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All the nine stories in Interpreter of Maladies by Jhumpa Lahiri have central motifs of exclusion, 

loneliness and a search for fulfillment. Themes that interest Lahiri are love, fidelity, tradition and 

alienation. Character after character in her stories suffers from an inability to communicate, and Mrs. 

Das (Mina) in the title story also undergoes a severe psychological trauma because of a suffocative 

silence on her part. 

Mrs. Das was born of Indian parents in America, married another Indian with whom she fell in love 

during her college days, and settled there. Her love-affair continued smoothly under the indulgent eyes 

of the parents. But once she got married and her parents settled in Asansol, she did not have anyone 

else besides Raj, her husband, to confide or share her inmost feelings and anxieties. At a very early 

stage of conjugal life, motherhood tied her exclusively to child rearing and domestic chores. The whole 

day Raj would remain busy teaching in a school,and Mina (now ‘plump’) felt ‘harried’ and ‘tired’. 

Gradually she became unsociable, first declining invitation and then not even invited. The number of 

outings with Raj also drastically fell, and she felt miserably let down and also lonely. At such a stage of 

emotional alienation between the conjugal partners, a Punjabi friend of Raj came to stay with them. 

And one afternoon as that Punjabi friend made instinctive love to her, she silently yielded, and Bobby 

was conceived. And since then for the last long eight years Mrs. Das sequestered herself and built a 

cocoon of silence around her personality. All the while she bore wretchedly a terrible sense of 

exclusion, pain or guilt. She felt like throwing everything out of the window, “the television, the 

children, everything.” 

In fact, we find at the very beginning of the story the psychologically wrecked and mentally harrowed 

Mrs. Das bickering on a petty matter as who should take Tina, their little daughter, to the toilet. 

Dressed in modern, fashionable attires, looking smart and attractive, she exposes her shaved, largely 

bare legs like any uninhibited, modern, liberated young woman. She finds it intolerable to travel in a 

car which is not air conditioned, and accuses Raj for being miserly. In the story for the most part she 

remains self-engrossed, almost callously and insensitively busy with herself, either polishing her nails, 

or eating puffed rice without offering them to anybody. The fact that the nail-polish she uses is 

colourless suggests that her life has lost all colours. The dark sunglass she wears is actually a 

camouflage behind which she hides herself from the watchful eyes of the external world. When she 

learns that the trip to the sun Temple will take about two and a half hours, she gives an impatient sigh, 

“as if she had been travelling her whole life without pause”, so bored and exhausted she is. Her ennui 

is so intense that she does not take interest in anything or anybody. She does not hold Tina’s hands 

while taking her to the toilet, sits inclined to one side on the back seat of the car, not least concerned 

even if Ronny goes too close to the goat or enthused if monkeys display acrobatic feats. At the time of 

getting introduced to Mr. Kapasi also she is only perfunctorily warm. 
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But once she learns that Mr. Kapasi is an interpreter of maladies, she becomes excessively enthusiastic 

about him to the extent of almost seducing Mr. Kapasi to think that she is in love with him. A 

significant change in her attitude to life starts happening during her visit of the Sun Temple in Konark. 

With the help of some excellent symbols this change is communicated. The sun is the great master of 

life. The Chandrabhaga River, which once flowed, is ‘dry’ now suggesting that devoid of love Mrs. Das is 

also parched. Then the wheels “depict the cycle of creation, preservation and achievement of 

realization.” Mrs. Das looks with great interest at various erotic images carved there. The Astachala 

Surya also impacts her. The ice starts thawing in her and this is brilliantly captured by her walking 

image. For the first the mother in Mrs. Das surfaces-She starts doing Tina’s hair. 

This positive frame of mind is what leads Mrs. Das to confess to Mr. Kapasi her top secret. She may 

have been born and brought up in America; Mina has Indian blood in her andalong with it the shyness 

that traditionally belongs to a Hindu Woman. All the while she narrates her tale of shame and 

suffering, she keeps looking out of the window and not meeting Kapasi’s eyes. 

The images of love carved on the Temple have already interpreted to her the value of vitality implicit in 

man-woman relationship. Now once she has expunged her cause of alienation, it becomes meaningless 

whether she has suffered from guilt or pain as Kapasi wants to know. She has learnt a very valuable 

lesson of life- one must know one’s malady. Self-knowledge gives moral courage and makes us positive 

to face any challenge that life may throw. Mrs. Das does not require Kapasi anymore. Truly liberated 

now, she joins her husband and her three children for a first time family photograph. Jhumpa Lahiri has 

beautifully shown through the character of Mrs. Das the essence of diaspora- a journey from de-

rooting to re-rooting.  


