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A LETTER CAME RECENTLY to my father's office from a Bengali gentleman in Calcutta. The author of the letter, unknown to my family, explained that he was a lifelong writer of fiction, adding that his "pen was never still." This prolific gentleman, impressed with the fact that I, with my recognizably Bengali name, had won the Pulitzer Prize, wanted to know how he himself might apply for the honor. On the phone from New York, I explained to my parents that it hadn't been a matter of applying, that it had actually been the single greatest surprise of my life, something like winning the lottery without ever having bought a ticket. When my father asked whether Indian nationals were eligible for the Pulitzer, I told him what I knew: that the book had to be by an American citizen, and deal, preferably, with "American life." At this point my mother interjected that the judges had made an exception in my case. I might have been naturalized as an American citizen when I was eighteen (I was born in London), but in her eyes I am first and forever Indian. Furthermore, my book, in her opinion, wasn't about American life. It was about people like herself and myself -- Indians. I suppose I should be grateful that my mother wasn't on the Pulitzer committee. 

I draw attention to this anecdote because it exemplifies the perplexing bicultural universe I inhabit, the expectations and assumptions I have always shuttled between. My mother has lived outside India for nearly thirty-five years; my father, nearly forty. Since 1969 they've made their home in the United States. But there were invisible walls erected around our home, walls intended to keep American influence at bay. Growing up, I was admonished not to "behave" like an American, or, worse, to "think" of myself as one. Actually "being" an American was not an option. 

I believe what first drove me to write fiction was to escape the pitfalls of being viewed as one thing or the other. As an author, I could embody any individual my imagination enabled me to, of any origin. This sense of freedom is one of the greatest thrills of writing fiction, and for a person like me, who has never been confident of what to call herself or of where to say she is from, it is a solace. But what I have discovered upon publishing my book -- Interpreter of Maladies -- is that authorial freedom is limited to the process of writing itself, in the private sphere of creation. Once made public, both my book and myself were immediately and copiously categorized. Take, for instance, the various ways I am described: as an American author, as an Indian-American author, as a British-born author, as an Anglo-Indian author, as an NRI (non-resident Indian) author, as an ABCD author (ABCD stands for American born confused "desi" -- "desi" meaning Indian -- and is an acronym coined by Indian nationals to describe culturally challenged second-generation Indians raised in the U.S.). According to Indian academics, I've written something known as "Diaspora fiction"; in the U.S., it's "immigrant fiction." In a way, all of this amuses me. The book is what it is, and has been received in ways I have no desire or ability to control. The fact that I am described in two ways or twenty is of no consequence; as it turns out, each of those labels is accurate. 

I HAVE ALWAYS LIVED under the pressure to be bilingual, bicultural, at ease on either side of the Lahiri family map. The first words I learned to utter and understand were in my parents' native tongue, Bengali. Until I was old enough to go to school, and my linguistic world split in two, I spoke Bengali exclusively and fluently. Though I still speak Bengali, I have lost this extreme fluency. I was stunned, listening a few years ago to a cassette tape that had recorded the wedding of one of my parents' friends, in 1970. There I was, three years old, prattling confidently on in a way I no longer can. Still, my ability to speak the language made me feel less foreign during visits to Calcutta every few years. It also made me feel less foreign in the expatriate Bengali community my parents socialize with in the United States and, on a more quotidian level, in my own home. 

While English was not technically my first language, it has become so. My knowledge of Bengali is spoken, colloquial -- above all, familial. It's hard for me to understand the formal elocution of a Bengali television newscast or the literary diction of a poem. I read with the humble prowess of a struggling young child. (Standard typeset letters are easier for me than penmanship.) My writing is at about the same level. Putting these skills to use was an isolated, occasional need: "Write a letter to your grandfather," my father would say. And then, "Try to read his reply." Still, my basic aptitude allowed me, in graduate school, to translate six short stories by a Bengali writer named Ashapurna Devi. The process was as follows: My mother would read the story aloud in Bengali, and I would simultaneously write a rough translation in English. Then I would go back and read the story to myself, at a snail's pace. The painstaking process made me realize that while I'd always liked to consider myself bilingual, this was hardly the case. 

When it came to my own writing, English was, from the beginning, my only language. The very first stories I wrote, in the second grade during recess, were imitations of what I'd learned to read in the classroom. I proceeded to write throughout my childhood, always in English, never about anything to do with India. If writing may be seen, in part, as an impulse on the author's behalf to control the world, then this was my youthful attempt to maintain order: to write about one sort of life without letting the other sort seep in and complicate things. In my twenties, I began to complicate things. My first "adult" attempt at a story took place in India, as did a few others that followed. I had come to regard India as a place both in which and about which to write fiction. During visits there I was idle, unmoored, intensely curious about what I saw: an alternate life, which, had my parents chosen not to live their lives abroad, would have been mine. The main resource for any writer was suddenly, abundantly available to meÑuninterrupted by time and relative isolation. (I say relative because in fact I was always literally surrounded by my relatives.) It was in India that I discovered the following: that given a stretch of time in which I had nothing to do, and given pen and paper, I would write something. 

THE EARLIEST STORY IN MY BOOK, "A Real Durwan," was written soon after returning from a visit to India in 1992, in my bedroom in my parents' house in Rhode Island. This story and another, "The Treatment of Bibi Haldar," have been attacked by Indian reviewers as having a "tunnel vision" of India. My only defense is that my own experience of India was largely that of a tunnel -- the tunnel imposed by the single city we ever visited, by the handful of homes we stayed in, by the fact that I was not allowed to explore this city on my own. Still, within these narrow confines, I felt that I had seen enough of life, enough details and drama, to set stories on Indian soil. An Indian man I met at a dinner party in New York, speaking of "A Real Durwan," disagreed with me. He felt I had misrepresented the plumbing technologies of Calcutta. "All houses in Calcutta have sinks," he informed me, indignantly, assuming that I had never been there myself, or at best had been there once or twice as a child. I did not argue to the contrary, in spite of the fact that my maternal grandparents' house -- the house the story was based on -- had no sinks but rather a series of plastic and metal buckets from which we washed our hands and bathed. I realized that, according to this man I had carelessly construed the city from which he originally hailed. Mistranslated it, if you will. 

What this gentleman was suggesting is something that has been stated more explicitly in certain reviews of my book in the Indian press. And that is that I, being an ABCD, lack the cultural ambidexterity to write about Indian life and characters in an authentic way. I have been accused of setting stories in India as a device in order to woo Western audiences with exotica. Non-Bengali reviewers make noises about the fact that I only write about Bengalis, only one of India's numerous regional populations. Even after I won the Pulitzer, India Today, a national news magazine, wrote that my setting stories in Calcutta was "an unwise decision." Most disturbing of all was a review in an Indian paper called Business Standard, in which the reviewer, discussing "Interpreter of Maladies," comments upon the infatuation of Mr. Kapasi, a part-time Indian tour guide, with the Indian-American Mrs. Das. In this story, Mr. Kapasi is intoxicated by the sight of Mrs. Das's bare legs and short skirt, things I had safely assumed many of the world's men found arousing. But Mr. Kapasi's intoxication was not universal in the reviewer's mind; it was "apalling[ly]" stereotypical, severe condemnation for a fiction writer. The review continues: "This could be understandable if the writer were a complete foreigner, but not from someone who flaunts her Indian lineage." In other words, had I no hereditary connection to India, the story's "stereotypical" premise would be an excusable offense. But given my family tree, and given the fact that I chose India as a subject matter, different rules apply: I should know better. And yet, given the fact that I was raised in the U.S., the review also implies that I cannot know better. 

To avoid this sort of review in the future, I suppose I could decide to play it safe and never write about India or nonimmigrant Indians again. I am the first person to admit that my knowledge of India is limited, the way in which all translations are. I am impeded not only by my own lack of proximity but by the fact that my parents' impressions -- one of my main resources when writing about India -- are also arrested in time; the country they left in the sixties is, in many respects, unrecognizable to them today. Still, my translation of India has evoked, for some readers and reviewers here and there, the illusion of cultural accuracy, and resonance. One of my mother's cousins, now living in West Virginia, even went so far as to thank me for taking her back to the Calcutta of her childhood, all its requisite details, in her opinion, intact. 

RENDERING AN INDIAN LANDSCAPE INTO ENGLISH, with or without sinks, is one thing. Dialogue is wholly another. Because Bengali is essentially a spoken language for me, because it occupies such an aural presence in my mind, forcing my Bengali characters to speak a tongue they either can't or wouldn't speak in a given scene is one of my most daunting challenges. It is a disorienting and at times highly dissatisfying thing to do. I must abandon a certain sense of verisimilitude in the process, a certain fidelity. It is something of a betrayal, for example, to have the family in "When Mr. Pirzada Came to Dine" speaking English when they are at home. For in my imagination, these characters are conversing in Bengali. Were I to tell this story to myself, I think I would narrate the expository passages in English while preserving all the dialogue, where appropriate, in Bengali. Such tactics aren't feasible for a general audience, except in very short doses. In some instances I do retain Bengali words in my stories. The durwan of "A Real Durwan" is one example. I liked the sound of the word in Bengali, and the full phrase, with the two English words in front of it, sounded perfectly normal, just as it is normal for me and even for my parents to slip the occasional English word into Bengali conversation. (Even the coinage ABCD betrays a similar linguistic hybridization.) The phrase bechareh, an epithet used to designate a pitiable person, also appears in "A Real Durwan." I included it not out of any need to be culturally accurate, but due to the whims of my own quasi-bilingual brain. 

Incorporating Bengali words into my stories is something I have stopped doing. This may be attributed, in part, to a healthy artistic impulse: My writing, these days, is less a response to my parents' cultural nostalgia, and more an attempt to forge my own amalgamated domain. Writing "When Mr. Pirzada Came to Dine" was a turning point. I say turning point not because it was the first time I set a story on American soil or because it was the first time I had an Indian-American protagonist. Both of these things I had already done. But in this story I felt I was, for the first time, conveying that intimate Bengali of my upbringing, both spoken and otherwise, into English. Here I incorporated no foreign words or expressions. What concerned me more was the precise explanation of certain gestures and details -- the manner in which the family eats, for example, and their preoccupation, while living in a small New England town, with the Pakistani civil war. My focus in this story wasn't the unilateral translation of a place or a language. Instead it was a simultaneous translation in both directions, of characters who literally dwell in two separate worlds. This story was recently translated and published in a Bengali literary magazine. While I can easily comprehend the dialogue, much of the story's vocabulary is inaccessible to me. At the same time, because the English "translation" is something I've already written and largely committed to memory, it's relatively easy to guess what an otherwise foreign word means. 

Looking at my stories as a whole, I am aware that I am preoccupied with language, as if this concept, this fact of human life, were itself an element of drama. I seem especially preoccupied with the presence in any given character's life of two languages and sometimes more, in different sorts of equations. Almost all of my characters are translators, insofar as they must make sense of the foreign in order to survive. The failed linguist in the title story literally makes his living off his knowledge of English and other languages. In "Sexy," Miranda's curiosity about Bengali is a way for her to gain access to her married and increasingly unavailable lover. In "The Third and Final Continent," the last story in the book to be written, the protagonist notes that when his wife arrives in Boston, he speaks Bengali in America for the first time. Yet there is no discernible change in the style of his dialogue; he speaks to his wife in the same manner that he speaks in English to Mrs. Croft. For the ancient Mrs. Croft, meanwhile, modern life has itself become a baffling foreign language, one she neither participates in nor understands. The protagonist in this story also fears that his son will no longer speak in Bengali after he and his wife die. This is displaced anxiety on my part -- my own fear of my parents' death. For if I am to survive them, it is I who will suffer that linguistic loss. 

In my dictionary, the biblical definition of translate is "to convey to heaven without death." I am struck by the extent to which this decidedly Western, nonsecular definition sheds light on my own personal background of Eastern origin. For in my observation, translation is not only a finite linguistic act but an ongoing cultural one. It is the continuous struggle, on my parents' behalf, to preserve what it means to them to be first and forever Indian, to keep afloat certain familial and communal traditions in a foreign and at times indifferent world. The life my parents have made for themselves here has required a great movement, a long voyage, an uprooting of all things familiar in exchange for an immersion into all things strange. It has required, moreover, an endless going back and forth, repeated traveling, urgent telephone calls, decades of sending and receiving letters. Somehow they have conveyed the spirit of their former world to the here and now, where it exists for them, still thriving, still meaningful. 

Unlike my parents, I translate not so much to survive in the world around me as to create and illuminate a nonexistent one. Fiction is the foreign land of my choosing, the place where I strive to convey and preserve the meaningful. And whether I write as an American or an Indian, about things American or Indian or otherwise, one thing remains constant: I translate, therefore I am. 

