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idiadhar Surajprasad Naipaul, winner.of the Nobel Prize for Literature in 2001 and
well-known ‘Indian’ writer on India, was born of Hindu stock in Trinidad on 17

August 1932, He grew up there and went as an adult to Britain in 1950, to study
at Oxtord, where he established a career as a broadcaster and prolific writer. He continyes
to live in Britain, and has over the past forty years written several travelogues and many
novels, becoming arguably one of the most significant writers in English of his generation.
None of this makes him Indian, and in fact there are powerful intellectual and cultural
reasons to return him to the Caribbean, as various critics have argued. If we choose to think
of India as more than the location of some of his work, and as a necessary part of his imagi-
nation, it is because three of his major travelogues have been located in India and because
his interest in South Asian affairs has been recurring, even obsessive. The V.S. Naipaul —
the name deracinated, it rendered more cosmopolitan via the condensation into initials—
who is a celebrated commentator on India and things Indian is so as part of his career-long
eftort to grapple with issues of identity and cultural tradition, with his location as a writer
and his choice of subjects, and with the evolution of social and religious systems under the
aegis of European imperialism. In short, it is because Naipaul is a post-colonial writer that
he 1s an Indian writer, that he is a West Indian writer, that he is a black British writer.

These are of course not terms that Naipaul would identify with. He has in fact strenu-
ously disavowed the "West Indian’ label, and it seems entirely unlikely that he would see
himselt as “black British’. But a writer’s corpus goes beyond what he or she acknowledges,
and difterent phases of Naipaul’s writing are best understood with reference to his complex
West Indianness, his Indianness, his Britishness. The names of nations might seem like un-
wieldy frames of reference for the work of a polymath like Naipaul, but his writing has never
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shied away from such references. Indeed, one of the reasons Naipaul’s writing has been con-
troversial is the ease with which he invokes the nation or the culture or the particular “civil-
isation” that he writes about as an essential, and cven adequate, explanation of all the social
tensions and weaknesses that he so fluently catalogues. The diagnosis of national cultures,
or of sub-national and supra-national loyaltics, and the play between national, ethnic, and
individual identities, have been staples of Naipaul’s travel writing and his fiction. He is at
his richest and most nuanced when he writes of such interplay; equally, his habit of equating
individual aberrations with cultural or national traits is what renders his writing thin, cul-
turally insensitive, and open to the charge of being the product of a colonised sensibility,
of an anglocentric bias about the world.
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‘India’ shows up in Naipaul’s earliest fiction in the reshaped memories, dislocated ¢y
tural practices, and ossified religious rituals of the Trinidadian communities that are hjg

subjects. In The Mystic Masseur (1957), The Suffrage of Elvira (1958), M iguel Streer (1959).
and A House for Mr Biswas (1961), Naipaul wrote in a satiric - vein of the people and places
he had known as a child. A House for Mr Biswas is more ambitious and finished thap the
three earlier books, each of which is a collection of comic or ironic vignettes of community
life in Trinidad. The community that Naipaul is most concerned with is that of the Indians
who were brought to the islands as indentured agricultural labour after the emancipation
of slaves in the region. He writes of their lives with some affection, but even where the come.
dy is heart-warming, as it is so often in The Mpystic Masseur, Naipau
fails to surface. His portrait of Ganesh in this novel warms to the ¢
his entrepreneurial instincts, and his ability to convert misremembered Hindu rituals into
a vehicle for self-advancement (his 707 Questions and Answers on the Hindy Religion be-
comes a best-seller), but the texture of his life, and of the other characters in the novel, is
pasteboard thin, often little better than caricature. However, themes recurrent in Naipaul’s
writing are initiated in this novel; for instance when Pandit Ganesh Ramsumair, through
a series of comic misadventures, is translated by colonial systems of governance into G. Ram.
say Muir, MBE. Naipaul’s satire suggests his own ambivalent relation with those colonial
processes that shaped his life as well as those of his characters. 4
A House for Mr Biswas thickens Naipaul’s engagement with the communities of his
childhood in a way that confers novelistic dignity and pathos to the cultural and geographi-
cal dislocations of individuals and families, and to the story of their difficult transitions away
from the near-feudal social and economic relations fostered by colonialism. Naipaul has ack-
nowledged that a great deal of the novel’s intensity comes from the fact that its title character
is modelled upon his father Seepersad Naipaul (who wished to be 1 writer, and whose
thwarted literary ambitions might be thought to find fulfilment in the work of V.S. Naipaul
and his brother Shiva Naipaul). In this novel, Naipaul bases many events and people on
childhood memories. As Mr Biswas tries to break from the claustrophobic hold of the ex-
tended Tulsi family into which he has married, his life becomes an allegory of the coming
of bourgeois modernity and its values, The building of such a new ‘home’ is a costly and
even destructive process, and Mr Biswas is repeatedly scarred by the attempt. His partial
way out is his job as a journalist, which provides him some of the professional and personal
authority that his early life has lacked, and which encourages him to write, and to share
in a world of English books with his own children. Writing and literacy provide a window
into a wider realm, and even though Mr Biswas’s own life continues to be dogged by failure
and disappointment, his children—Anand and Savi—benefit from his efforts and go abroad
to study on scholarships. Naipaul’s rendering of the shape of Mr Biswas’s life—fatherless,

I’s condescension rarely
haracter’s opportunism,
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living on the margins of extended family networks, beholden to their oppressive charities
and demands, then a tather himself who struggles, with mixed results, to create a different
life tor himselt and his fumily—is generous and concerned enough to raise the pitch of the

povel to something akin to tragedy, a tone that is confirmed at its close, as Mr Biswas, bur-

dened by debrand his sense that Anand is not going to return home, wastes into an untimely
death. Qut ot such family history Naipaul created his life of writing: over two decades after
he }‘lll‘li\‘“(‘i this novel, Naipaul wrote (in his foreword to the 1984 Vintage edition) that
it connected him to “the passions and nerves of [his] early life’, and that he remembered
‘the time of writing—the ambition, the tenacity, the innocence. My literary ambition had
grown out of my early lite."
© Contirmed into his literary life, Naipaul wrote his first travelogue on commission from
the government of Trinidad and Tobago. Ironically, and perhaps symptomatically, 7he
Middle Passage (1962) does not do much more than reaffirm Naipaul’s complicated and
often perverse relationship with the colonial cultures of the Caribbean. It puts on view his
signature style as an observer of cultures and peoples: he authenticates his narrative by in-
cluding descriptions of himselfand his reactions, but also converts his perennial discomfort
with most of what he sees into the censure and denigration of entire cultures and histories.
He gains further authenticity for his observations by recording his anger at the brutal hist-
aries of colonial slavery and exploitation, but goes on to provide extremely unsympathetic
analyses of the inefficiency and ugliness of contemporary societies that leave them not far
removed from the times of colonial control. The Middle Passage also incorporates an ana-
lytical mode that is repeated in many of Naipauls travel writings, where he engages with
a culture via the writing of those who came before. His interlocutors are often colonialist
commenaators, and while he does disassociate himself from some of their more egregious
rcism, his own vocabulary echoes their idiom. Perhaps a brief quotation, from Naipaul’s
eswy ‘Conrad’s Darkness’, is useful here: ‘And I found that Conrad—sixty years before,
N a time of great peace—had been everywhere before me.” For Naipaul, Conrad offers ‘a
vision of the world’s half-made societies’: the ‘half-made’, the mimic, the interrupted and
shoddy, the world in terminal decay, these are the materials Naipaul discovers anew, not
simply in the manner of Conrad the imperialist, but as one who comes after the master.
These are the burdens Naipaul brought to India when he visited it in 1962; added to
them was the special weight of his cultural inheritance, his sense that the ‘Indian’ aspect
of his Trinidadian sensibility could be explained, or rediscovered perhaps in some form of
onginary plenitude, in the land of his maternal grandfather. His record of his ‘return’ to
India, An Areq of Darkness (1964), is however a testimonial of the loss of illusions; the fading
of the sense, however displaced, of home; the confirmation that India (somewhat differently
m the Caribbean) can only be a place of social iniquity, arrested development, and post-
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colonial decay. He begins this book with an account O'f 83 th«:]l rili}(zﬁilz’i;) hnl? ;,(S ,
child and as an adult (‘a country never physicall-y dcscribc 3;1 ;— refore ne real’);
arca of the imagination’, but which faded in its immediacy of re c'rcnc'c‘:mh € Moves ayy,
from Trinidad to London. London, however, offers fcw.compcnsauons. It had becom, the
centre of my world and I had worked hard to come to it. And I was lost. L(:ndr)n Was 1o,
the centre of my world. | had been misled; but there was nowhere else to go.” Hence

Naipaul comes to India, he comes, willy-nilly, looking for home, plagued by ‘mo
the usual fe

» When

re thanp
ar of arrival. In spite of myself, in spite of lucidity and London and my years

and over and above every other fear . . . some little feeling for India as the mythical |4,
of my childhood was awakened.’

He leaves behind the isolation and professional anonymity of London (
I'was confined to a smaller world than | had ever known. I became m
name’), but in India encounters another kind of facelessness, anothe

‘in the big city
y flat, my desk, my
r sort of panic:

And for the first time in my life I was one of the cr
or dress to distinguish me from the crowd eter

Trinidad to be an Indian was to be distinctive . .. To be an Indian in England was distincrive:
in Egypt it was more so. Now in Bombay I entered a shop or a restaurant and awaited a special
quality of response. And there was nothing. It was like being denied part of my reality . . . |

was faceless. I might sink without a trace into the Indian crowd. I had been made by Trinidad
and England; recognition of my difference was necessary to me. [ felt the need to impose myself
and didn’t know how.

owd. There was nothing in my appearance
nally hurrying into Churchgate Station. |,

Voice and accent differentiate him (¢
ed my mouth’), and experience aft
not-Indian, racially of a culture

i » he does so via the ironic
quotation of local voices which remind hyj

ger and contempt’ for the degrada-
- sensitivity’, and thar it is hijs questioning

Ce .
Impose’ himself on hjs

and is fully cognisant of his failure,
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put we need first to spend some time paying attention to all that he sees and chooses to
rcw]r\(]i;..ipaul sees a great many people spitting and pissing on the strects; he sees beggary
and destitution, and he sees the combination of all these activities: ‘Indians defecate every-
where. They defecate, mostly, beside the railway tracks. But they also defecate on the
beaches; they defecate on the hills; they defecate on the river banks; they defc?cate on the
streets; they never look for cover.” What disturbs Naipaul is not only this national drama
of defecation, but the fact that it does not show up in the literate conversation of the culture:

These squatting figures—to the visitor, after a time, as eternal and emblematic as Rodin’s
Thinker—are never spoken of; they do not appear in feature films or documentaries. This might
be regarded as part of a permissible prettifying intention. But the truth is that Indians do not
see these squatrers and might even, with complete sincerity, deny that they exist: a collective
blindness arising out of the Indian fear of pollution and the resulting conviction that Indians
are the cleanest people in the world.

I quote Naipaul at some length to suggest characteristic patterns of observation and ana-
lysis—his eye for grotesque detail (about whose validity there can be little argument), and
his explanations of such grotesquerie not in historical or socio-economic terms but in the
more atavistic (and less accurate) terms of religious belief or cultural practice.'As with so
many of Naipaul’s more egregious observations, this one too is true; what is problematic
is the relevance here of pollution rituals or of a wilful national blindness or hypocrisy. In
some ways, Naipaul knows he treads on thin ice here, which is why these observations are
surrounded by, and ratified by, similar comments made by Mahatma Gandhi. The differ-
ence is simply that Gandhi saw the production and removal of shit as a social problem and
addressed it accordingly; he did not see fit to fashion from it a final comment on ‘Indianness’.
This is not simply a question of Naipaul’s bad faith, or of the sense that the observer
f)flndian horrors must somehow earn the right to comment on them. For Naipaul’s position
in India, as he confesses himself, straddles that of outsider and insider: at Rajghat, as he
watches blue-shirted, ‘well-fed and well-shod’ schoolboys approaching American tourists,
old ladies who, ‘informed of India’s poverty’, hand out notes and coins, Naipaul is moved

o violence: ‘T advanced towards the schoolboys, simple murder in my heart. They ran away
m'mble in the heat. The Americans looked assessingly at me: the proud young Indian nationj
alist. \X)/ell, it would do. T walked back to the coach, converting exhaustion into anger and
Zléiil"i‘;-m;ili;):;ls ﬁs prouc.i bd}ian }?ationalis; ili iroEic, lI;Ut of interest :als.o. are the sources
cans that moves h?nT’eD(l)Se;tl':e et}(l:irilc{ariirzi’t (;s ta: ::1 ?ﬁdi:z S(Z r tlile T S
- ; ; mbarrassed by fraud) or as a

tours i
the ; t (angered by harassment), or is he always condemned to the inchoate emotions of
€ In-between?
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Naipaul describes at length the months he spends in Kas.hmir (though' he nowhere
mentions writing, while living in Srinagar, Mr Stone and the Knight's Companion, published
in 1963). His focus is once again on local corruptions and duplicities, and on the naivet¢
or cynicism of hotel owners and visiting Indian tourists. He travels in Kashmir, to Pahalgam
and to Amarnath, but his descriptions are more concerned with human failings and infta.
structural inefficiencies than with landscape or cultural forms, or perhaps it is more accurate
to say that for Naipaul the former collapse into, and overpower, the latter. When he leaves

Kashmir, this collapse becomes his entry into Indian history, into the rise and fall of king_
doms and civilisations. This is Naipaul on the ruins of Vijayanagar:

The square-pillared lower storeys of the stone buildings still stand; in the doorways are carvings

of dancers with raised legs. And inside, the inheritors of this greatness: men and women and
children, thin as crickets, like lizards among the stones.

A child was squatting in the mud of the street; the hairless,
the excrement. The child, big-

wooden juggernauts decorated
passionless, stylised. They wer
longing to see; bu after the firs
Shiva, god of the phallus, per

he is, how entirely of India!

pink-skinned dog waited for
bellied, rose; the dog ate. Outside the temple there were two

with erotic carvings: couples engaged in copulation and fellatio;
e my first glimpse of Indian erotic carving, which 1 had been
texcitement came depression. Sex as pain, crea

tion its own decay:
forming the dance of life and the dance of dea

th: what a concept

Naipaul’s prose strings together the death of empires,

stunted bodies (humans as insects),
malnutrition, excrement, feeding,

the dance of sexuality, and his own febrile excitement
and disappointment. The psychic drama of this passage, as the banal and the bizarre add

up to a stunning revelation of the contours of Naipaul’s imagination (the chapter is, appro-
priately enough, entitled ‘Fantasy and Ruins’), reveals nothing as much as it does the limits
of his touristic rationality. Why, we may wonder, should this be s0? Naipaul, once again,
provides a part answer when he says that it is ‘well that Indians are unable to look at their
country directly, for the distress they would see would drive them mad. And it is well that

they have no sense of history, for how then would they be able to continue to squat amid
their ruins, and which Indian

And yert, dislocated himself, those who live, defecate, and die
amidst the ruins—whose liv laden memorials central to nation-

Their poverty sets them outside the
with its monuments.

es have no place for the valye.
ipaul seeks in Vijayanagar).
their pauperised lives at odds
in India, Naipaul prepares to |
acceptance. | had learned my se
thout a past, without ancestors

pieties of such history,
And so, after a year

parateness from India, and was con-
tent to be a colonial, wi

. He writes this even as he is driven
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to visit the village in eastern Uttar Pradesh which his mother’s father had left as an in-
Jentured labourer. This p.rovides no connection or catharsis, and Naipaul produces only
vignettes of mone%'—gr.ubb!ng kin and emf)tionul confusion, till he beats a hasty retreat,
refusing to give a ride in his jeep to a boy from the village: ‘So it ended, in futility and im-
patience, a gratuitous ac't of Cl‘l.l(flf}" self-reproach and flight.” Finally, at the airport, as N'Jl-:

qul waits many hours ‘intermittently experiencing the horrors of an Indian public lavatory
for his flight to leave India, he slips into ‘a creeping stupor’ and begins to lose his sense
of an Indian reality. Slowly, India becomes ‘part of the night; a dead world, a long journey’,
a journey that ought not to have been made; it had broken my life in two.” He writes to
a friend who had insisted on fresh impressions of India: ‘It was violent and incoherent; but
like everything I wrote abourt India, it exorcised nothing.” In fact, Naipaul learns no sepa-
ration from India; he feels a ‘despair [that] lies too deep for formulation’, a fear of losing
himself into those ‘philosophical” values that he sees as characteristic of India: ‘It was only
now, as my experience of India defined itself more properly against my own homelessness,
that I saw how close in the past year I had been to the total Indian negation, how much
it had become the basis of thought and feeling.’ This is Naipaul’s area of darkness, the trou-
bled liminal space that is forged in the unequal match berween his talismanic ancestral
memories of India and the mundane miseries of its poverty and brutality. The enduring
achievement of An Area of Darkness, then, might not be so much its account of India in
the early 1960s as its display of the anxieties of the diasporic ‘Indian’, its staging of the
derangement that results from a homecoming to a place that is not home.

In the decade that followed Naipaul wrote prolifically and established a major reputa-
tion as a novelist and writer of travelogues and cultural commentary. He won major awards
for The Mimic Men (1967), In a Free State (1971), and Guerrillas (1975), and all his other
books, A Flag on the Island (1967), The Loss of El Dorado (1969), and The Overcrowded
Barracoon (1972) were reviewed extensively, particularly in the United Kingdom and the
United States. He wrote occasional pieces and reviews, some of which are on India and
things Indian (collected in 7he Overcrowded Barracoon) and many of which are on questions
of empire and its aftermath. The same tone and set of questions prevail, be the area of his
enquiry the islands of the Caribbean or societies in other parts of the colonised world: these
are ‘manufactured societies . . . creations of empire; and for long they were dependent on
empire for law, language, institutions, culture, even officials. Nothing was generated locally;
dependence became a habit. How, without empire, do such societies govern themselves?
What is now the source of power?” However, not all reviews of his work were adulatory:
In India, in the Caribbean, and even in London and New York, responses began to take
hote of his jaundiced reportage, his astonishing opacity to the revisionary intellectual and

.cultural energies of once-colonised nations, his selective and reductive use of anecdotes to
understand and categorise places and peoples of which he had little experience. Those who
- Qrefully read Naipaul learnt that each of his books was in some way connected to his project
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of writerly self-discovery and self-definition, and thar in each case the mimic man that
Naipaul describes and denigrates is a fearfully imagined version of his protean colonial ang
migrant self. Even those who celebrated his manifold gifts as a writer of prose began to be
more circumspect about the vision embodied in his fiction or the value of his cultural ang
historical commentary—as his reputation grew, so did the criticism of those who wished
to call attention to its dubious sources.

Then, in 1975, Naipaul made another trip to India, this time to chart life under the
Emergency regime declared by Indira Gandhi. The book that resulted, /ndia: A Wounded
Civilization (1977), is once again an act of personal discovery and provides little insight into
the near-fascist methods employed by the state in order to conduct business and regulare
lives during this period. This is largely because Naipaul is never really interested in exami-
ning the difference the Emergency made to Indian political life; for him, this is one more
hiccup in the terminal decline of Indian society. After all, ‘the India to which independence
came was a land of far older defeat; (and] the purely Indian past died a long time ago.” This
reference to an original Indian authenticity or purity echoes themes submerged in Naipaul’s
carlier commentary on India, ideas that his writings have since made more prominent. The
India Naipaul recognises is Hindu India, and among the few occasions when he identifies
with Indianness he does so with what he thinks of as a long history of Hindu defeat: ‘Hindu-
ism hasn’t been good enough for the millions. It has exposed us to a thousand years of defear
and stagnation . . . again and again Indian history has repeated itself: vulnerability, defeat,
withdrawal.” The unexpected ‘us” here is only slightly at odds with the other moments when
he stages his relationship with India: ‘In India I know I am a stranger; but increasingly |
understand that my Indian memories, the memories of that India which lived on into my
childhood in Trinidad, are like trapdoors into a bottomless past.” That this ‘bottomless past’
turns out to be a reactionary dream of an ancient Indian plenitude, against which all Indian
history necessarily appears as a waking nightmare, might provide us one more clue to Nai-
paul’s recurrent obsessions and disappointments.

Thus, Naipaul’s over-reliance on what might be called the ‘Hindu cultural and philoso-
phical system” to explain the brutalities of Indian society is not simply an anchropological
inadequacy—it is in fact the keystone of the play of self, ancestral memory, and culcural
desire that marks all his writings: ‘the starting point of this enquiry . . . has been myself.
Because in myself, like the split-second images of infancy which some of us carry, there
survive, from the family rituals thar lasted into my childhood, phantasmal memories of old
India which for me outline a whole vanished world.’ Naipaul’s skewered sense of the ex-
planatory power of Hindu paradigms and images also leads him to the thinnest of the many
inaccurate observations in this book. Not surprisingly, this is on a political phenomenon
that he is ill equipped to understand—the Naxalite movement. He quotes the playwright
Vijay Tendulkar to the effect that ‘Naxalism, as it developed in Bengal, became confused
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