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The society that V.S. Naipaul came from was a colonial society, originally a slave society to 

which, later Asians went. There was a double inferiority about it: the slave society which 

created nothing, which depended for everything on the master society - and the Asiatic living 

in this closed society of myth. For an individual so very doubly removed, the societal structure 

represented in European literature holds no association or relationship with the immediate 

surroundings of a colonial from a slave society. 

When Naipaul talks about this “not - so - whole” inferior slave society in an “Interview with 

Israel Shankar”, quoted in the Robert D. Hamner edited, V.S Critical Perspectives on. Naipaul, 

he says. “...There were eight or perhaps twelve free places in, the secondary schools. Twelve 

free places in an island that had a population of over half a million. What an attitude to human 

beings!”

This attitude to the native population is a “horrifying” realization for the Nobel laureate. 

Continuing to discuss the subject of slavery in connection with the reaction of the British he 

says: - 

The British have a Sunday school reaction to all this.... 

You have very nice liberal people who go out to a colony which is a deliberately created inferior 

society  and wonder why people in that place are inferior, and why if they wish to become 

writers they have to leave. They would not ask Hemingway why he left his own provincial 

town, they would not ask Pound why he left the Middle West, but they will always ask the man 

from what they accept as inferior society. (Hamner, 50)  

This awareness in the author of being, if not unacceptable, at least questionable on account of 

his “inferior” origins or roots, leads to cultural vacuum in Naipaul. There is the immense 

realization of inadequacy: 

... I started by thinking that I was a totally whole person, and part of the falsity of my literary 

ambition was that I took the models of writers who came from whole societies - England, 

Russia, France. Then I was let down by my material, my life, my own background. For me to 

come to London and to be a writer, as a colonial was a grotesque misreading of the world. A s 

I grow older I’m more and more aware of the great vacuum behind me. (Hamner, 50) 



This feeling of “vacuum” is what gives rise to rootlessness. The fact that Naipaul feels let down 

by his own background is an indication of the inadequacy that he feels pertaining to his own 

culture. It is just not the British who are questioning him owing to his inferiority but he himself 

feels liable to question his own heritage. This questioning of one’s own culture and roots is 

what results in a major lack. This lack of cultural roots, as made evident in his various writings, 

is the focus of this chapter. 

Naipaul’s feeling of being an “artist in a vacuum” in contemporary London society results from 

a lack of association between his own life and background and the society that he is living in. 

The London society is the society he has read about, the Society with which he cannot relate. 

It is very difficult for a colonial subject like Naipaul to identify with the allusions of European 

literature, as he makes clear in “Jasmine”: The Times Literary Supplement, 4 June 1964. 

This literature was like an alien mythology. There was, for instance, Wordsworth’s notorious 

poem about the daffodil. A pretty little flower, no doubt; but we had never been it, could the 

poem have any meaning for us? ...To us without a mythology, all literatures were foreign. 

Trinidad was small, remote and unimportant, and we could not hope to read in books of the life 

we saw about us. Books came from a far; they could offer only fantasy.2 

This sense of the language and its literature not belonging to the Trinidadians, of alien 

mythology and an expression of the up rootedness of the colonial or the colonized subject in 

connection with. a “doubly inferior” situation, makes him feel even more suspended, “...You 

are just hanging in the air and being an artist in vacuum, which is nonsensical...” (Hamner 50). 

This self - knowledge is the focal point in this chapter Most of his protagonists are victims, of 

this feeling of “hanging in the air.” They seem to be suspended from a very thin thread into a 

world which is hostile to them, which they are unable to comprehend - a world which, like the 

one depicted in European literature, might be beautiful for someone who is aware of it, but to 

them it holds no meaning - like the daffodil in Wordsworth’s poem. 

From the very beginning of Naipaul’s fiction the reader is made consciously aware of the 

rootlessness of his fictional characters. The protagonists are, more often than not, like plants 

that have been mercilessly uprooted from their native soil and planted in alien ground without 

any ancestral heritage. They lack the kind of cultural support that is generally present in the 

representations of the middle - class protagonists in most of European literature. As a result 

they seek to find it in external elements since they are unable to locate it within themselves. 

This attempt at external association of this basic a impulse is what results in the crisis that 

issues as a by - product. This crisis is evident in his work from the very beginning. 

In The Mystic Masseur, for example, the setting of the novel is a society under transition it 

takes place entirely within 



an East Indian community undergoing a change from feudalism to capitalism. This kind of “in 

flux” setting gives the characters the very salient aspect of being unconnected. They are caught 

between the battles of tradition versus modernity and are unable to reject the one in favour of 

the other. The text examines the rise of Ganesh Ramsumair to prominence from masseur to 

mystic to the position of a Member of the British Empire (MBE), one of the highest honors a 

colonial subject could hope to achieve. This duality of the East Indian’s experience in Trinidad, 

the problematic of the displacement is very well exemplified in the description of Ganesh’s 

hut:

Nothing had prepared me for what I was to see inside Ganesh’s hut. As soon as we entered my 

mother winked at me, and I could see that even the taxi - driver was fighting to control his 

astonishment. There were book books, here, there, and everywhere; books piled crazily on the 

table, books rising in mounds in the corners, books covering the floor. I had never before seen 

so many books in one place... 

I tried to forget Ganesh thumping my leg about and concentrated on the walls. They were 

covered with religious quotations, in Hindi and English, and with Hindu religious pictures. My 

gaze settled on a beautiful four - armed god standing in an open lotus.4 

At one pole is Ganesh’s attempt to appropriate the Western world through books; at the other 

is the centrality, of Vishnu, the Hindu icon. This constant shift between 

these two supposedly opposing impulses is the basic cause of the tussle within the protagonist 

of trying to place his own roots in one of these traditions, which he is unable to do owing to 

the fact of his double displacement from his own cultural background and the inability to 

identify with a foreign one. 

The picture of Vishnu “standing in an open lotus” on Ganesh’s wall would suggest a number 

of meanings to the East Indian, thrust as he is into the wilderness of the Caribbean. Although 

Vishnu symbolizes the eternal qualities of the East Indians’ existence - man’s common origin, 

the limitless powers of his mind, the illusion of the world and its powers, and the sovereignty 

of man’s individuality - he also represents man’s transitory nature and existence in a changing 

universe. These two conflicting symbolizations of the figure of Vishnu could problematize 

their simultaneous understanding for a Hindu who in turn cannot seek solace in his cultural 

roots as he is far removed from them. 

Allusion plays its part in, clarifying the progress of Ganesh’s career and the most significant 

body of allusions in the text is to various aspects of Hinduism. Naipaul’s early novels document 

the process of acculturation which Hindus have suffered in the West Indies and in An Area of 



Darkness, where he explores his own relation to his ancestral homeland of India, he discusses 

this subject at some length and makes comments like the following: 

My grandfather had made a difficult and courageous journey. It must have brought him into 

collision with startling sights, even like the sea, several hundred miles from his village; yet I 

cannot help feeling that as soon as he left his village, he ceased to see. When he went back to 

India it was to return with more things of India ... he had abandoned India; and ... he denied 

Trinidad. Yet he walked on solid earth...We who came after could not deny Trinidad ... to our 

condition as Indians in a multi - racial society we gave no thought.5 

The Mystic Masseur reflects the attenuation of Hindu culture in various ways. From boyhood 

Ganesh has a strain in his character, which is ashamed of his Hindu origins. When his father, 

clad in traditional Hindu dress of dhoti, koortah and white cap, first takes Ganesh, dressed in a 

khaki suit, to the prestigious Queen’s Royal College in Port of Spain and he discovers that such 

attire renders them the laughing - stock in town, he attempts to repudiate his Hindu self by 

pretending that his name is Gareth. The detail is noteworthy, not only because it anticipates the 

ending where Ganesh anglicizes his name, but also because Naipaul’s names often have an 

allusive significance and, according to John Theme in The Web of Tradition, “the Arthurian 

echo here suggest the romantic nature of Ganesh’s attempt to deny his Hindu background.”6 

The scope of this ironically observed progress makes The Mystic Masseur far more than just a 

satirical portrait of a putative Hindu guru and yet the sections that deal with Ganesh’s reactions 

to Hinduism as a boy and, later, with his pretended espousal of some of its values as a mystic 

are the most memorable parts of the novel. 

As an adolescent Ganesh, like his creator, shows himself to be disenchanted with Hinduism 

and this comes out most vividly in three set - piece scenes in which Naipaul documents the 

absurdity of observing Hindu rites in Trinidad. During his first holiday from the Queen’s Royal 

College, where as a country Indian, he is a misfit, Ganesh is made to go through the Brahmin 

initiation ceremony. 

A fresh mortification awaited him. When he went home for his first holidays and had been 

shown off again, his father said, “It is time for the boy to become a real Brahmin.”... 

...They shaved his head, gave him a little saffron bundle, and said, “All right, off you go now. 

Go, to Benares and study.” 

He took his staff and began walking away briskly from Fourways. 

As arranged, Dookhie the shopkeeper ran after him, crying a little and begging in English, ‘No 

boy. No. Don’t go away to Benares to study.” 

Ganesh kept on walking. 

“But what happen to the boy?” people asked. “He taking this thing really serious.” 



Dookhie caught Ganesh by the shoulder and said,. Cut out this nonsense, man. Stop behaving 

stupid... You think you really going to Benares? That is in India, you know, and this is 

Trinidad.” 

They brought him back home. But the episode is significant. 

Naipaul’s neutral presentation leaves it unclear whether Ganesh is being naïve or consciously 

endeavoring to draw attention to the irrelevance of the custom in Trinidad.But either way the 

reader cannot mass the incongruity of the custom in Trinidad and the author makes his own 

attitude very clear in An Area  Darkness.I had no belief; I disliked religious ritual; and I had a 

sense of the ridiculous. I refused to go through the janaywa, or thread ceremony of the 

newborn.., the ceremony ends with the initiate, his head shaved, his thread new and obvious, 

taking up his staff and bundle... announcing his intention of going to, Kashi - Banaras to study... 

It was a pleasing piece of theatre. But I knew that we were in Trinidad... and that the 

appearance... of a Hindu mendicant - scholar bound for Banaras, would have attracted 

 unwelcome attention...7 

This kind of ridicule of own cultural customs is what results in the non - existence of cultural 

solace and moral support when it is most required - in the time of crisis. Much the same attitude 

is implied in the description of Ganesh’s father’s funeral, where to Ganesh it seems like that 

“ritual had replaced grief’’. 

Ganesh didn’t sleep that night.., in the early morning, the preparations for the cremation. He 

had to do many things, and he did without thought or question everything the pundit, his aunt, 

and Ramlogan asked him. He remembered having to walk around the body of his father, 

remembered applying the last caste - marks to the old man’s forehead, and doing many more 

things until it seemed that ritual had replaced grief. 

But the clearest evidence of his rejection of Hinduism comes, in the account of the kedgeree - 

eating ceremony which, in keeping with Hindu tradition, follows his marriage to Leela. 

According to the custom, the morning after the wedding the bridegroom is offered a plate of 

kedgeree and, in a scene of ritualized play acting like that involved in the janaywa, is entreated 

to eat it. Until such time as he does eat, his new father - in - law has to ply him with gifts of 

money and property. Prior to Ganesh’s wedding, his father - in - law to be tries to persuade him 

to eat quickly, perhaps even without waiting for any gifts. Ganesh, predictably, asserts himself 

to be a believer in the proper observation of the custom. When the preliminary wedding 

celebrations take place, Ganesh is bewildered by the presence of dozens of unknown finale 

relatives. But it is only on the day of the wedding that he thinks to enquire who is paying for 

the entertainment of these guests and is shocked to find that Ramlogan has arranged that 

Ganesh himself will foot the bill for all the hospitality. This sets the context for the Kedgeree 



- eating ceremony’, where Ganesh, by refusing to eat, extracts, in addition to the payment of 

the “hospitality bills”, fifteen hundred dollars, a house, a cow and a heifer from Ramlogan. The 

crowd begins to treat Ganesh as a hero. But it is difficult to be clear about his motivation: is he 

simply impelled by a desire for revenge or is it an attempt to ridicule the custom? The former 

seems to be the evident reason, but his action definitely accomplishes the latter purpose as well. 

Although internally driven by the basic tenets of the cultural traditions of Hinduism, his 

continuous efforts at disowning his own religion and practices is a very stark example of the 

ambiguity that underlies the response of the protagonist to his displaced situation. 

In his ultimate changing of his name, he is trying to get rid of the feeling of being “ashamed of 

his Indian name” thereby making a final gesture: of non - acceptance of his entire cultural 

heritage, including his own name. This gesture is what clearly highlights and sustains the fact 

that the protagonist can never be connected to his roots in future. 

V.S. Naipaul is someone who, in his search for identity, has the poignant recollection of his 

life and ancestry that evokes the slow dereliction of an unwanted one, betrayed and cheated 

into a contract of indenture, and further disowned by the communities. He is, “... Eternally an 

outsider- an Indian in the West dies, a West Indian in England, and as described by many.... a 

nomadic intellectual in the non - descript Third World.”8 

This recollection of his life and ancestry is what gave rise to so autobiographical a novel as A 

House for Mr. Biswas. In this novel the protagonist continuously keeps making a sustained 

attempt to search his own self and the House epitomizes that search. Right from the start of the 

narrative, the reader is introduced to the protagonist as being Mr. Biswas. He is rarely, if ever, 

addressed to on first name basis, even as a newborn baby. This deliberately imposed maturity 

on this child gives the reader an impression of Mr. Biswas lacking a childhood, thereby the 

initiation of the picture of rootlessness. This first initiation is very faithfully maintained 

throughout the narrative. Mr. Biswas is never allowed to settle down so that the narrative is in 

continuous displacement from one geographical setting to the other, in accordance with the 

protagonist’s mental state. Throughout the narrative, Mr. Biswas keeps searching for his roots, 

which he is unable to locate. Maureen Warner Lewis says: 

I consider the theme of cultural clash to be one of the most dominant to emerge from a reading 

of V.S. Naipaul’s A House for Mr. Biswas. It not only accounts for the background to and 

explanation of many events in the novel, increasingly so in the latter half, but is also responsible 

for Mr. Biswas’ difficulty of adjustment in his relationship with Tulsidom, an aspect of the 

central theme of the work, that of the individual’s assertion of himself. (Hamner, 94) 

Born in a Brahmin family, he finds himself the victim of the superstitious beliefs of his family 

members owing to the fact that he is born ‘with the “evil sixth finger,” supposedly the harbinger 



of ill - fortune. In spite of these superstitions, Mr. Biswas grew up in a more liberal and 

changing environment, than that which obtained at Hanuman House. And here, the definition 

of the role played by Hanuman House in the creation of that system Naipaul chooses to call 

“Tulsidom” is very important. Hanuman House was founded by a pundit, a Hindu priest, a 

venerable man not only in Trinidad but also in India, an immigrant who had not come as an 

indentured labourer, one of the rare Indians in Trinidad who knew his relatives in India and 

was in constant touch with them. As head of the Tulsi clan in Trinidad, he provides, after the 

style of the princely great houses of India, a sanctuary for succeeding generations of the family. 

It is perhaps the fault of nature and of circumstances that a cultural anomaly arises out of this, 

for it is the Tulsi Sons and their wives who should have populated the house, but Pundit Tulsi 

and his wife apparently had more daughters than sons, and since the daughters were either older 

or less educated than the sons, they married earlier. Furthermore, nearly all of the Tulsi 

daughters seem to have married men in need of Tulsi money and prestige who were glad for a 

space at Hanuman House. In addition, Hanuman House was a virtual cloister for the Tulsi 

family as outsiders were rarely admitted. On the other hand, Biswas was the descendant of hut-

dwelling peasants. And although the extended family system was operative in Mr. Biswas’ 

personal experience previous to his encounter with the Tulsis, the absence of a single family 

house made arrangements looser. For instance, Bipti, although dependent on Tara, stays with 

“some of Tara’s husband’s dependent relations in a back trace” far from Adjodha’s house; 

Pratra and Prasad go to distant relation in another town, Dehuti lives as a maid with Tara, and 

Biswas, although living with his mother, becomes emotionally estranged from her. The 

moment of his father’s death is like the herald of bad - luck for this young child. The uprooting 

of the plants in Raghu’ s garden by the villagers, in search of his “hidden fortune” signifies the 

moment of Mr. Biswas’s cultural and emotional uprooting. The only place he could have called 

his own, his father’s house, is taken away from him at a very early stage in life. His father’s 

hut is no more, his grandparents are dead, and he very early begins his picaresque-like journey 

through life from this day onwards, 

He was to be a wanderer with no place he could call his own, with no family...with his mother’s 

parent dead, his father dead, his brothers on the estate at Felicity, Dehuti as a servant in Tara’s 

house, and himself rapidly growing away from Bipti... it seemed to him that he was really 

alone. (HFMB, 40) 

After Bipti sells the house where Biswas was born and where his navel - string and redundant 

sixth - finger had been buried, he is dispossessed of his origins, of his roots. Later he comes to 

see this house as the only place where he has ever truly belonged. Though the Hindu world he 

is born in is on the point of decay, it is still a kind of paradise, for it is the one place that Biswas 



has ever belonged to. His subsequent history is a history of displacement and an accompanying 

psychic fragmentation, but here in this first home he is mentally “whole”, because of his 

unquestioning acceptance of the physical situation. His continued attempt throughout his life 

to have a house of his own at any cost whatsoever, is an attempt to return to this nurturing 

“womb” that was taken away from him when he was in dire need of it, it is an attempt at gaining 

the security he has lost with the loss of a place to call his own. 

When he gains this sense of being on his own, it becomes increasingly difficult for him to 

associate with the established norms of the strongly feudal society in which he was to have his 

existence. Later in life when he goes back to the place where he was born, he is unable to locate 

the exact spot where his parents’ and grandparents’ huts had stood. As he ruminates on the fact 

that his navel - string and sixth finger must have disappeared too, he realizes that “The world 

carried no witness to Mr. Biswas’s birth 

and early years.” Even his birth certificate is an afterthought and the date given on it guesswork. 

The very small fact that even his mother doesn’t know what his exact date of birth is, adds to 

the sense of his lack of roots 

...Ghany...asked impatiently, ‘date of buth?” 

“Eighth of June,” Bipti said to Tara. “It must be that.” 

“All right,” Ghany said. “Eighth of June. Who to tell you no?” (HFMB, 40) 

The obvious lack of authority of this man and yet his half - suspicious questioning of the 

authenticity of Mr. Biswas’s date of birth, gives it a very uncertain color. Something as trivial 

as his birthday reinforces the already persistent thought of absence of a soil for this fortune - 

swept plant. 

He experiences the comparative cosmopolitanism of primary school life, he then undergoes the 

rigid discipline of a pundit-in-training for a brief period, but abandons this for the insecurities 

and vagabondage of a sign-painting career, so that before he encounters Tulsidom he has met 

not only a few people of other races, like his friend Alec, but also Indians like himself, yet 

subscribing to non-traditional mores, like Lal, his Christian school-teacher and Bhandat and 

his sons who have un-Hindu sex lives. With all this, his little education has excited his 

curiosity-and, on afternoons at Adjodha’s his eyes and mind zealously explore the new worlds 

opened up to him by the “Book of Comprehensive Knowledge”. He continues to be a rebel 

throughout his life, even in the strongly hierarchical Tulsi family. When he goes to Pundit 

Jairam’s house to be trained as a scholar to enable him to earn his living in future, his education 

seems to be completely futile as he continues to recite the prayers and perform the more 

ritualistic offices of a religious ceremony without gathering their import. Further in the chapter 



where there is a description of his early morning puja ritual, it becomes quite evident that he 

personally does not feel any reverence for such sanctified Hindu customs... 

 Mechanically he cleaned the images, the lines and indentations of which were black or cream 

with old sandalwood paste; it was easier to clean the small smooth pebbles, whose significance 

had not yet been explained to him... Mr. Biswas chanted from the prescribed scriptures, applied 

fresh sandalwood paste to the images and smooth pebbles, decked them with fresh flowers, 

rang the bell and consecrated the offering of sweetened milk... (HFMB, 51) 

The very monotonous way in which the description moves gives an indicator to the emotionally 

and intellectually numb condition of Mr. Biswas. According to John Thieme in The Web of 

Tradition, His eight - month residence at Pundit Jairam’s is extremely significant as this is the 

time that demonstrates both the distance that separates Biswas from orthodox Hinduism and 

the extent to which his destiny is intertwined with such Hinduism (Theme, 66-67). 

It is as if he is predestined to live in a society that is very orthodox, as it seems in the abrupt 

manner in which, he is forced to marry, quite unexpectedly, into the extremely orthodox Pundit 

family of the Tulsis. The Tulsi family is renowned to be one of the most prestigious’ Indian 

families in the community and the moment he enters it, he makes himself into a subject of the 

matriarchal authoritarianism that is practiced in the family. 

His initial entry is based on the presumption that this house will provide him with the roots that 

he has lost very early in life. Unfortunately this dream does not materialize. Instead it turns into 

a nightmare in which he is not only expected to give up any romantic notions that he might 

have about the house but also, quite, literally, himself. This proves to be something that he is 

not prepared to do, he might not have roots but he definitely has himself. Throughout he tries 

to keep his own space, epitomized in the quest for the house, intact. No wonder then that Mr. 

Biswas feels “trapped” when he falls into the clutches of Tulsidom, for Naipaul depicts 

Hanuman House as a symbol of traditionalism, rigidity, cultural infallibility (to its inmates), 

ritual duty, hierarchy, and communal life.

Sharing is behind the principle that at Hanuman House “floor space is bed space” and therefore 

at Short-hills Mr. Biswas finds that, under the hotel-like arrangements which obtained, his 

property, “like his children at night”,’ were “disposed about the house.” One reads of “mass 

flogging” at Short-hills. Similarly, parents are absolved from the responsibility of buying 

Christmas gifts for their offspring; the identical gifts received by the children are offered in the 

general name of Tulsidorm - a good system for suppressing jealousy, individuality and 

inferiority or superiority complexes. The car at Short-hills is collectively owned - at least in 

theory. 



Such a system fosters a strong sense of cohesion, demonstrated in  various situations. Because 

of her age and ancestral role, Mrs. Tulsi holds an honorary presidential position in domestic 

affairs; Seth is her man-of-business, the chief prosecutor at “family tribunals”, her counsellor 

and the agent of her will. Older sisters, like Padma, are respected because of their age; Han, as 

family priest, is highly placed; but there are “some lesser husbands”, and there are generally 

divisions and subdivisions among the adults as well as the children. Apart from age 

classification, there is a clearly defined division of labour, well demonstrated at times when 

Mrs. Tulsi has a fainting spell. In times of normalcy, however, the women cook the general 

food and feed their individual husbands. The children are fed in common. At Wood brook 

widows feed “readers and learners”, and both mothers and widows punish the young ones for 

their misdemeanors. This last duty is not in the province of the fathers for Tulsi husbands serve 

their purpose by relieving Tulsi daughters from the single state, by fathering new generations 

of “Tulsis”, and by contributing to Tulsi commercial interests. In addition, there is evidence of 

discrimination on the basis of caste, particularly as it affects marriage. And older Hindus are 

so particular about caste that they disapprove of Owad’s travelling to England since they 

believe, ironically, that the act of crossing the waters causes loss of caste! 

Fixed roles naturally lead to an awareness of duties, conventions and rituals. It is the duty of 

the new wife to adopt an air of self-satisfaction and a studied blasé air, well captured in her 

mannerism of sitting with her legs apart. After a quarrel with or a beating by her husband she 

adopts a piqued air of martyrdom which must be publicity vaunted as a part of the badge of her 

married status; once pregnancy begins she must sigh and spit, both frequently.Husbands 

offending Mrs. Tulsi and therefore Tulsidom in general must subject to communal hostility and 

the offender must show his repentance be making fervent and frequent inquiries after the health 

of the stricken Mrs. Tulsi. Old women like Mrs. Tulsi and Bipti take up patient, suffering 

postures, inviting compassion by their tears and the pulling of their veils over their foreheads. 

Daughters-in-law must observe punctilious respect towards their mothers-in-law; and Shama 

knows it is her duty to cry at Bipti’s funeral. In any case, funerals are occasions when it is 

socially necessary for female relatives to display uncontrollable grief. It is likewise part of the 

social ritual to attend the inconvenience of an irresponsible husband can be counteracted by the 

checks and balances provided by the extended family unit. 

Into this apparent monolith of conventions, prejudices and conservatism, then, Mr. Biswas 

barges. He openly disapproves of many of the Tulsi practices and policies. He even challenges 

their religious belief and associates with Hindus of another sect with whom the Tulsis disagree. 

He disregards everybody’s acceptance of superior and inferior grading within the household 

and is very disrespectful to the matronly Mrs. Tulsi and the headman, Seth, and sarcastically 



taunts the young Tulsi boys with the name “gods”. To the total disgust of the entire household 

- for he offends the Hindu’s scorn of another’s saliva - he spits upon one of the “gods”! Then 

he refuses to work for the Tulsis as a labourer. He only submits to work. for them when he is 

given jobs commensurate with his sense of his own importance and human worth- the jobs of 

shopkeeper and estate manager - jobs where he would be semi-autonomous from Hanuman 

House and where he could command and decide and not be continuously pushed around. In 

brief, he refuses to feel inferior to the Tulsis, though he has no money to his credit. He actually 

feels that he is better than they are because he has strong intellectual interests, has vague 

ambitions for greatness and, most of all, because he dares, to have an independent mind. So 

where the glory of Tulsidom is its capacity to induce conformity among it members, Mr. 

Biswas revels in and exalts his individuality. And he therefore upsets the Tulsi applecart 

unforgivably when he buys Savi his personal Christmas present and one as obvious as a dolls’ 

house! He differentiates himself by speaking Creole English 

in Hanuman House while everyone else speaks Hindi (which Naipaul translates into Standard 

English); he ridicules Han, the symbol of religious reverence and ceremony; he sees chaos in 

their communal family arrangements; he feels the birth of yet another child as a psychological 

and economic burden on himself; and he continually shows up the hypocrisy and illogicality 

which inevitably creeps into conversation and ritual. 

He quickly sports the contradiction in the “gods” doing Hindu puja and wearing crucifixes at 

the same time. In the same way, Chinta later comes to use Hindu incantations in combination 

with candle and a crucifix. When sickness strikes, Hindu prayers, Indian and African 

superstition and Western science are all called upon to contribute their complementary offices. 

Mrs. Tulsi herself succumbs to practices of Catholicism while remaining a devout Hindu. Even 

long before this no one in Hanuman House objected to the observance of Christ’s birthday and 

this they did in good Creole style, with English apples, cakes and ice-cream, and Portuguese 

cherry brandy. Likewise the Catholic-influenced Creole custom of eating salmon on Good 

Friday finds unquestioning acceptance in Tulsidom. Biswas’ own children, though not 

Christians, attend Sunday school, yet Biswas at one time speaks of Christianity as “a recent 

superstition that was being exported wholesale to savages all over the world.” 

This religious ambiguity and syncretism and; in some cases, even neglect of traditional religion, 

is one of the earliest aspects of cultural confrontation with which Naipaul deals in his novel. 

And he progressively shows the sometimes subtle, sometimes obvious, way in which the 

Western-oriented Creole culture of Trinidad corrodes Hindu traditional customs and beliefs, 

and the shifting of attitudes and psychological bewilderment this produces. 



It is the combination of the external force of Westernization and urbanization aided by impulses 

which bring about the decay of that highly structured social organization, housed at Hanuman 

House and which, in fact, impels Mrs. Tulsi, the head herself, to suggest and execute the clan’s 

removal from Arwacas, as if she herself recognizes the inadequacy of the ancestral home in the 

face of modern aspirations: Hanuman House belongs to. “a different age”. 

The role of formal education in the decay of Hindu tradition must not be underestimated. It is, 

for instance, Biswas’ education, which makes him think differently from his illiterate brothers, 

which exposes him to a life different from theirs. It has awoken his naturally alert mind and 

made him a rebel and a misfit in the midst of acceptors and conservatives. On another level, 

education has brought the “gods” into contact with ideas and religion foreign to those of their 

ancestors. In fact, the abnormally exalted position of two teenage boys in the Tulsi’ household 

where tradition demands that the greater the age the higher the respect accorded, is precisely 

due to their educational advantage over everyone else around them; and on his return from 

Europe, it is. Owad’s educational superiority that automatic ally secures him recognition as 

head of the clan, over Shekhar, over his elder sisters, over almost, Mrs. Tulsi herself. It is in 

interests of Owad’s education that Mrs. Tulsi forsakes the nest at Arwacas and goes into a five-

day- a-week residence in Port-of-Spain and its well-reputed schools. And “Tulsi retainers”, 

taking advantage of this convenience, continuously migrate from the country to the town. 

 In other cultural aspects, Western education differs from the traditions of the Trinidadian. 

Anand comes to see the sacred thread ceremony merely as a convenient excuse for absenting 

himself from school, for he and Mr. Biswas know that he could not a shaven head in school 

without inviting the pitiless ridicule of the European-based school children and teachers. 

Furthermore, after Anand’s “brahminical invitation” Mr. Biswas encourages Anand to spend 

his retreat in learning school notes No wonder Anand is “untutored” in the Hindu prayers when 

he is called upon to help do the puja after Han’s death. 

The disappearance of the values symbolized by Hanuman House is also associated with the 

exposure of what is Trinidad. It is very largely a rural way of life to an urban environment. In 

this connection, Mr. Biswas’ first few days in Port-of-Spain are very revealing.  He finds 

himself in the midst of a world dominated by European values and ideas - orderly lawns and 

gardens, primness, the new and glistening, a world of antiseptic cleanliness and the muted 

whisper (the latter assimilated by Dorothy’s sophisticated daughters). It is a world of 

spaciousness and luxury, which is why Biswas is so sensitive to the fact that under Tulsidom 

he lives in a human chicken-run. It is a world of exquisite class-consciousness, which is why 

he squirms whenever Shama drops green verbs in conversation with Miss Logie. And the 

attitude of paternalistic toleration of ‘natives’ meted out to him by the city receptionist is to be 



paralleled by the well-meaning Miss Logic whose cultural values are so different from 

Tulsidom’s that she has second thoughts about the seaside trip when she beholds Tulsidoms’ 

“swarm of children”. 

Another reason for the cultural upheaval through which Tulsidom passes is the economic boom 

precipitated by the American presence in Trinidad during the Second World War. Govind is a 

product of this ‘wind of change’ and the sight of the ex-crab catcher manipulating a large 

American car and exhibiting his suits (plural) is enough to incense not only Mr. Biswas, but 

also to increase that spirit of competition that dominated life from the very first moment of life 

at Short hills. Under the incentive of the Yankee dollar, larger-scale depredations of Tulsi 

Short-hills property take place and a ‘dog-eat-dog’ commercial rat-race begins. All the adults 

make money from the common Tulsi property. W.C. Tuttle sells cedar trees. Govind disposes 

of citrus fruits and other agricultural products by the lorry-load, the saleable parts of the Ford 

V8 car, bought out of the common Tulsi purse, are stripped by someone when the car could 

move no more. Mr. Biswas takes off daily with a paltry number of oranges, someone privately 

owns a cow. 

But the spirit, of selfishness and rivalry was also the outcome of other factors-human factors. 

These had always been present among the Tulsis, but under a highly disciplined system and 

given a favorable environment, these human passions had been suppressed. But why was it that 

some sisters tried to distinguish themselves in particular ways, for instance, by brutality 

towards their children? Why was reaction so hostile when my member tried to break the 

hierarchal order and make them self superior by building his own house or• giving his own 

children Christmas presents? Both jealously and individualism were long at work in Tulsidom, 

for the need for individuality is instinctive in the human race despite the fact that man is a social 

being. In this connection, it is worthwhile to examine Anand’s reaction to the doll’s house 

episode. Because his sister gets a large doll’s house, Anand in turn wants a car, which shows 

that the, system of joint ownership and subsistence-level amenities loses it hold’ upon the 

individual once the opportunity for novelty, private ownership and unique grandiose schemes 

is presented. But Mrs. Tulsi’s absenteeism changes the ambiance at Hanuman House. The 

living symbol of the past deserts, if only for part of the time, and the system founders. And 

once Seth is temporarily head of the establishment, a struggle for power ensues between 

himself and his sisters-in-law. They refuse to accept his authority unquestionably. Only now 

do they see fit to point out the cultural anomaly the intrinsic weakness in the organization of 

Hanuman House-that Seth is merely a Tulsi’s son-in-law and therefore not a rightful inheritor 

of power. The sisters therefore make a bid to “paddle their own canoe”. It is this squabbling 

for power that causes Tulsidom to disintegrate rapidly. Eventually Seth moves out-he too is 



jealous, of Mr. Biswas’ success and Mrs. Tulsi takes the decision to move the whole chaotic 

household to a new setting and this again furthers disintegration.

So, because of various influences, Tulsidom is exposed to change. Of course, the Tulsi try to 

resist these innovations at times. This shows in their objection to Dorothy’s way of life. It 

conflicts with theirs and the less contact between Dorothy and themselves the better. She 

outrages the long-skirted, veiled sisters by her unseemly short European dresses. She has 

European toilet habits and is immoral as far as the sisters are concerned. There are other 

changes too, such as readjustments in relationships. A significant one is that between Mr. 

Biswas, and Mrs. Tulsi and Owad. Although he was an object of ridicule at Hanuman 

House,but once he became a public figure through his newspaper work he rose in the estimation 

of Tulsidom and his intellectual interests brought him closer to Owad. But gradually, 

syncretism provides a natural way out of the cultural dilemma. So that apart from the religious 

hybridization already mentioned as practiced by the Tulsi’s, there is the compromise made by 

Shekhar in the matter of his marriage. Having absorbed modem ideas and mixed with other 

ethnic groups whose marriage procedures are different from the Hindu’s, Shekhar objects to 

having a. ‘life chosen for him and after suicide threats, he eventually compromises with an 

Indian, educated, rich, high caste, but Presbyterian wife with an English name. But, it is W.C. 

Tuttle who is a blatant product of cultural cross-breeding. He is a strict Hindu, but he is as 

interested in the material as the spiritual life, and while he is a modern man, his manner of 

blowing his nose is definitely uncivil in terms of the modem society. As a matter of fact, 

Naipaul subjects the process of syncretism to satiric humor. He gives a pathetic but highly 

comic exposition of the attempt at cultural transplantation at Short-hills. Now this estate in one 

of the valleys of the Northern mountain range is a relic of the old days of the white planter 

class, of grand Creole life-its English tastes and luxuries in a tropical setting. The Tulsi 

encounter here neither rice-nor cane-field, but citrus and fruit and forest. Their neighbors are 

French- patois-speaking Negroes. Telling changes occur in architecture-the toilet becomes a 

sewing-room, the electric plant provides W.C. Tuttle, the physical, culture enthusiast, with 

dumbbells, a cowshed is raised on the cricket pitch, a temple is created. This apparent 

insensitivity to gracious living is really imposed by deep-seated customs and cultural habits. 

Then Naipaul shows up the irony in the fact that the Tulsis, in following the lure of education 

as the gateway to material and social progress and money, at the same time create new and 

slightly modified versions of Hanuman House both at Short- hills and in Wood-brook Space is 

still at a premium, the widows scandalize the bourgeois Wood-brook society by putting out 

trays of oranges on the sidewalk, and the Tulsis make themselves objects of curiosity ‘hen the 

invasion from the country for Owad’s farewell ceremonies begins, and to a limited extent 



communal eating arrangements for “readers and I earners” are operated in the old fashion by a 

group of widows. 

But the cultural gap between the old and the new widens relentlessly. So that in the urban 

situation the individual family unit-father, mother and children-is certainly more in evidence 

than at Arwacas. Less Hindi is spoken now. Trinidad Creole English holds sway, and we are 

informed that the young generation of Tulsi children understand, but cannot speak, Hindi. 

Meanwhile Dorothy and her girls even speak Spanish. At the same time, the Wood-brook 

household becomes a brain-improving community for the children, and among the adults, an 

arena for competitions over status symbols like cars, bicycles, glass cabinets; side-tables, suits, 

and radiograms. Indeed, it does not take ever so long before Mr. Biswas begins taking pride in 

his suits and ties, which he, like the Creole society, accepts now as symbols of Westernization, 

progress, and respectability. He lures his children to Port of Spain by the exoticism of 

European-type food. He is very embarrassed when Anand loudly declares in a restaurant that 

Coca-Cola looked like “horse pee”. His pride in his social promotion in acquiring a bicycle is 

only overshadowed by Govind’s and Tuttle’s cars, and when he joins the community of car 

owners he exhibits all the mannerisms peculiar to his class. Yet it is vital to remember that even 

while the o ld system of values is passing away, a dispossessed person like Dehuti still seeks 

social recognition through her association with the Tulsis which she anxiously cultivates. At 

the same time, Mother India is the sustaining dream of the old Hindus for their longing for 

cultural stability and familiar patterns. But on the whole the young are caught in strong cultural 

cross-currents and cease to dream of the return to Indian. Yet it is ironic to note that when 

presented with Owad’s observations on the impurity of culture exhibited by Indians from India, 

the first-generation overseas Indians’ see themselves, although far from the motherland, cast 

in the role of the last bastion of the old, pure, and noble culture! So while the old is not totally 

useless or discredited, Naipaul does show his readers its points of weakness, through irony and 

directly, as it submits to a profound revolution and is betrayed on ever side. 

However Mr. Biswas’ lack of cultural and religious moorings makes him vulnerable to adverse 

effects •of taxing situations made very clear in the nervous breakdown that he has at Green 

Vale. When he is building his house at Green Vale he is, more often than not, alone without 

any companion, with Shama and the children staying at Hanuman House most of the time. This 

loneliness combined with the hostility of the villagers’ starts to tell on him. He attempts to keep 

himself occupied by painting signs on the walls, one of which is religious in nature, “He who 

believeth in me of him I will never lose hold and he shall never lose hold of me.” (HFMB,. 

211) Sadly this is what Mr. Biswas lacks - this belief that will provide him with an anchor in 

the way promised by this Quotation. In the absence of belief he has no hope of a continuous 



hold on him and as a result he loses his balance in the time crisis. At the barracks he starts 

becoming paranoid in the face of impending danger and is unable to deal with this paranoia. 

While sitting and reading Victor Hugo one night at the barracks, an overwhelming feeling 

overcomes him. 

The image changed. It was no longer forest, but a billowing black cloud. Unless he was careful 

the cloud would funnel into his head. He felt it pressing on his head. He didn’t want to look up. 

Surely it was only a trick of the oil lamp, which stood directly in front of him on the table?... 

Then he was so afraid that he almost cried out... 

Why should he be afraid? Of whom?... People, No road was without them, no house... Was he 

afraid of real people? (HFMB, 266) 

Later he tries to calm himself by concentrating on the ‘comforting words he has written on the 

wall, words of faith for a man who has none. Fear of people sets in his mind while he is staying 

at the barracks, is the shirting point of the breakdown that he suffers soon afterwards. During 

his brief stay with Anand in the house that be has built at Green Vale, he faces a situation that 

is life - threatening and property - threatening, and ultimately ends up taking a toll on his sanity. 

Throughout the episode he tries to seek solace in the recitation of the name of God but stays 

unsuccessful,

“Rama Rama Sita Rama, Rama Rama Sita Rama.” 

Mr. Biswas was lolling on the bed, his legs locked together, his lips moving rapidly. The 

expression on his face was one of exasperation rather than pain. (289) 

There is a repeated invocation to the Hindu - God Rama in the episode with the protagonist 

desperately seeking something to hold onto. But sadly he is unable to find the kind of support 

that he requires in this extreme situation. No matter how hard he tries, he is unable to connect 

with his heritage of faith and as a result cannot emerge triumphant and unscathed from this 

ordeal. He is so completely severed and separated from his roots that it is impossible for him 

to return to them in spite of all his attempts to do so. He remains throughout away from this 

culture of his ancestors from which he seeks shelter as a last resort for his sanity and, as he 

believes it to be, his life. These, however, do not come to his aid and rescue when he needs 

them the most. As a result he is pushed beyond the threshold by his own paranoia, lack of faith 

and cultural moorings.

From the very beginning he tries to ridicule his own customs and rituals, beliefs and faiths. 

What he does not realize is that these will be the things he himself will turn to at the moment 

when he is in need of reassurance. It is very ironical how he does not expect the inextricable 



way in which his own life will be linked with the very roots he has been trying to disown in 

claiming allegiance to Epictetus and Aurelius. 

The way in which he works out the names of his first baby on the back of a “Collins Clear-

Type Shakespeare” is very significant

as it tells the reader of the kind of alienation that exists within the man, the only other option 

that occurs to him is the “Bell’s Standard Elocutionist”.  There is no sense of real value that 

these books might have and are used in much the same way in which we see George Osborne’s 

father using his Bible in Vanity Fair, “as a repository of family records.” Now if he is trying to 

follow the English custom of writing and recording the birth of family members in the Bible 

then the books that he uses for this purpose are hardly suitable. It seems as if he is not very sure 

of what he is doing as this is not a custom that is followed by the Hindus and as a Christian 

custom he is does not do it very properly. In his attempt to blend the two and make a healthy 

combination, he ultimately loses out on both the aspects of his colonial society - one through 

non-acceptance and the other through an incapability of understanding it. 

He is condemned to this duality all through and is unable to resolve this conflict within himself, 

which becomes one of the defining features of the character of Mr. Biswas in is through this 

duality, using it as a means, that he is able to grapple with the world that exists around him - 

that world which, owing to the fact of bang a colonial world, in turn is ripped by this duality 

itself. 

Among the issues, then, treated in A House for Mr.Biswas is the problem of geographical 

uprooting of people and the results of culture clash: Each uprooting brings a further weakening 

of traditional forces - a problem faced by all racial groups in the West Indies and which raises 

the constant dilemma of “identity”. For if traditional customs are taken as a yardstick, and if, 

taking into account the showiness of change in traditional ways, and if therefore tradition is 

conceived of as a rigid monolith of habits and attitudes, one could then say with Biswas, as 

with Naipaul, that the society now drifts without rules or patterns. This is not essentially true - 

it is a statement of comparison, but the ironic dichotomy of the situation persists: the old is 

invaded by the new, but not quite. 

Naipaul’s vision of Trinidad Hindu society seems balanced. For while the hero of the novel 

vigorously hoists the flag of independence and individuality, it is an image of exposure that 

Naipaul uses to describe the present condition of Trinidad social life: 

“There was no longer a Hanuman House to protect them; everyone had to fight for himself in 

a new world .... where education was the only protection”. Naipaul further observes, “The 

virtue had gone out of the family” and it is-to his credit that he lets Mr. Biswas not only rile 



against a system which tends to destroy the individual personality, but that he also records Mr. 

Biswas’ appreciation of the positive benefits of that system-the sense of security it gave its 

members and the psychological and financial support it afforded in times of illness and distress. 

Naipaul himself hovers between condemnation of both the old and new systems. For he not 

only present many aspects of Tulsidom in a ridiculous light but also seems to have, 

internationally lodged it as ‘anuman” or “monkey” House for satiric purposes. Yet, without 

necessarily reading his views of contemporary Trinidad Society in his Middle Passage, his 

exposition of the new order in A House for Mr. Biswas also shows that there is much that is 

petty and dishonest and hypocritical in it. So in the end, there does not seem to be much to 

choose between either. 

The next text that I would like to consider is The Mimic Men. The narrator, who is also the 

author, in the text, is, from the very first page, a man who is totally adrift. The beginning of the 

novel shows him in an alien country, in a dinghy hotel owned by a Mr. Shylock. He is far away 

from his place of birth amidst people he doesn’t know and who, most probably, do not care 

about him. He is in London now, the place that he has always yearned for. The London scenes 

in the novel describe with great insight the disappointment of London to ‘a colonial-immigrant-

student, who, according to Peter Nazareth in “The Mimic Men as a study of corruption,” East 

Africa journal, “has longed for it as the Mecca of all his ambitions, to whom the names 

Piccadilly Circus, Trafalgar Square, Nelson’s Column and Euston Station assumed mythical 

dimensions”: 

Here was the city, the world. I waited for the flowering to come to me. The trams on the 

embankment sparkled blue. The river was edged and pierced with reflections of light, blue and 

red and yellow. Excitement! Its heart must have lain somewhere. But the god of the city was 

elusive. The tram was filled with individuals, each man returning to his own cell. The factories 

and warehouse, whose external lights decorated the river, were empty and fraudulent. Such an 

extract shows the disillusionment of the protagonist about the land of promise. 

The concept of identity is examined much more comprehensively in The Mimic Men than in 

earlier works: Whereas in A House for Mr. Biswas, the protagonist is situated within the social 

formation, the narrator of The Mimic Men, Ralph Singh, seeks to understand what it mean to 

be a colonial subject in a postcolonial society. In Naipaul: A Materialist Reading, Selwyn R. 

Cudjoe very aptly describes the rootlessness of the society that Ralph resides in: 

...in The Mimic Men we find the most comprehensive social development of the first generation 

of freed East Indians, who, bereft of the culture that nurtured the earlier generations, float 

aimlessly in the shifting social relations generated be the changing social order. No relationship 



is certain, and unlike Mr. Biswas and the earlier generation of East Indians, the characters are 

fragmented and uncertain of their positions within the society.9 

Ralph’s fragmentation and sense, of loss contribute to make him formally independent, which 

in turn enables him to stay in London and from the reflect upon what it mean to be a subject in 

a postcolonial world. The perspective that he offers is of the outsider, someone living on the 

peripheries of the society that he is observing. The narrative functions as a retrospective vision 

of times gone by. There is hardly any account in the book that is situated in the present. The 

narrative is a ‘flashback’ account of the events of the ‘life of the protagonist. This flashback 

highlights the fact that he has never really belonged to all those places where he has lived, and 

to all those roles that he has performed. The only persona that he feels comfortable in is that of 

an author, the one that he employs in the narration. The frame of the memoir allows the 

protagonist’s voice to take on a ruminative but analytical tenor that probes both the political 

exigencies of his rise and fall as well as the ‘social, historical, existential, and cultural 

composition of his a life. The tone of confidence of Ralph Singh’ reconstruction of the 

circumstances and events of his life lends the novel a studied mood of dispassionate’ enquiry, 

where, despite taking himself as the subject, he appears, to document the emergence of a 

historical phenomenon. The bulk of the novel is not only a detailed review of historical or 

political situations, but also a meticulous piecing together of a childhood. 

By choosing to open the novel at the point in his life when as a student in England he faced the 

uncertainties of where and how he could fit into the unfamiliar milieu, Naipaul foregrounds the 

central ambivalence of his protagonist. His lack of moorings is hinted at in the fact that Mr. 

Shylock - a man who himself has no moral and even cultural base - becomes a role model for 

the young student to emulate, and even imitate. 

And for Mr. Shylock, the recipient each week of fifteen times three guineas, the possessor of a 

mistress and of suits made of cloth so fine I felt I could eat it, I had nothing but admiration. I 

was not used to the social modes of London or to the physiognomy and complexions of the 

North, and I thought Mr. Shylock looked distinguished, like a lawyer or businessman or 

politician. He had the habit of stroking the lobe of his ear and inclining his head to listen. I 

thought the gesture was attractive; I copied it. (MM, 3). 

This habit of ‘copying’ that he has is something that will be revealed to be typical of most of 

the characters as the narrative progresses - hence the title “The Mimic Men.” 

The rites of passage that his first stay in England represents, are encumbered by their filter 

through a colonial’s experience, so the sexual knowledge, the class affiliations, and the attitude 

of fatalism that characterize Ralph Singh’s young adulthood are each scrambled responses of 



ambivalence. The “shipwreck’ metaphor that he introduces at the outset of his story, brings 

back the general time-seasoned associations attached to this metaphor - the impression of an 

end before anything has begun, of being adrift, floating, without any knowledge of the alien 

land that one might have reached. The origin of the “shipwreck” image is explained later in the 

narrative, during the middle section that describes his childhood, when Ralph recounts the 

humiliation he felt for his part-Chinese school friend, Hok, when they unexpectedly encounter 

Hok’s black mother on a school excursion. The emotions stem from the struggle the boys 

undergo between the between the ambition to achieve nurtured by their education and their 

similar- adolescent escape into imaginations fed by secret readings into their racial “origins.” 

These are, of course, “Aryan” for Ralph and “Chinese” for Hok. Pitched against their fantasies 

is the self-denigration each has developed to wards there is land hybridist represented by their 

variously mixed families. The resulting alienation manifests itself in shame and humiliation 

that is far more than just a child’s embarrassment about parents at a certain age, for it seems to 

take on the dimensions of a profound disability. The protagonist’s change of name at school, 

and his “real” name Kripal Singh, and the subsequent naming of his real-estate venture as 

“Crippleville,” each emblematises this disability,complex. 

In the novel, we see the protagonist constantly living in flux, living without any certainty of 

place like the “Asiatic warrior” he imagines himself to be Since the wealth of Ralph’s maternal 

family and the poverty of his paternal side is presented as one for the class - division within his 

sense of familial location, his fluctuating affiliations are exacerbated by his father’s literacy 

and his mother’s lack of it. His ambivalence is further complicated by the political advantage 

he is able to gain as an adult in his father’s reputation as a popular, grassroots, spiritual, political 

figure - this being the very persona that he has felt ashamed of as a child. The fact, that it is 

ironically his father who becomes a source of advantage for him, is what shows the misplaced 

nature of his loyalties, he is unable to belong to the small island of Isabella even after becoming 

a political leader for the island. That role also turns out to be an attempt at mimicry - of the 

colonial world and its manners. With his friends and associates, who are equally adept at 

copying, Ralph tries to live the life of other people, a dream that he has always had since he 

was a child. He always believed himself to have come from some other place, to have been 

“shipwrecked” on the island thereby being someone from the world that was unknown to him 

as a child. This is the world that he ends up imitating and it is in this imitation that the reader 

can very clearly see the “lack” that he suffers from, namely - the lack of having a place and a 

culture that he believes he belongs to. He is always aspiring to “be” as he states in the novel 

himself, “We pretended to be real, to be learning, to be preparing ourselves for life, we mimic 



men of the New World, one unknown corner of it, with all its reminders of the corruption that 

came so quickly to the new.” 

’’In a Free State’’, the three different stories, along with the prologue acting as a unifying 

factor, bring out the problems of displacement and dissatisfaction with the state of life. In the 

prologue, the picture of the old tramp is like an embodiment of 

homelessness resulting in waste and ridicule. The first acquaintance that the reader makes with 

the voice of the tramp is in the form of a speech: 

‘I’ve been to Egypt six or seven times. Gone around the world about a dozen times. Australia, 

Canada, all those countries. Geologist, or used to be. First went to Canada in 1923. Been there 

about eight times now. I’ve been traveling for thirty-eight years. Youth-hostelling, that’s how 

I do it. Not a thing to be despised. New Zealand, have you been there? I went there in 1934. 

Between you and me, they’re a cut above the Australians. But what’s nationality these days? I 

myself, I think of myself as a citizen of the world.’ (IFS, 9) 

This speech shows him making a desperate attempt at identifying himself with the various 

places he has been to trying to place himself. The leader gets an impression that he is trying to 

authenticate his account by making it so very factual and “dated.” On the other hand, his claim 

that he thinks of himself as a “citizen of the world” immediately undercuts any such seeming 

attempt that he might be making to gain belonging. It is as if he is aware of his lack of roots 

and has accepted it to degree that makes him capable of such a comment. His speech is unable 

to grant him the much sought after place that he might wish to call his own. He has always 

been a wanderer, a tramp who has exhausted the need for belonging to one particular 

environment. Towards the end his effort is starkly contrasted with the statement that “he was 

of less interest than he thought.” All he has tried to do, through his actions and his very seminal 

speech is to make himself an object of interest, but he is unable to accomplish his motive. In 

the end he becomes a nobody, someone to whom no one pays attention. 

I was once part of the flow, never thinking of myself as a presence. Then I looked in the mirror 

and decided to be free. All that my freedom has brought me is the knowledge that I have a face 

and have a body, that I must feed this body and clothe this body for a certain number of years. 

Then it will be over. (IFS, 57-5 8) 

The last statement is something that makes efforts for continuing his life a burden. In an attempt 

to be his own man, he gets completely severed from the only one identity and the only one role 

by which he was defined - that of a man servant to  his employer. The moment he tries to move 

out of that role, he is completely lost and is taken away from the only connecting factor in his 

life, his employer. In the act of gaining freedom it is true that technically he becomes his own 

man but at the cost of having lost his cultural belongings and roots - something that he later 



realizes he desperately needs in are alien land but which is far away from his reach at that stage. 

In such a situation the only option that awaits him is to wait for an end to his suffering in the 

form of making death the goal of his life. 

To conclude I would like to quote Linda Anderson, in a perceptive article on some similarities 

and differences between Naipaul and Conrad, when she argues that the characters in their work 

are depicted as solitary subjectivities in the sense that they are conscious of their separation 

from the surroundings in which they find themselves placed. Far from being able to 

accommodate themselves to their societies, they experience these as the hostile environments 

to which their authentic identity is perpetually opposed. The discovery of a social role does not 

coincide, therefore, with a discovery of self, rather it implies the adoption and maintenance of 

a mask.10 

This perpetual opposition between the protagonists and their surroundings is what clearly 

foregrounds the fact of their lack - of belonging and finding their own roots. 
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