following research questions: How does Jhumpa Lahiri portray gender roles in the 

selected stories of Interpreter of Maladies? What factors contribute to marital dissatisfaction and emotional distance between 

spouses? How is emotional isolation represented through the experiences of the characters? In what ways do silence, lack of 

communication, and miscommunication affect interpersonal relationships and marital harmony? Finally, what broader social and 

cultural issues, including patriarchy, identity, migration, and cultural expectations, emerge through Lahiri's portrayal of gender, 

marriage, and emotional alienation in the diasporic context? 

Research Methodology: 

This study adopts a qualitative research methodology based on descriptive and interpretative textual analysis to examine 

the themes of gender, marriage, and emotional isolation in Jhumpa Lahiri's Interpreter of Maladies. The research primarily relies 

on close reading of selected short stories, including "A Temporary Matter," "Interpreter of Maladies," "Mrs. Sen's," and "The 

Blessed House," to analyze the characterization, narrative techniques, dialogues, symbolism, and thematic patterns employed by 

Lahiri. The primary source of data is Lahiri's Interpreter of Maladies, while secondary sources include scholarly books, peer-

reviewed journal articles, research papers, and critical essays on diasporic literature, feminist literary criticism, gender studies, and 

postcolonial theory.  

The analysis is guided by feminist and diasporic theoretical perspectives to understand how patriarchal expectations, 

cultural displacement, and communication failures influence marital relationships and emotional well-being. A descriptive 

analytical approach is used to interpret the psychological experiences of the characters and the socio-cultural contexts in which 

they exist. The study does not employ quantitative methods or statistical analysis; instead, it focuses on textual interpretation and 

thematic exploration to provide a comprehensive understanding of Lahiri's representation of gender dynamics, marital conflict, 
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and emotional isolation. By integrating primary literary analysis with established critical scholarship, the research offers a 

balanced and in-depth examination of the selected text while highlighting its relevance to contemporary discussions on identity, 

migration, family relationships, and emotional alienation. 

In A Temporary Matter, Jhumpa Lahiri examines the conventional expectations of marriage through the relationship 

between Shoba and Shukumar. Initially, Shoba is portrayed as an organized, responsible wife who manages the household 

efficiently, while Shukumar appears academically inclined and emotionally dependent on his wife. Their relationship reflects 

traditional gender roles in which the woman assumes domestic responsibilities and the man focuses on professional pursuits. 

However, after the death of their baby, these roles gradually reverse. Shoba becomes emotionally distant and increasingly 

independent, whereas Shukumar withdraws into grief and becomes reliant on memories of their former life together. Lahiri 

challenges stereotypical gender expectations by presenting a husband who is emotionally vulnerable and a wife who seeks 

autonomy rather than emotional reconciliation. This reversal demonstrates that gender identities are socially constructed rather 

than biologically determined. 

The death of the couple's child affects Shoba and Shukumar in fundamentally different ways, revealing the gendered 

nature of emotional expression. Shoba copes with grief by immersing herself in work and spending less time at home, suggesting 

a desire to reclaim control over her life. In contrast, Shukumar isolates himself within the domestic space, unable to move beyond 

his emotional pain. Rather than openly communicating their feelings, both characters suppress their emotions, allowing silence to 

replace intimacy. Lahiri illustrates that grief is experienced differently by men and women, not because of inherent emotional 

differences, but because society shapes acceptable ways of expressing suffering. Shoba's decision to leave the marriage ultimately 

reflects her agency and refusal to remain trapped in an emotionally stagnant relationship. 

In Mrs. Sen's, Lahiri explores the emotional consequences of domestic confinement experienced by immigrant women. 

Mrs. Sen's inability to drive symbolizes her dependence on her husband and her limited mobility within American society. She 

spends most of her time inside the apartment preparing traditional Indian meals, an activity that connects her to her homeland but 

also emphasizes her isolation. Unlike her husband, who participates actively in public life through his profession, Mrs. Sen 

remains confined to the private sphere. Lahiri portrays the immigrant household as a space where cultural expectations reinforce 

traditional gender roles, leaving women emotionally isolated and socially invisible. Her loneliness reflects not only physical 

separation from India but also the absence of meaningful social relationships in her adopted country. 

Mrs. Sen's dependence extends beyond transportation and household responsibilities to emotional and cultural reliance 

on her husband. She struggles to adapt because her identity has been shaped by the communal life of India, where family and 

neighbors provided constant companionship. In America, however, she confronts an individualistic society that intensifies her 

sense of alienation. Lahiri uses Mrs. Sen's experiences to critique patriarchal cultural expectations that define women primarily 

through marriage and domestic duties. Although her husband is neither abusive nor intentionally neglectful, the unequal 

distribution of freedom and responsibility highlights subtle forms of gender inequality. Mrs. Sen's inability to achieve 

independence reflects the broader challenges faced by immigrant women navigating unfamiliar cultural environments. 

This Blessed House presents another perspective on gender roles through the newly married couple, Twinkle and 

Sanjeev. Their marriage is characterized by frequent disagreements regarding religion, lifestyle, and personal values. Sanjeev 

expects his wife to behave according to conventional expectations of a disciplined Indian wife, while Twinkle embraces 

spontaneity and individuality. The Christian artifacts discovered in their home become symbols of this marital conflict, as Twinkle 

enthusiastically collects them while Sanjeev views them as inappropriate and embarrassing. Lahiri demonstrates that marital 

harmony cannot be sustained through rigid adherence to traditional gender expectations. Instead, both partners must negotiate 

differences with mutual respect and understanding. 

Across these stories, Lahiri consistently emphasizes the tension between individual identity and marital adjustment. 

Shoba chooses independence over emotional compromise, Mrs. Sen struggles between cultural tradition and personal freedom, 

and Twinkle refuses to suppress her individuality for the sake of her husband's expectations. These women challenge patriarchal 

assumptions that marriage requires female submission and self-sacrifice. At the same time, Lahiri portrays male characters who 

experience emotional vulnerability and uncertainty, thereby questioning conventional notions of masculinity. Through these 

complex portrayals, Interpreter of Maladies presents gender as a dynamic social construct rather than a fixed biological reality. 

The stories suggest that successful relationships depend not on conformity to traditional gender roles but on communication, 

equality, and mutual emotional support. 

The present study concludes that Jhumpa Lahiri's Interpreter of Maladies offers a profound exploration of gender, 

marriage, and emotional isolation through the everyday experiences of Indian and Indian-American characters. Across stories 

such as A Temporary Matter, Mrs. Sen's, Interpreter of Maladies, This Blessed House, Sexy, and The Treatment of Bibi Haldar, 

Lahiri demonstrates that marriage is often characterized by emotional rather than physical separation, where silence, 

misunderstanding, and the inability to communicate create invisible barriers between individuals. The analysis reveals that women 

frequently experience loneliness despite living within the institution of marriage and family, as patriarchal expectations confine 

them to traditional domestic roles while limiting their emotional freedom and personal identity. At the same time, Lahiri presents 

male characters as emotionally vulnerable, showing that men also suffer from repression, isolation, and the burden of social 

expectations surrounding masculinity. The recurring failure of communication emerges as one of the primary causes of marital 

dissatisfaction, leading to emotional distance, psychological suffering, and fractured relationships. Furthermore, Lahiri critiques 

conventional notions of marriage by portraying it as a complex negotiation between individual identity, intimacy, cultural values, 

and gender roles rather than a guaranteed source of companionship or fulfillment.  

Her nuanced representation of immigrant experiences also illustrates how cultural displacement intensifies emotional 

alienation, particularly for women who struggle to balance tradition with changing social realities. Through subtle symbolism, 

realistic characterization, and psychological depth, Lahiri challenges patriarchal assumptions and highlights the importance of 

empathy, emotional honesty, and mutual understanding in sustaining human relationships. Viewed through feminist perspectives, 

particularly those of Simone de Beauvoir and Betty Friedan, her stories reveal the unequal power structures embedded within 
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domestic life while also affirming women's agency and the necessity of selfhood beyond socially prescribed roles. Ultimately, 

Interpreter of Maladies portrays marriage not as a fixed institution but as an evolving emotional relationship that demands 

communication, equality, and compassion. Lahiri's fiction therefore remains highly relevant to contemporary discussions of 

gender, identity, and emotional well-being, demonstrating that genuine intimacy can only be achieved when individuals transcend 

silence, acknowledge each other's emotional needs, and embrace relationships founded on respect, understanding, and shared 

humanity. 
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