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THE UNKNOWN ERRORS OF OUR LIVES (BOOK) 
India
Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni

New York. Doubleday. 2001. 268 pages $23.95. ISBN 0-385-49727-X

IN THE UNKNOWN Errors of Our Lives Chitra Divakaruni uses the short-story form to bring to life
a complex array of South Asian characters and their struggles to survive within the restrictive
social conditions of a rural and urban India and a suburban USA. Characters at the social margins
take center stage in these stories. In "Forgotten Children" Divakaruni's female narrator recalls her
painful experience as a poor young girl: living hand to mouth, she is constantly uprooted as her
family move from one northern Indian factory town to another because her tempestuous father
can't hold down a job.

As a strategy to overcome the pain of dislocation and a house filled with tension and fear --
"Father's slurred yells slammed into the peeling walls of wherever we were living at the moment,"
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she recalls -- she cultivates a rich imaginative life that she shares with her eight-year-old brother:
"In our fantasy, entire sections of words have disappeared from the dictionary: fear, fracture,
furious, fatal, father." And in the title story the reader meets the college-educated Ruchira, who
also turns to creative expression -- painting mythic Indian legends passed down from her
grandmother -- as a way to channel her frustration, understand her experiences, and come into a
sense of self-worth in the face of her new life as an arranged wife. Ruchira's painting and
connection to a matriarchal oral tradition act as her salve.

In "The Love of a Good Man" the protagonist Monisha learns not to bury her feelings deep inside
"like shrapnel" but rather to find strength by giving voice to her and her mother's abandonment by
a man -- the father who took "my mother's life, precious and fragile as this silk

I'm wearing, and ripped it apart." And the postsuicidal character Leela in "Lives of Strangers"
discovers her own healing power and strength as she cares for and grows intimate with the older,
motherlike figure Mrs. Dasin. There are, however, characters who fail to create coping
mechanisms to survive. Divakaruni describes provocatively one such character in "What the Body
Knows" who, once she gives birth, watches as her body weakens and the baby's strengthens: the
woman's act of bringing life into the world becomes a literal act of self-mutilation as well as a
symbolic social suicide.

As with Divakaruni's earlier short stories (Arranged Marriage), novels (Mistress of Spices and
Sister of My Heart), and prose poems (such as those collected in Black Candle), the nine stories
that make up Unknown Errors lyrically describe and breathe life into the lives of South Asian
characters who struggle to discover freedom in a world that wants to brand them chattel to
patriarchal desire and lineage. While the stories gravitate around women who inhabit such violent
social conditions, many must also cope with being South Asian in a U.S. filled with slurs like
"fucking dothead go home." Divakaruni's keen eye for detail and poetic turns of phrase make for a
collection of stories that fill out the lives of those who experience the brunt of today's violence of
racism and sexism. However, she does not leave her readers only with a sense of tragedy.
Perhaps discovering one's creative possibilities will allow one to find happiness only to be
experienced, as one character reflects, in "the long effort of exploration."
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