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LIBERAL IDEAS

IS NAIPAUL GUILTY?

V. S. NAIPAUL has seldom been
out of the news. In the West,
notably in England where he has
made his home, the media have
in recent years accorded him a
coverage that has been the envy
of most expatriate writers. Lite-
rary commentators on both sides
of the Atlantic have been watch-
ing every move of his with an
avidity that has far surpassed the
normal, and not without reason.

In india, too, Naipaul has com-
manded considerable media atten-
tion, though of an entirely differ-
ent kind. Here in the land of his
ancestors, the predominant reac-
tion that his writings and pro-
nouncements have evoked has
been one of shocked outrage. It
is difficult to imagine any contem-
porary writer (with the possible
exception of Nirad Chaudhuri)
who has been showered with
greater abuse, scorn and contempt
by the Indian literary establish-
ment than Naipaul.

All for the wrong reasons,
though. Take the recent rash of
vituperative articles that have sur-
faced in our popular press follow-
ing Naipaul’s remarks on India in
his BBC interview with Bernard
Levin. Dripping as much with
self-righteousness as with venom,
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eacin of these articles contains an
elaborate, often tortuously con-
trived critique of Naipaul’s “flawed
psyche” his “pathological” aver-
sion to third world cultures, his
“obsession” with “abstracted, sani-
tized Brahminic purity”, and so
on. But, by a curious coincidence,
none of these brilliant pieces of
passionate prose—not one of them,
it is worth repeating—contains as
much as a shred of evidence to
disprove the essential validity of
Naipaul’s hypothesis.

Which is hardly surprising. For,
though the highly subjective realm
of Naipaul’s perception could be
the subject of endless debate, his
fidelity to facts is wholly beyond
question. Can even the most bitter
critic of Naipaul deny, for exam-
ple, that graciousness, civility and
generosity of spirit (among other
qualities) are at a heavy discount
in Indian society today? Or—at a
more mundane level—that Indians,
by and large, have not exactly
beeit known f~r their commitment
to or insistence on basic cleanii-
ness and hygiene?

The truth, alas, has proved so
uncomfortable to the purveyors of
self-delusion in our media that
whenever Naipaul has taken upon
himself the painful task of draw-

ing attention to it, he has been
greeted with increasingly intempe-
rate attacks of the most nauseat-
ing kind. More often than not,
the hysteria is accompanied by
pseudo-psychological  explanations
on the factors that have allegedly
contributed to shaping the tone
and tenor of his work. One critic
referred knowledgeably, for in-
stance, to “the genetic stigma of
being a descendent of an inden-
tured labourer”, while another
pointed out “the suppurating psy-
chological wounds inflicted by
colonialism” on Naipaul as being
responsible for his largely unflat-
tering views on modern India.

All of which leads one to won-
der if it is not sheer envy that
lies at the root of our literary
establishment’s antipathy to Nai-
paul. Disinterested appreciation of
genius, to adapt the words of
Swift, is hardly a quality to be
expected of these little men; but is
it so difficult for the rest of us,
educated Indians, to realise that,
by his periodic castigations of our
many shortcomings and lapses,
Naipaul is merely imploring us to
turn the searchlight inwards, and
in doing so rendering a signal ser-
vice for which he deserves our
everlasting gratitude, not censure?
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