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Title of Thesis:
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Summary of Thesis:

This dissertation deals with the works of an Indian-American writer, Jhumpa Lahiri (1967—). Over the
past four decades, scholars have reconsidered the canon of American literature. Recent reconsideration
of the canon of American literature has shed light on its diversity; one important factor in this change was
the 1965 Immigrant Act, which permitted an unprecedented number of Asians to immigrate to the United
States. The dissertation considers how mass immigration introduced to the U.S. many writers significant
to American literature, including Lahiri.

In addition, this dissertation focuses on the history of colonial and postcolonial India. British
colonial rule exploited Indians, but it also offered them the advantage of an English education; as a
result, the United States welcomed Indian specialists in science and technology during the Cold War era.
However, though Indian immigrants were more privileged than other Asian groups, their status as a
model minority group deracinated them, stranding them between India and the United States. Lahiri
depicts this uprooted identity in her works. Taking account of postcolonial theory, this dissertation
reveals that Lahiri invented an ontologically ambivalent or nowhere space, by describing the continual
transit of uprooted Indians. In doing so, Lahiri writes fiction that goes beyond realism, though she is
usually considered a realist writer.

Chapter 1 concerns Lahiri’s first novel, The Namesake (2003), in which she depicts the first and
second generations of an Indian immigrant family and explores their anguish. Nikolai Gogol's “The
Overcoat” (1842) implies the existence of an ambivalent sphere between the dead and the living. In
addition, Lahiri’s references to late-1960s rock musicians disclose the cultural images of India conveyed
by popular music, which reveal an orientalist viewpoint toward the East.

Chapter 2 analyzes Lahiri’'s novella “Hema and Kaushik.” from her second short story collection,
Unaccustomed Earth (2008). The title of the book refers to a phrase in Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “The
Custom-House,” the introductory chapter to The Scarlet Letter (1850), and evokes the sentimentalism
within it. Noteworthy again are her references to 1960s rock musicians, whose songs highlight the
novella’s motifs of sympathy and disaster, which bridge personal sentimentality with the racial identity of
Indian immigrants.

Chapter 3 argues that Lahiri’'s second novel, The Lowland (2013), reinterprets The Scarlet Letter
and displays its influence the most. It centers around a female character, Gauri, who moves from
Calcutta to Rhode Island to California. In Unaccustomed Earth Lahiri quotes “The Custom-House,” in

which Hawthorne asserts the importance of continuously moving from one soil to another in order to
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flourish. However, while The Scarlet Letter demonstrates the importance of settlement, Gauri’s
movements exemplifies the ambivalence of perpetual movement.

In Chapter 4, | analyze In Other Words. Lahiri moved to Rome after writing The Lowland; the book
concerns her life there and her thoughts about Italian, a new language for her. The work is remarkable
because she wrote not in English, her predominant language, but in Italian, a radically foreign language.
Originally published as In altre parole in ltaly, its English translation does not simply stand alone; instead,
the book juxtaposes the original Italian text with the English translation by an outside translator. Taking

this experimental format into account, | consider Lahiri’'s ambivalent authority as a writer.
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