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Abstract
This paper explores the themes prevalent in the novels of V. S.

Naipaul and examines his development from a regional writer

to one with a more universal appeal in context to India. An

attempt is made to establish a critical background by briefly

discussing the ideas revealed in his non-fictional works.  This

also deals with the themes of different novel Companion and

these novels are seen as representing a turning point in

Naipaul's development as a writer. In A Free State is examined

in the conclusion of this paper and Naipaul's effectiveness is

evaluated.
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Introduction

The path leading up to VS Naipaul's A Writer's

People is littered with a writer's rubble: the debris,

that of canonical figures knocked off their pedestals.

Henry James: "that dreadful American man…the worst

writer in the world actually." Thomas Hardy: "an

unbearable writer…doesn't know how to compose a

paragraph." Ernest Hemingway: "didn't know where

he was, ever, really." EM Forster's A Passage To India:

"it has only one real scene, and that's the foolish little

tea party at the beginning." Jane Austen: "If the

country had failed in the nineteenth century no one

would have been reading Jane Austen."

Naipaul's operative idea through the book is not so

much prose style (though naturally he has his

preferences there) but something larger, more

numinous: a quality he calls "vision". For him how

well a writer "sees" is what makes his work forceful,

ageless, truthful. Those who see clearly bring to their

work some original perception of the world, do not

merely imitate established forms, treasure precision,

avoid rhetoric. Bad writers are verbose and tend to

over-explain; even worse, they are often intellectually

dishonest.
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Naipaul's writing here reprises and builds upon the

chapter on Gandhi in An Area of Darkness (1964), the

first of his three books on India. In that book, too, the

emphasis is on Gandhi's powers of discernment, his

vision: "He looked at India as no Indian was able to;

his vision was direct, and this directness was, and is,

revolutionary….He sees the Indian callousness, the

Indian refusal to see." The centrality of this verb see

in Naipaul's idea of a writer's work is echoed in a

slightly different, more paradoxical, way by Proust,

who also imagines the writer as a kind of optical

intrument that clarifies both self and society: "Every

reader, as he reads, is actually the reader of himself.

The writer's work is only a kind of optical

instrument he provides the reader so he can discern

what he might never have seen in himself without

this book. The reader's recognition in himself of what

the book says is the proof of the book's truth."

Naipaul's views on Africans, Caribbeans, Muslims,

and even Indians can only be termed racism. Naipaul

gets away with it because he is a gifted and well-

known writer, but there is a political economy at

work here. Naipaul may well believe every word that

he utters, but an intellectual from the third-world

relentlessly savaging his own societies, Carribean and

Indian, in the literary circles of the West will find a

ready audience and supporters among those of

conservative and liberal persuasion. The former,

because they agree with the substance of his views

and the latter, because they respect the right of

freedom of expression and seek to encourage the

contrarian and dissenter, especially of the third world

variant.

Naipaul’s Depiction of India

Naipaul’s reminiscences of his early life in Trinidad

and his efforts as a youth in London to establish

himself as a writer recur throughout his work. His

relations with people he meets in the course of his

travels affect the very nature of his memories and

enlarge his perspective on his heritage: the religion

and customs of immigrants from colonial India who

settled in colonial Trinidad.

“In every country he, Naipaul was concerned with

the relation of the historical past even in its seeming

absence- to the present. The most intense personal

reaction he record is empathy with the heirs of a

history of slavery and colonialism: the economic,

cultural and psychological oppression, and especially

the assaults on individual identity with which they

still contend.”

Naipaul grew up in the West Indies after slavery had

been abolished, but the memories of colonialism and

slavery still haunted the islands in which he grew up.

The British governed the colony and the people of

the island were encouraged to think of Trinidad as

‘little England’. His early childhood was spent in the

reconstructed India. The Indians who came to Trinidad

as immigrant labourers were mostly from the

villages. They formed close-knit communities and

sought to deny the finality of their transference by

rigid observance of ritual.

Naipaul hopes for a better tomorrow for India. His

acceptance of the Shiv Sena reflects his compassion for

the “dispossessed” and he also contradicts his own

attitude about the “dead past”. So what if the Sena

has roots not only in the seventeenth century but in

the early pre Gandhi days of the independence

movement “The Shiv Sena has its own Indian

antecedents. … pre-Gandhi days of the independence

movement, there was a cult of Shivaji.

In India: A Million Mutinies Now (1990) Naipaul

correctly intuited, and made his theme, the rise of

long-suppressed identities that radically altered Indian

society in the last decade of twentieth century. He

makes a historical survey of the “thousand mutinies”

that the country had witnesses since 1857. This

travelogue is the product of his sojourn in India 1988-

89, his relations with his informants are distinguished

by an affinity born of such knowledge exploring their

ancestral heritage, their homes, their beliefs, the

rituals they enact or reject, the streets they walk on,

their workplaces, the narrator continually reflects on

his own psychic and cultural links to India. Indian

people in all their diversity have the common need

of both a secure material existence and an identity

free of the humiliations of poverty and the bonds of

karma.

Naipaul’s Longing and Belonging
When we come to analyze the views and visions of

Naipaul as projected here, the picture of India appears

in a different colour, brighter and deeper, of course,

with the dark background. In certain places he also

projects complete dark clouds but not, of course,
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without silver lining. Along with decay,

decomposition, frustration, rebellion, fundamentalism

and mutinies, he also observes in the intellectual life

of India a deep consciousness of wholeness and

humanism, growth and restoration. Such perception

of India projects his recognition of values, humanism

and intellectual development which he had earlier

denied to India.

Critics have spoken of his feeling of “congenital

displacement”, of having been born a foreigner, a

citizen of an exiled community on a colonized island,

without a natural home except for an India to which

he often returns, only to be reminded of his distance

from his roots. Rachael Kohn, an Australian Radio-

Presenter, introduced Naipaul on her show ‘The Spirit

of Things’ and his view of India in the following

words:

‘Religion locks everything into place. The individual

is never alone but is tied to a complex apparatus of

rules, rituals and taboos. This is India, through V.S.

Naipaul’s eyes.”

In the same interview Naipaul himself uttered the he

had an inclination to visit and document the land of

his forefathers since he became a writer. “… It

seemed natural to me some of it had to be done, and

as soon as I could do it, I went out to do it. I was 29.

I invested everything which I had. I am just telling

you how important it was. I gave everything. I had, I

had very little money, but all of it went into this

idea of a year in India.” Isn’t it quite apparent that

Naipaul was highly keen to come to the land of his

origin? He also said, “… one relation of mine went

back to India to visit my mother’s family ancestral

village. When this person came back, he said, ‘if my

grandfather or my father had to indenture himself 20

times to get way from that, it would have been well

worth doing’, such was the shock he felt on seeing

what he saw. And these were my nerves on going to

India, it was a land of an extraordinary wretchedness

from which we had fled.”

In An Area of Darkness
The first amongst his trilogy on India – An Area of

Darkness (1964) is generally categorized as Sir Vidia’s

semi-autobiographical account. It is an account, which

is a result of keen observation and a very sincere

reporting eye. Naipaul once said, “I travel to

discover other states of mind”. Thus, reading through

the leaves of AD, a reader gets the feeling that the

author was awfully pained and disillusioned vis-à-vis

the real India. A casual reading would give the

impression, even after spending a considerable time,

a year in India, he remained detached to such

important events as the Chinese attack of 1962 and

the third General Elections. That is to say that he

distanced himself from the political happenings of the

era.

But reading closely one realizes Naipaul was rather

agitated due to the incapability of the so called

leaders of the nation and indifference of Indians in

general and their subsequent indulgence in fatalism.

“The magic of the leaders failed, and presently passion

subside into fatalism.” . He was in the southern part

of India when the news broke. He witnessed such

attitudes, which were far less than the expected

patriotism at that hour of national crises. “The

Chinese invasion had been with us for a week. In the

house of a friend there gathered for dinner …

listened to the talk…. it seemed frivolous and

satirical, then despairing; then fantastic… no one

questioned …. India could not be anything but

passive…. The country’s unpreparedness was

ridiculed. No one was blamed, no plans were put

forward: a comic situation was merely outlined… a

conclusion was reached. Indians… had forgotten their

mantras…. there was nothing that could be done… .

Naipaul apparently commented in tune with the

attitude of Indian who were not any travelers of

distant authorial voices. He wrote what he saw. But,

he saw little of the whole, and mistook it to be

whole.

In India : A Million Mutinies now
“I began to wonder whether many of the frustrations

Pravas spoke about were not rooted in the past,

whether they hadn’t been created by the smallness of

Indian expectations, the almost pious idea-like the

idea behind Gandhian homespun-that a country so

poor needed very little.”

No doubts Naipaul has penned a very true and

realistic picture of India he saw so closely, but his

tone and attitude is surely not of sympathy. Rather he

speaks from a high altar about the mere and petty

Indians. He speaks of the shoddiness of Indian goods,

Indian food habits with a scorn in his mind.
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Naipaul’s shock at experiencing the Indian sub-

continent is genuine. But so is his anguish at the

decay he saw in the ancestral land, a dream world of

his Trinidadian childhood.

V.S. Naipaul’s misconceptions of India which began

with An Area of Darkness, continues in India : A

Wounded Civilization. Naipaul visited India again in

1975 and wrote this harsh account of the nation. He

writes, ‘India is a wounded civilization.’ It has been

wounded by the rule of many foreigners such as

Huns, Greeks, Muslims and Europeans. Indian people

were oppressed and suppressed and their wealth was

plundered in great measures. These invaders from

outside thought they were made to rule Indians, the

black and brown race.

A Million Mutinies Now to deal with India is an

optimistic look at the state of the country in the late

1980s. Returning after many years away to view

India’s economic and social achievements, Naipaul

finds a new spirit of freedom and pride, even among

the poor-whose situation, he emphasizes, is still

desperate. Nilkant Nadkarni calls his travelogue an

“unembellished record of my passing impressions”.

Nextly we have people like Mushirul Hasan who are

acutely injured by Naipaul owing to his anti-Muslim

bias. He once wrote: “Naipaul could be appointed

chairman of the review committee of the

Constitution. Or that he could be an advisor to the

chairman of the Indian Council of Historical

Research,” (Indian Express, ‘A Million Mutilations,’

November 27, 1999) Naipaul’s myopic views have

made him the darling of the Hindu militants. In the

course of an interview Naipaul once acknowledged

his sympathy for the Shiv Sena, a political party

which thrives on its nit-Muslim prejudices. He said,

“Because of my background I have the most

sympathy with these movements coming from

below” Mushirul Hasan vehemently asks, “Why does

Naipaul not accept the other famous movements that

are coming from below? Why does he never

condescend to know the grim suffering that cause a

larger momentum than the Shiv Sena? Let us take, for

example, India’s own dalit movements against the

caste system.

He, however, loudly criticizes the caste movements

that have brought about the policy of positive

discrimination for the dalits. He won’t care about

caste in India, precisely because it is to his

background. His background is great. He is a

Brahmin … Popped straight out of Lord Brahma’s

mouth… Now, let us consider the Muslims in the

Indians subcontinent. They have not materialized out

of thin air. Most of them were former untouchables

and Shudras who converted to escape the tyranny of

the caste system. What forced one whole village of

Meenakshipuram in Tamil Nadu to convert to Islam

and call itself Rahmat Nagar… What forced this mass

conversion? Oppression under Hinduism.

Untouchability.

Naipaul’s in the Mirror of Critics
Naipaul has faced his most severe criticism from

farther-flung quarters for his abrasive commentary on

the countries that he has written about. He has been

characterized as more philistine than the British, a

casteist, and a racist. Critics accuse him of being

highly opinionated, dissatisfied and restless. Critics

have spoken of his feeling of “congenital

displacement,” of having been born a foreigner, a

citizen of an exiled community on a colonized island,

without a natural home except for an India to which

he often returns, only to be reminded of his distance

from his roots. The strength of Naipaul is the

poignancy of his style, one critic wrote – “the

poignancy of a wanderer who tries to go home

(India) but is not taken in and is accepted by another

home (London) only so long as he admits he is a

lodger there.”

The general feeling about Naipaul’s attitude towards

India is that of irreverence and disgust. It is thought

that Naipaul seems to have little respect for India and

less understanding of the vast changes that swept

India between 1960 and 1980. And hence, lopsided

and biased approach to the problems that India faced

during the course of his chronicling of his travel

experiences on India.

Just as intrinsic to Naipaul's vision as these literary

sources is the course of West Indian history. Critics

have commented on the relationship between the

structures of some of his novels and the past of the

West Indies. His preoccupation with West Indian

history can be seen not only i n his novels, but much

more explicitly i n his nonfiction work.
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Conclusion
Naipaul, a highly acclaimed writer, a heavily

applauded artist, a Caribbean product, a British

resident and an explorer par excellence comes to India

and scorns all the residents. No body seems to be

spared by his wrath. Naipaul declared India as ‘a past

and dead civilization’ when he first came to India in

1962. He went back hurt. He came back in 1975, but

found his ancestral land infertile and ’wounded’. For

him “Shiva” has already “ceased to dance” and he

left no stone unturned in telling the whole world

about it. Rather, he was himself in pained to view

squalor, dirt, filth, reckless and reclining attitudes in

the land of Gandhi. But, when he came again in 1989,

he came as a changed person. India also had gone in

for a facelift by then. The artist and the subject both

transformed.

This modification brought a marked alteration in the

mood of third travelogue (IMMN) which is hailed as

the mellowest in the Naipaul’s trilogy on India. The

rebels and mutinies are now a sign of “new

possibilities. The decay is on for good. Unlike his

previous book (An Area of Darkness, India: A

Wounded Civilization) Naipaul is less arrogant, softer

in criticizing the disintegration of the Indian

subcontinent.

Naipaul’s life as a travel writer began when he was

twenty-eight. His travel-writing can be categorized as

‘intellectual analytic.’ The narrator emerges essentially

as a kind of intellectual social commentator. As

evident in the three travelogues on India, Naipaul is

indulgent in finding flaws, the reasons behind these

flaws and also the possible resolves to remove the

flaws. His authority does not lie in the presentation

or documentation of information, but from the

authorial voice, that is, ”from the acuity of

observations and depth of analysis.” Lilian Feder in

her essay ‘Travel Narratives, History and Journalism’

views that ‘Naipaul standpoint shifts, his ‘eye’ changes

as his ‘interest’ merges with that of the post-colonial

societies he explores.” One can witness his involved

self in his material of all the three travel looks on

India. He condemns and appreciates or reports and

disapproves not with an unconcerned attitude. He is

completely occupied with the idea of India; his

mythologized land and progressing in its own unique

matter.
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