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INTRODUCTION


One of these essays, ‘Looking and Not Seeing: the Indian Way’ – the title neatly summarizes a half century of optical exasperation – begins with the origins of V. S. Naipaul’s own vision:




I have said that I have early became aware of different ways of seeing because I came to the metropolis from very far. Another reason may be that I don’t, properly speaking, have a past that is available to me, a past I can enter into and consider; and I grieve for that lack.


I know my father and my mother, but beyond that I cannot go. My ancestry is blurred. My father’s father died when my father was a baby. That is the story that has come down to me; and everything that goes back so far is only a family story, subject at some stage to romance or simple fabrication, and is to be distrusted.




Equally to be distrusted: the diary he kept as a boy. ‘The affectation and falsity of that diary worries me to this day’ – for he suspects that the lost volume would have been no exception to the dull acquiescence that had descended generally on his Trinidadian clan, preventing any enquiry into history, landscape, the worlds of others. This was the migrant edge of empire, colony of the colonies; bodies had travelled there light, jettisoning their histories, reconciled to anything the future might hold. The old settlers Naipaul encountered as a boy had no memory of their birthplace save the railway station from which they had embarked; all the rest was amnesia and mythology, which escaped the past and fogged up the present too. The miasma appalled him; he had to see his way out.


This search for vision would turn Naipaul into the most alert and prescient observer of the planet’s emergence from European empire, and it would take him all over the world. The most sustained and significant of his journeys, however, was to India. ‘I had to deal first of all with my ancestral land, India,’ he wrote in 2010. ‘I was not an insider, even after many months of travel; nor could I consider myself an outsider: India and the idea of India had always been important to me. So I was always divided about India, and found it hard to say a final word.’ Indeed. His three India books – An Area of Darkness (1964), India: A Wounded Civilization (1977) and India: A Million Mutinies Now (1990) – cover a thousand pages, returning repeatedly to the same collection of themes whose fascination for him only grew with time. Those themes also pervade the essays in the book – which span an even longer period, starting in the middle of his first, 1962, journey to India, and ending with reflections on one of his last, made in 2005. The early essays are full of décor, sound and encounter, which fade over time as the writer turns inwards to focus on fundamental questions about the country, its texts and personalities. Together, these pieces constitute a kind of journal of his life-long relationship to India.


That relationship was fraught from the beginning, partly because Naipaul himself expected so much from it. In multi-ethnic Trinidad he had been categoriezed as an Indian, and his first journey to India was made with great anticipation: homecoming, embrace, communion. But the land of his ancestors did not recognize him – he sometimes found it simplest to tell people he was from Mexico – and he, frankly, did not recognize it. ‘During these past six months I have known moments of near-hysteria, when I have wished to forget India’ (‘In the Middle of the Journey’, 1962). Far from plugging the gaps in his past, India confirmed that he had none. ‘In a year I had not learned acceptance,’ he wrote about this same visit in An Area of Darkness. ‘I had learned my separateness from India, and was content to be a colonial, without a past, without ancestors.’ India confirmed Naipaul in his pastlessness, which must be part of the reason for his fury at his Indian interlocutors’ obsession with their own supposedly ancient origins. India refused him parentage, which is partly why he sees sterility everywhere – the ‘poor choked crops in small crooked fields, under-sized people, undernourished animals, crumbling villages and towns which, even while they develop, have an air of decay’ (‘In the Middle of the Journey’): India is barren because it has failed to produce him.


But it is evident from the outset that Naipaul’s illegitimate-child frustration at the country only keens his perception of it. His is no sullen rant: fifty years later, his observations remain brilliant; many of them, in fact, are truer now than then. On urban elites, for instance, for whom




as much for the European ‘technician,’ India is only a country to be temporarily exploited. How strange to find, in free India, this attitude of the conqueror, this attitude of plundering – a frenzied attitude, as though the opportunity might at any moment be withdrawn – in those very people to whom the developing society has given so many opportunities (‘In the Middle of the Journey’).




On India’s business culture, and the way it re-creates caste hierarchies (‘Jamshed into Jimmy’). On the seductive power of asceticism in Indian politicians; on the emerging lineaments of Hindu nationalism:




‘My family were the first to revolt against the social evils of the country,’ Mr. Sharda said. But his party was now committed to the protection of the sacred cow, as it was committed to the creation of an Indian nuclear armoury. There was no inconsistency. Like parties of the extreme right elsewhere, the Jan Sangh dealt in anger, simplified scholarship and, above all, sentimentality. It spoke of danger and distress – ‘Our civilization is in danger,’ Mr. Sharda said – and from present impotence it conjured up a future of power, as pure as the mythical Hindu past, before the British conquest, before the Muslim invasions (‘The Election in Ajmer’).




So much is clear to Naipaul; and what aggravates him is that it seems to be clear to no one else. He finds a structural blindness in India, which is eternally ‘exchanging banalities with itself,’ and this is not what he expected.




A colonial, in the double sense of one who had grown up in a Crown colony and one who had been cut off from the metropolis, be it either England or India, I came to India expecting to find metropolitan attitudes … In India, as in tiny Trinidad, I have found the feeling that the metropolis is elsewhere, in Europe or America … The Trinidadian, whatever his race, is a genuine colonial. The Indian, whatever his claim, is rooted in India. But while the Trinidadian, a colonial, strives towards the metropolitan, the Indian of whom I have been speaking, metropolitan by virtue of the uniqueness of his country, its achievements in the past and its manifold achievements in the last decade or so, is striving towards the colonial (‘In the Middle of the Journey’).




The quality – or lack of it – of India’s conversation with itself: this is the theme which comes to dominate these essays. ‘A Second Visit’ (1967), perhaps the profoundest piece in this collection, and certainly the angriest, finds that Indian speech, even when aiming for the serious and real, consistently misses its target, veering off into cliché, self-regard and obfuscation. At the decisive moment in any conversation, he feels, Indians ‘abandoned intellect, observation, reason; and became “mysterious”.’ In fact, there is much less mystery about the place than everyone makes out: ‘India lies all on the surface. Once certain basic lessons are learnt, it is possible to make everything up.’ But that is not a welcome thought for a country with an inferiority complex. Hence India’s attachment to its ancient profundity (which is often ‘proved’ by contrast with the West: ‘The West is “materially affluent but psychologically sick”; the West is a sham. No Indian can say why. But he doesn’t need to.’) But such an attachment makes introspection difficult – which is why, Naipaul finds, modern India has produced such banal journalism and literature. ‘The novel,’ he writes archly in India: A Wounded Civilization, ‘is a form of social inquiry, and as such outside the Indian tradition.’ A civilization without introspection, without a literary sensibility – this is no civilization at all: ‘a people grown barbarous, indifferent and self-wounding, who, out of a shallow perception of the world, have no sense of tragedy.’


The viciousness of the language does not mean his observations are impetuous. Even today, Indian journalism rarely responds with moral solemnity to the often-devastating reality it reports. Very few novels come close to communicating the stupefying velocity and intensity of Indian urban life during the last few decades. Given India’s scale, variety and raw intelligence, its cultural life impresses mainly with its insularity and mediocrity: the country is still not, as Naipaul hoped it might be in 1962, satisfyingly metropolitan. He is right about so much, and especially so, often, when his words jar the most – for his investment in the question is anything but impersonal, and his language anything but cool.


But too much may be made also, of the personal. As Naipaul himself writes, the first talk of India he heard ‘was political, about the freedom movement and the great names of that movement’ (‘Looking and Not Seeing: the Indian Way’). And during the years of his boyhood, one did not need Indian ancestry to be fascinated by India. Indian independence was the greatest utopian moment since the Bolshevik revolution, and it signalled a new future for half of humanity. Naipaul was only one of millions in the British Empire and beyond who spent those years transfixed by the subcontinent, and his preoccupation is not only private: it is also the preoccupation of his time.


Indian independence had long been, for many in the Empire, the first article in a manifesto for a new world order. In London before the Second World War, left-leaning writers and intellectuals such as Mulk Raj Anand, Harold Laski, Aubrey Menen, V. K. Krishna Menon, George Orwell, Bertand Russell, George Bernard Shaw and H. G. Wells were united in the idea that equality and justice were incompatible with empire, and that decolonization – for which India was taken as the iconic case – would signal the beginning of world liberation. For the exploitative structures by which the colonies were enslaved, they argued, were those, too, holding Europe’s own working men and women in thrall. ‘We realized that the enemies of the Indian people were also the enemies of the British people,’ the British Labour politician Michael Foot, whose youthful socialism was forged amid debates over the India issue, recalled in 1997. ‘For us Krishna Menon and Nehru were heroes; freedom for India was the cause, the great hope of our generation.’


Naipaul’s interest in India is also a part of this much larger – global – investment and when he says, ‘We take the country too personally’ (‘A Second Visit’) he is speaking for many others than himself. His frustrations with the country arise from its inability to realize universal hopes, not just his own, and these hopes did not stop with mere political independence: they went beyond, to some new eruption of grandeur and freedom. Indian independence came when Naipaul was fourteen, and it set the scene for the global decolonization of his twenties and thirties (his native Trinidad and Tobago became independent when he was thirty) – but his acute sensitivities, as he watched this passionately desired process, were fully attuned to the inherent pain, violence and impotence. In so many of his novels – such as The Mimic Men (1967, concerning a Caribbean politician exiled to London) and In a Free State (1971, focusing on Europeans departing from an unnamed African country with some resemblance to Uganda) – we see him at once bitterly satirical of the European imperial impulse, and dubious of postcolonial aspirations to civilization and spiritual release. (That word – ‘civilization’ – was important to him, and these essays may ask us to think afresh about why it has become unfashionable; in this era of algorithmic societies, Naipaul’s questions about the spiritual and cultural constitution of ‘civilization’ seem to apply everywhere.)


In India, Naipaul – who maintained a formal belief in change, struggle and political freedom – was forced to observe that some profound essence had broken apart with the claim of independence. In India: A Million Mutinies Now (1990) he wrote that ‘there was in India now what didn’t exist 200 years before: a central will, a central intellect, a national idea.’ But he was aware that this abstract coherence did not sit easily within individual human beings, who were increasingly forced to hack it to pieces in order to remain whole themselves. It is present in so many of his portraits: in the Hindu nationalists who must write Muslims out of the national story, in the cultural figures whose ‘India’ excluded the majority of the population, in the urban activists whose campaigns to save the rural poor made sense only as long as they never left the laboratory. It is present, most excruciatingly, in himself. Halfway through his first journey to India, he can find no coherence at all to the country save its obstinate absence, its imperviousness to all attempts to know and love it. India is nothing but ‘an ache, for which one has a great tenderness, but from which at length one always wishes to separate oneself’ (‘In the Middle of the Journey’). And though he writes satirically of all those Indians who, having the choice, leave – ‘he too can survive his relationship with the country only because he will always, eventually, cut himself away. There is something broken in India, and it breaks those who deal with her.


Naipaul dramatizes this breaking in his portrait of the novelist Nirad Chaudhuri in ‘India Again: the Mahatma and After.’ Born in 1897, at the high point of what Naipaul calls the ‘new Bengali civilization,’ Chaudhuri attended Calcutta University, thought of himself as a citizen of the British Empire, and spent his days in the Imperial Library. None of this, however, displaced his childhood experiences of village life, which featured such powerfully visceral rituals as the buffalo sacrifice for Durga Puja:




The buffalo was bathed and garlanded; three or four servants quickly made it fast; and melted butter was rubbed into the animal’s neck to make the skin soft for the scimitar. The scimitar this time was not wielded by the priest but by someone sturdier, since if the scimitar stuck in the animal’s neck bad luck would befall the house. As soon as the blow fell everyone in the house, servants, children, relations, visitors, everyone ran to the stricken animal in its death pangs, dabbed their faces and the faces of others with the blood, mixed the blood with the mud of the yard, and for fifteen minutes or so threw bloody mud pellets and balls at one another.




Naipaul is impressed by such contrasts in a life. ‘It is astonishing,’ he writes, ‘that Chaudhuri could, without strain, have contained so many worlds within himself.’ It is something he rarely sees in his own visits to India – and that is the point. ‘But then strain came,’ he continues, ‘with the politics of the nationalist movement, with the new eyes that that movement gave, and everything that was so nicely balanced came tumbling down.’ Chaudhuri’s expansive persona began to fragment under the force of the wider fragmentation – of the Empire – and in order to preserve himself he was forced to seal himself off from the great nationalist movement, making himself irrelevant in the process. ‘This is where [his Autobiography of an Unknown Indian], great book though it is, becomes broken-backed.’ By the 1950s, Chaudhuri was stranded in melancholic contemplation of the lost Empire. Naipaul quotes him thus: ‘the primordial foundation of rock below, on which we thought we had our feet firmly planted, is rotting into dust.’ Ultimately Chaudhuri too, would leave, spending his old age in Oxford.


Where can Naipaul find answers to such failures of history and the self? How will contemporary Indians gather up all these broken pieces into a whole, and take ‘civilization’ forward? Over the course of his writing, Naipaul is drawn back with the increasing fascination to that monumental, and endlessly complex, individual with whom his interest in the country began: Gandhi. By the mid-2000s, he is interested in thinking through the inner capacities that make civilization possible, and Gandhi, whose inner realms seem almost infinite – expanding, rather than breaking up, under historical pressure – occupies the greatest part of the last two essays in this collection.


Long sections of An Area of Darkness, written forty years before in 1964, were also devoted to Gandhi, and Naipaul had returned to him frequently in between. In part, his interest in Gandhi, too, was personal; for he found in Gandhi’s background a vision as dulled as what he described in his own, and the Mahatma’s evolution dramatizes for Naipaul his own persistent question: how does one learn to see? Like Naipaul, Gandhi set out for England as a student, but he did so, far more than the writer, with his eyes closed:




He hadn’t read anything about England. It filled him with distaste – his own word – to read anything not a school book. He had never read a newspaper. He had no idea of the history of India. All that he knew of his own religion was what he had seen in his family. He had listened to readings of the Ramayana. From a family maid he had learned the virtue of repeating the name of Rama. He knew a few moralistic Gujarati plays. On certain festival days he had heard the Gita read aloud, but it had made no great impression on him. It is hard in India today, in a time of television and cinema and newspapers and constant political debate, to enter a mind so culturally denuded as Gandhi’s was in 1887; nearly every apparently promising cultural beginning ends in a blank (‘Looking and Not Seeing: the Indian Way’).




The first thing that struck Naipaul about Gandhi’s arrival in London was that it was a kind of non-arrival, for indeed the young lawyer saw nothing. (Recalling, perhaps, his own non-arrival in India, Naipaul retains a life-long fascination for stories of this sort, indeed the last essay in this book ends with the story of his own mother’s journey to India, which produced such shock that it ‘robbed her’ of the words with which she might tell it.) ‘In my thirties,’ he writes.




‘when India was independent and Gandhi himself long dead, I could read [his autobiography] as a book. I saw its strange deficiencies: the absence of landscape, the extraordinarily narrow view of England and London in 1888–91: no attempt to describe the great city that must surely have overwhelmed the young man from Rajkot, no theatres or music halls, everything disappearing in his quest for vegetarian food and in his wish to stay faithful to the three vows he had made to his mother before leaving Rajkot: no meat, no alcohol, no women.




But Gandhi went through many clashes of perception during his long sojourns out of India, and these equipped him to become something very different. Three years in England and twenty in South Africa: Gandhi was a product of the Empire after that, not just of India; and this, too, Naipaul is anxious to underline, partly because – once again – it brings the Mahatma closer to himself. ‘Indians hardly know about the long South African years and are unwilling to read about them,’ (‘India Again: the Mahatma and After’). ‘They feel that, being Indians, they possess Gandhi.’ But Gandhi’s exceptional place in Indian life depended on the fact that he had ceased to be Indian. Like Naipaul – as he writes in An Area of Darkness – Gandhi could see India because he had acquired eyes elsewhere:




Mahatma, great-souled, father of the nation … he is nevertheless the least Indian of Indian leaders. He looked at India as no Indian was able to; his vision was direct, and this directness was, and is, revolutionary. He sees exactly what the visitor sees; he does not ignore the obvious. He sees the beggars and the shameless pundits and the filth of Banaras; he sees the atrocious sanitary habits of doctors, lawyers and journalists. He sees the Indian callousness, the Indian refusal to see. No Indian attitude escapes him, no Indian problem; he looks down to the roots of the static, decayed society.




If this sounds like what others might say about Naipaul himself, it is no accident. Naipaul has never found a home in India, he has never found parentage. But he has found an antecedent – and one whose vision, for all its un-Indianness, supplied new possibilities to India itself – and this gives him another kind of kinship to the place. Postcolonial nations, which have been occupied and studied by foreigners, usually revere knowledge that arises as if from their own soil; but all true knowledge is universal, Naipaul seems to say, and nations, to know themselves, must come to themselves via the world.


Naipaul’s sensorium is classical: vision is pre-eminent. Throughout his writing he has pursued that enhanced optical access to reality which will, he hopes, preserve human beings from mere instinct and myth. ‘When men cannot observe,’ he writes in India: A Wounded Civilization, ‘they don’t have ideas; they have obsessions. When people live instinctive lives, something like a collective amnesia steadily blurs the past.’ As these essays attest, however, the years have given the writer a growing sense of the difficulty of vision. India is programmed not to see – perhaps it is true elsewhere as well – and any revolution in its vision must emerge from conditions so improbable that they almost never occur. Perhaps we can try, however, to move closer to those conditions, and not further away. The expansion of the self, to the point that it may embrace everything once thought to be foreign, welcoming in contradiction and multitudes – this would be to move closer. The cutting away of unwanted parts, the exclusion of the fantastic, the shaving-down of the self to some dead lump – this would be to deepen the blindness.




IN THE MIDDLE OF THE JOURNEY


Coming from a small island – Trinidad is no bigger than Goa – I had always been fascinated by size. To see the wide river, the high mountain, to take the twenty-four-hour train journey: these were some of the delights the outside world offered. But now after six months in India my fascination with the big is tinged with disquiet. For here is a vastness beyond imagination, a sky so wide and deep that sunsets cannot be taken in at a glance but have to be studied section by section, a landscape made monotonous by its size and frightening by its very simplicity and its special quality of exhaustion: poor choked crops in small crooked fields, under-sized people, under-nourished animals, crumbling villages and towns which, even while they develop, have an air of decay. Dawn comes, night falls; railway stations, undistinguishable one from the other, their name-boards cunningly concealed, are arrived at and departed from, abrupt and puzzling interludes of populousness and noise; and still the journey goes on, until the vastness, ceasing to have a meaning, becomes insupportable, and from this endless repetition of exhaustion and decay one wishes to escape.


To state this is to state the obvious. But in India the obvious is overwhelming, and often during these past six months I have known moments of near-hysteria, when I have wished to forget India, when I have escaped to the first-class waiting-room or sleeper not so much for privacy and comfort as for protection, to shut out the sight of the thin bodies prostrate on railway platforms, the starved dogs licking the food-leaves clean, and to shut out the whine of the playfully assaulted dog. Such a moment I knew in Bombay, on the day of my arrival, when I felt India only as an assault on the senses. Such a moment I knew five months later, at Jammu, where the simple, frightening geography of the country becomes plain – to the north the hills, rising in range after ascending range; to the south, beyond the temple spires, the plains whose vastness, already experienced, excited only unease.


Yet between these recurring moments there have been so many others, when fear and impatience have been replaced by enthusiasm and delight, when the town, explored beyond what one sees from the train, reveals that the air of exhaustion is only apparent, that in India, more than in any other country I have visited, things are happening. To hear the sounds of hammer on metal in a small Punjab town, to visit a chemical plant in Hyderabad where much of the equipment is Indian-designed and manufactured, is to realize that one is in the middle of an industrial revolution, in which, perhaps because of faulty publicity, one had never really seriously believed. To see the new housing colonies in towns all over India was to realize that, separate from the talk of India’s ancient culture (which invariably has me reaching for my lathi), the Indian aesthetic sense has revived and is now capable of creating, out of materials which are international, something which is essentially Indian. (India’s ancient culture, defiantly paraded, has made the Ashoka Hotel one of New Delhi’s most ridiculous buildings, outmatched in absurdity only by the Pakistan High Commission, which defiantly asserts the Faith.)


I have been to unpublicized villages, semi-developed and undeveloped. And where before I would have sensed only despair, now I feel that the despair lies more with the observer than the people. I have learned to see beyond the dirt and the recumbent figures on string beds, and to look for the signs of improvement and hope, however faint: the brick-topped road, covered though it might be with filth; the rice planted in rows and not scattered broadcast; the degree of ease with which the villager faces the official or the visitor. For such small things I have learned to look: over the months my eye has been adjusted.


Yet always the obvious is overwhelming. One is a traveller and as soon as the dread of a particular district has been lessened by familiarity, it is time to move on again, through vast tracts which will never become familiar, which will sadden; and the urge to escape will return.


Yet in so many ways the size of the country is only a physical fact. For, perhaps because of the very size, Indians appear to feel the need to categorize minutely, delimit, to reduce to manageable proportions.


‘Where do you come from?’ It is the Indian question, and to people who think in terms of the village, the district, the province, the community, the caste, my answer that I am a Trinidadian is only puzzling.


‘But you look Indian.’


‘Well, I am Indian. But we have been living for several generations in Trinidad.’


‘But you look Indian.’


Three or four times a day the dialogue occurs, and now I often abandon explanation. ‘I am a Mexican, really.’


‘Ah.’ Great satisfaction. Pause. ‘What do you do?’


‘I write.’


‘Journalism or books?’


‘Books.’


‘Westerns, crime, romance? How many books do you write a year? How much do you make?’


So now I invent: ‘I am a teacher.’


‘What are your qualifications?’


‘I am a B.A.’


‘Only a B.A.? What do you teach?’


‘Chemistry. And a little history.’


‘How interesting!’ said the man on the Pathankot-Srinagar bus. ‘I am a teacher of chemistry too.’


He was sitting across the aisle from me, and several hours remained of our journey.


In this vast land of India it is necessary to explain yourself, to define your function and status in the universe. It is very difficult.


If I thought in terms of race or community, this experience of India would surely have dispelled it. An Indian, I have never before been in streets where everyone is Indian, where I blend unremarkably into the crowd. This has been curiously deflating, for all my life I have expected some recognition of my difference; and it is only in India that I have recognized how necessary this stimulus is to me, how conditioned I have been by the multi-racial society of Trinidad and then by my life as an outsider in England. To be a member of a minority community has always seemed to me attractive. To be one of four hundred and thirty-nine million Indians is terrifying.
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