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ABSTRACT

This article examines V.S. Naipaul's A House for Mr. Biswas, focusing on the intertwined themes
of assimilation, acculturation, displacement, and desolation in the context of post-colonial
Trinidad. The novel, a poignant narrative of the protagonist Mohun Biswas, delves into the
complexities of cultural identity and the existential struggles faced by individuals navigating the
remnants of colonial rule. Mr. Biswas’s relentless quest for a house symbolizes his yearning for
stability, autonomy, and self-worth amidst the socio-cultural constraints imposed by both his
ancestral heritage and the colonial society he inhabits. The analysis highlights how Naipaul
portrays the protagonist’s efforts to reconcile his inherited Indian identity with the demands of a
dominant colonial culture, illustrating the broader challenges of cultural integration in a post-
colonial world. Furthermore, the paper explores how the novel’s depiction of Mr. Biswas’s
emotional and physical displacements reflects the broader diasporic experience, emphasizing the
pervasive sense of alienation and existential despair that characterizes his life. Through this
exploration, the article offers insights into the novel’s commentary on the enduring impacts of
colonialism on personal and collective identities, contributing to the broader discourse on post-
colonial literature.
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1. INTRODUCTION

V.S. Naipaul’s novel A House for Mr Biswas is a profound exploration of several
interrelated themes, including assimilation, acculturation, displacement, and desolation. These
themes are intricately woven into the narrative, offering a deep and nuanced understanding of the
protagonist's life and the broader socio-cultural context in which he exists. The novel follows the
life of Mohun Biswas, an Indo-Trinidadian man, who struggles to find his identity and a sense of
belonging in a post-colonial society. Through the lens of Mr. Biswas's experiences, Naipaul
examines the complexities of cultural identity, the impact of colonialism, and the existential
challenges faced by individuals caught between different worlds.

Assimilation and acculturation are central themes in A House for Mr Biswas, reflecting the
protagonist's struggle to reconcile his inherited cultural identity with the demands of a colonial
society. Mr. Biswas is a descendant of Indian indentured laborers brought to Trinidad to work on
sugar plantations. This heritage places him in a unique position, as he is neither fully integrated
into the dominant colonial culture nor entirely detached from his Indian roots. The novel vividly
portrays the challenges Mr. Biswas faces as he navigates these cultural intersections.
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The tension between maintaining traditional Indian values and adapting to the colonial
Trinidadian society is a recurring motif in the novel. Mr. Biswas's efforts to carve out his own
identity often clash with the expectations of his family and community, who adhere to the customs
and traditions of their ancestral homeland. For instance, his marriage to Shama, a woman from the
influential Tulsi family, symbolizes his entrapment in a rigid, patriarchal structure that demands
conformity. The Tulsi family, with its strict adherence to Hindu customs, represents the traditional
Indian way of life, while Mr. Biswas's desire for independence and self-expression signifies his
struggle to break free from these constraints.

Throughout the novel, Mr. Biswas attempts to assimilate into the colonial society, often
with mixed results. His various jobs, including his stint as a journalist and a civil servant, reflect
his efforts to achieve upward mobility and gain recognition in a society that marginalizes him.
However, these attempts are frequently undermined by his lack of resources, education, and social
capital. The novel poignantly captures the frustration and alienation that accompany Mr. Biswas's
efforts to assimilate, illustrating the complexities of cultural integration in a post-colonial context.

Displacement is another key theme in A House for Mr Biswas, and it manifests both
physically and emotionally throughout the novel. Mr. Biswas's life is marked by a series of
displacements, beginning with his birth in a rural village and continuing through his various
temporary residences. This sense of rootlessness underscores the broader experience of the Indo-
Trinidadian diaspora, who are caught between their ancestral homeland and their current place of
residence.

From the outset, Mr. Biswas is portrayed as a man who is constantly in search of a place
he can call his own. His childhood is characterized by instability, as he is shuffled between
different relatives after the death of his father. This early experience of displacement sets the stage
for his lifelong quest for stability and belonging. As an adult, Mr. Biswas continues to move from
one residence to another, each time hoping to find a sense of permanence that eludes him. Whether
it is the Tulsi family's overcrowded and oppressive Hanuman House or the various rented houses
he occupies, none of these places provide the security and identity he craves.

The theme of displacement is not limited to Mr. Biswas's physical movements; it also
extends to his emotional and psychological state. He is constantly at odds with the world around
him, feeling out of place in both his family and society. This emotional displacement is
compounded by the colonial context in which he lives, where the legacies of British rule create a
sense of dislocation and fragmentation among the Indo-Trinidadian population. Mr. Biswas's
struggle to find a home is, therefore, emblematic of a larger existential crisis faced by individuals
in a post-colonial society, where the search for identity and belonging is fraught with challenges.

The theme of desolation is intricately linked to Mr. Biswas’s quest for a home, which serves
as a metaphor for his desire for stability, self-worth, and identity. His persistent efforts to build
and own a house symbolize his longing for a place where he can assert his individuality and escape
the oppressive influence of the Tulsi family. However, this journey is fraught with setbacks and
disappointments, reflecting the broader existential struggles of individuals in a post-colonial
context.

Mr. Biswas’s attempts to build a house are marked by a series of failures that highlight the
precariousness of his situation. His first attempt, a poorly constructed hut, collapses due to shoddy
materials and lack of experience. This failure is symbolic of the broader challenges he faces in his
quest for independence. Each subsequent attempt to secure a home is similarly marred by financial
difficulties, familial obligations, and societal pressures. The novel captures the frustration and
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despair that accompany these setbacks, emphasizing the emotional desolation that Mr. Biswas
experiences as he strives to achieve his dream.

The desolation in the novel is not limited to Mr. Biswas’s personal struggles; it also reflects
the broader existential dilemmas of post-colonial societies. The colonial legacy has left individuals
like Mr. Biswas in a state of limbo, where they are disconnected from their ancestral roots yet
unable to fully integrate into the dominant culture. This sense of dislocation and alienation
permeates the novel, highlighting the deep-seated emotional and psychological impact of
colonialism on the lives of individuals.

2. BACKGROUND

Naipaul's 1961 novel, A House for Mr. Biswas, narrates the tragicomic journey of Mohun
Biswas, an Indian Brahmin striving to carve out a life for himself in Trinidad. Born at the
inauspicious hour of midnight in a Trinidadian village, Mr. Biswas is deemed unlucky from the
start. His early years are marked by struggles, beginning with his move to live with his sister,
Dehuti, and his mother, where he enrols in a Mission School. Although he learns much from his
teacher, Pundit Jayaram, their relationship is fleeting. Disheartened, Mr. Biswas leaves Jayaram's
tutelage and turns to his aunt, Tara, for help in securing a job and financial support.

Initially employed at a rum shop owned by his aunt’s brother-in-law, Mr. Biswas is soon
accused of stealing a dollar, leading to his dismissal. Wandering the streets, he encounters his
brother-in-law, Ramchand, who takes him in and finds him work as a sign painter. During this
time, he falls in love with Shama, whom he eventually marries. However, despite the birth of their
daughter, Savi, and later a son, Anand, the marriage remains strained. One Christmas, Mr. Biswas
gifts Savi a dollhouse, symbolising his deep-seated desire to own a home of his own.

Mr. Biswas later attempts to overcome his growing despair by moving into Hanuman
House, a place dominated by Shama's overbearing family. His stay there, however, is short-lived.
One stormy night, he suffers a nervous breakdown and is taken back to Hanuman House, where
therapy and new employment as a newspaper journalist and welfare officer give him a renewed
sense of purpose. With borrowed money from his benefactor, Ajodha, Mr. Biswas finally begins
to build a house, partially fulfilling his lifelong dream.

Yet, misfortune strikes again when mounting debts and the loss of his job plunge him back
into despair. At the age of 46, Mr. Biswas succumbs to his struggles, passing away in the very
house he had fought so hard to obtain. His life, marked by continuous setbacks since birth, was
driven by his unwavering quest for a home—a symbol of his identity and existence.

3. ASSIMILATION AND ACCULTURATION

Culture plays a crucial role in shaping the values and identity of any social group. Cultural
identity is vital for every individual as it defines who they are within the society they belong to.
V.S. Naipaul, a Trinidadian novelist of Indian origin, intricately explores the cultural complexities
and psychological struggles faced by immigrants in his works. Naipaul, deeply familiar with the
desires of colonized people for roots and identity, embeds these themes into his novels. As he
reflects, "I begin with myself, this man, this time | begin from all that and I try to investigate it, |
try to understand it. | try to arrive at some degree of self-knowledge, and it is the kind of knowledge
that cannot deny aspect of truth" (Naipaul, 1982, p.7).

Drawing from his personal experiences, Naipaul vividly portrays the enduring struggles of
Indian immigrants as they fight to preserve their indigenous identity. As Zulakha astutely observes,
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"Naipaul’s present identity is not much that of an exile, which would presume a home to be exiled
from, as a permanent alien" (Zulakha, 1989, p.69). His characters often remain outsiders, unable
to bridge the gap between themselves and the alien societies they inhabit, leaving them isolated
even within their own communities.

During the colonial era, the colonizers not only exploited the material wealth of native
people but also sought to dominate their minds. As Albert Hemi remarks,

"In order for the colonizer to be the complete master, it is not enough for him to be
so in actual fact, but he must believe in its legitimacy. For this legitimacy to be
complete, it is not enough for the colonized to be a 'slave’, he must also accept this
role” (Hemi, 1973, p.18).

In his writing, Naipaul reflects on his bitter experiences and his inability to forge a
meaningful connection with his ancestral land. For Naipaul, no culture offers him or those like him
a true sense of security. As a result, his fiction often attempts to reclaim, explain, and reconstruct
a world where displaced and marginalized individuals might find a sense of belonging.

In A House for Mr Biswas, Naipaul examines the struggle of East Indians to assert their
identity in the New World. The novel, which addresses the erosion of traditional culture within a
mixed social setting, focuses on the mindset of people living in a colonial environment. For
instance, Naipaul depicts a life that starkly contrasts with that of provincial India, as Mr Biswas
transitions from a journalist to a homeowner in the urban milieu of Port of Spain. The latter part
of the novel centres on educating his children and the challenges of maintaining Hindu culture in
the West Indies, a region where various races have been uprooted from their original societies.

The narrative of A House for Mr Biswas revolves around Mr Biswas and the Tulsi family,
who struggle to maintain their traditional Hindu values amid the influences of Western culture and
metropolitan life. The novel intricately portrays the relationship between the conservative Hindu
values represented by the Tulsi family and the Western culture embodied by the city of Port of
Spain. This relationship highlights the difficulty of preserving traditional Hindu culture in the face
of Western influence, although the culture is not entirely diminished or undermined.

The Tulsi family stands as a symbol of traditional Hindu values, with the family priest,
Hari, performing the rituals and ceremonies on every occasion. The elders in the family command
respect from the younger generation, and the authority of the two heads of the Tulsi clan is
unguestioned. Every son-in-law and daughter-in-law must adhere to the commands of Mrs Tulsi
and Seth, whose word is law in the household. Even Mrs Tulsi’s two sons are treated with
reverence due to deities. Married daughters are expected to prioritise their family’s sentiments over
those of their husbands.

The Tulsi family's traditionalism is evident in its resistance to the progressive and moderate
views of the Arya Samaj. Hanuman House, for instance, serves as a microcosm of traditional Hindu
culture. The arrival of Mr Biswas into the Tulsi family creates a disturbance because his ideas
clash with the prevailing conservatism at Hanuman House. Mr Biswas, having spent his childhood
in a more liberal environment, finds it difficult to adapt to the rigid conservatism of the joint family.
As Kenneth Ramchand observes, "... if Mr. Biswas finds his world deterrent to ambition, as well
as engulfing and repulsive, the faith in life with which his author endows him... is greater than the
fictional character’s impulse to escape" (Ramchand, 1970, p.204). Living with his mother, Bipti,
Mr Biswas is unable to cope with the conservatism of Hanuman House, especially given his
exposure to the cosmopolitan atmosphere of his primary school, where his teacher, Lai, had
converted from Hinduism to Christianity. Consequently, Mr Biswas finds himself uncomfortable
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at Hanuman House, which symbolizes conservatism, rigidity, ritual obligation, and social stability.
His rebellion can be seen as a reflection of the ongoing West Indian quest for a more balanced and
realistic social environment.

Naipaul subtly weaves the theme of assimilation throughout A House for Mr Biswas. The
novel portrays how the Western-oriented creole culture of Trinidad gradually undermines and
erodes traditional Hindu customs and beliefs. The cultural clash between Hindu traditions and
Western ideals significantly alters the mindset of Indian immigrants. This tension is evident when
the Tulsis derogatorily refer to Biswas as a "Creole," a term that carries a disparaging connotation
for an Indian in Trinidad.

Initially, Mr Biswas is accepted as a member of the Tulsi family, but over time, he is
reminded that his entry into the family was voluntary, and he is subsequently humiliated by those
in power. This reflects a colonial mindset, wherein the colonized are expected to accept the
authority of the colonizers as legitimate. Gordon Rohlehr aptly highlights the colonial authenticity
embedded within the Tulsi family dynamic:

There is something archetypal in the organization of Hanuman House. Mr. Tulsi is
a powerful mother-figure, and rules through an understanding of the psychology
of slavery. Mrs. Tulsi, good colonizer as she is, justifies her exploitation with the
explanation that she is really doing her subjects good. Her argument is that which
ex-colonial peoples most bitterly resent. and also the one which gives them pause.
(Gordon, 1977, P. 87-88)

The Tulsi household embodies the pervasive themes of marginalization and mistreatment.
Within its confines, individuality is stifled, leaving no space for personal expression. However,
Mr Biswas remains resolute in his struggle against cultural oppression, determined to assert his
identity. He stands as a figure who relentlessly battles to establish a sense of self.

The societal structure and values upheld at Hanuman House are ultimately dismantled by
the forces of Westernization and urbanization, both of which are fuelled by the internal human
psyche. A striking example of this occurs towards the end of the novel when Mrs Tulsi herself
decides to relocate from Arwacas to Shorthills, recognizing the limitations of the traditional home
in the face of modernity. The blow to traditional Hindu culture is most evident when Mr Biswas,
as one of Mrs Tulsi's sons-in-law, openly challenges the family's practices and beliefs. He refuses
to adhere to the hierarchical system within the family, mocking the younger Tulsi children by
referring to them as gods. His sense of superiority is rooted in his intellectual pursuits, particularly
his readings of great thinkers like Marcus Aurelius, Epictetus, and Samuel Smiles. With his vague
ambitions for a different kind of life, Mr Biswas enjoys a degree of independence by rejecting
traditional customs. This scenario highlights how the presence of in-laws within a household can
foster cultural conflicts and disorder. As Warner Lewis observes:

As head of the class in Trinidad, he (Mr Tulsi) provides, after the settle 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 wives who should have populated the house,
but Pt. Tulsi and his wife apparently have more daughters than sons, and the
daughters were either older or less educated than the sons they married earlier.
Furthermore, nearly all the Tulsi money and prestige, who were glad for a space at
Hanuman House. (Warner, 1977, P. 94)
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This complex resistance continues not just from his affection for freedom and
from his confidence in his own independence, yet in addition generally from what he has
retained from the Western culture through his initial encounters at school and somewhere
else. He, when all is said and done, turns into a delegate of the Western culture affected by
which he makes an attack upon the old Hindu culture as addressed by Tulsi. The impact of
the Western culture of Mr. Biswas can be perceived throughout the novel.

When Biswas leaves his position at the colonial hospital and opens a private
practice in San Fernando, his assimilation into Trinidadian society is complete. Mrs.
Tulsi's death isn't stated directly, but it may be inferred from the narrator’s statements about
Shama'’s sisters attending Biswas's burial in the epilogue:

The cremation, one of the few permitted by the Health Department, was
conducted on the banks of a muddy stream and attracted spectators of various
races. Afterwards, the sisters returned to their respective homes and Shama
and the children went back in the prefect to the empty house. (Naipaul, 1961,
P. 633)

Mrs Tulsi’s death seems to have been a catalyst for the relocation. In contrast, Mr Biswas’s
death is treated with less emphasis. What is highlighted instead is that Biswas passed away having
achieved a sense of contentment; he managed to claim a piece of land as his own, leaving behind
a mark of his existence. His success is reflected in the dignified manner of his death.

In the novel's first part, East Indian culture profoundly influences all events, with a detailed
portrayal of Biswas’s birth and youth. The traditional Hindu way of life is depicted through the
customs, rites, and rituals of the people. East Indians, who have remained largely insulated from
other cultures, have managed to recreate a miniature India in Trinidad. This insularity is clearly
demonstrated in their use of Hindi; for example, during Raghu’s funeral, Tara translates the
English spoken by the photographer into Hindi. Despite the East Indians' insularity in Trinidad,
the intrusion of other cultural traditions is evident, particularly in the Hindu practice of cremating
the dead. As Naipaul observes:

They had no pleasures, no cinema shows, no walks, no games even, for the land
around the house still smelled of snakes. The nights seemed longer and blacker.
The girls stayed close to Shama, as though frightened to be by themselves; and in
her shanty kitchen, Shama sang sad Hindi songs. (Naipaul, 1961, P. 424)

It clearly demonstrates the detachment maintained by Indians from other communities on
the island. The photograph-taking scene underscores the cultural conflicts and processes of
acculturation as the grief-stricken family follows the photographer’s instructions. This moment
highlights the collapse of established relationships and the way Raghu’s death accelerates the
deterioration of familial bonds. Alec, Mr. Biswas’s Portuguese schoolmate, illustrates cultural
insularity; despite their long friendship, neither visited the other's home, reflecting the persistence
of cultural boundaries within a multicultural society striving to maintain its own identity.

In Naipaul’s fiction, cultural conflict arises from the interplay of diverse cultures, the
impacts of imperialism, and the challenges of new environments. Naipaul’s depiction of culture
often leaves little space for traditional rites and rituals, as formal structures undermine
opportunities for genuine self-expression. His protagonists frequently appear as opposed to
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ritualistic practices. Pt. Jairam is another character who embodies this cultural confusion, as

Naipaul describes:
He believed in God, fervently but claimed it was not necessary for a Hindu to do
s0. He attacked the custom some families had of putting up a flag after a religious
ceremony; but his own front garden was a veritable grove of bamboo poles with
red and white pennants in varying stages of decay. He ate no meat but spoke
against vegetarianism: when Lord Rama went hunting, did they think it was just
for the sport? (Naipaul, 1961, P. 49)

Mr. Biswas’s aversion to all forms of religion is evident in his observation: “the smell of
brass and stale sandalwood paste displeased him; it was a smell he was to recognize later in all
temples, mosques, and churches, and it was always disagreeable” (Naipaul, 1961, p. 53). This
sentiment can be understood in the context of living in a multicultural society, where one might
increasingly reject traditional values.

Tara’s brother-in-law, Bhandat, loses his standing in East Indian society due to his
relationship with a concubine of a different race. Despite their insularity, East Indians recognize
the necessity of adapting to survive. They engage in cultural practices of others, as exemplified by
the Christmas celebration, which symbolizes the fusion of cultures. This event serves as both a
form of relaxation and enjoyment and a forced cultural observance imposed by colonizers on the
colonized.

The Tulsis celebrated Christmas in their store and, with equal irreligiosity, in their
home. It was purely Tulsi festival. All the sons-in-law, and even Seth, were
expelled from Hanuman House and returned to their own families. Even Miss
Blackie went to her own family. (Naipaul, 1961, P. 198)

The Tulsi family's decision to send their children to a Catholic school exemplifies their
adoption of colonial culture. Similarly, the marriage between Mr. Biswas and Shama, which takes
place at the Registrar’s office rather than a traditional Hindu ceremony, represents another instance
of cultural transformation.

Naipaul clearly perceives the flaws within his society and, even as a child, he was aware
of the Arya Samaj, whom he references and admires for their critique of certain Hindu practices.
This critique is articulated through Biswas’s perspective in the novel: “He was speaking of the
Protestant Hindu missionaries who had come from India and were preaching that caste was
unimportant, that Hinduism should accept converts, that idols should be abolished, that women
should be educated, preaching against all the doctrines the orthodox Tulsis held dear” (Naipaul,
1961, p. 117). This highlights the deficiencies of Hinduism in Trinidad.

Yet, the younger generation of East Indians fully embraces the pluralistic culture, often
abandoning traditional, conservative norms. Jagdat's marriage to a Spanish woman is an example
of cultural blending. Similarly, Ramchand and Dehuti adapt to their new life, and Shekhar, the
eldest Tulsi son, marries a Presbyterian woman, with society accepting these new relationships.

As the Tulsi family transitions from a rural setting to an urban environment, their cultural
practices begin to erode, and familial relationships lose their depth. The absence of the protective
insularity of Hanuman House leads to further cultural degradation. The death of Pundit Hari
exacerbates the situation. Mrs. Tulsi, feeling disillusioned, turns to Roman Catholicism for solace,
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which is evident when she begins integrating Catholic practices into her life—such as sending
Sushila to burn candles in the Catholic Church, placing a cross in her room, and cleaning Pundit
Tulsi’s tomb for All Saints’ Day. The sudden economic growth driven by American presence leads
to visible success for some, like Govind and Mr. Tuttle, but also widens social gaps and fosters
class division. This illustrates how colonial education systems drive cultural assimilation and
societal fragmentation. As Maureen Warner-Lewis observes:
“One of the principal reasons for the disintegrative effect of formal education on
tradition is that the subjects treated in the system are European. She also points out
that there is a separation between the school’s imposed ideals and the actual, local
reality” (Lewis, 1977, p. 98).

Mr. Biswas’s desire to own a house with a grove contrasts starkly with the harsh reality of
the island. His life reflects an attempt to adapt to the imitative lifestyle of the colonizers. At the
provincial Mission School, Biswas learns many things foreign to him, including a deliberate
omission of Trinidad’s history.

The blending of cultures and interactions between different races have a significant impact
on the characters in the novel. They begin to see themselves in contrast with others and appreciate
the uniqueness of their own culture. Their identity emerges from the degradation of the traditional
Hindu social system. Champa Rao Mohan aptly affirms this observation:

....the self evolves into a new entity which is more viable to the new environment.
Biswas must be short of his cultural identity and completely depersonalized before
he can evolve into a new entity Biswas reaches the ‘hero state of his cultural
identity.” When in spite of being a Brahmin by caste he is sent to Shudra World of
the Chase to work as a laborer. “The cultural void that he experiences leads to his
nervous breakdown”. However, this resting preparer Biswas to face the changing
environment, where it is no longer possible to remain tethered to traditional caste
roles. (Mohan, 2004, P. 73)

One of the central themes in V.S. Naipaul’s A House for Mr. Biswas is the conflict between
cultures. This theme is vividly explored throughout the novel, especially in the latter sections,
where Mr. Biswas’s struggles with integrating into the Tulsi family—a symbol of traditional Hindu
culture—come to the forefront. The interactions with the broader society lead to a gradual erosion
of the traditional customs upheld within the Tulsi household.

The Tulsis embody the traditional Hindu culture that Pundit Tulsi and other Indian settlers
brought with them to Trinidad. Mrs. Tulsi views herself as the guardian of this culture, diligently
performing daily pujas and rituals under the supervision of the family’s regular pundit, Hari. The
family's unity in preserving these customs is formidable.

However, as the Tulsis come into contact with Western society, their traditional values
begin to wane. Mrs. Tulsi’s decision to send her two sons to a Roman Catholic school marks a
significant shift. The boys adopt Christian symbols, and Shekhar marries a Christian woman.
Owad pursues medical studies in England, further distancing himself from Hindu practices. This
deviation from traditional Hindu etiquette is compounded by other family members’ embrace of
Western culture. Govind disconnects from the family to become a cab driver, while W.C. Tuttle
moves out of the household, and Owad returns from England thoroughly westernized. These
changes underscore how cultural tensions and foreign influences lead to the disintegration of the
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once-unified family.

The arrival of Mr. Biswas, with his modern perspective, catalyzes a partial reform of the
traditionalism and conservatism of the Tulsi household. His presence introduces a modern outlook
that challenges the entrenched customs. The clash between Trinidadian and Western cultures
becomes evident as the influence of the Western-oriented Creole culture grows. The collision of
Indian settlers' beliefs with colonial culture results in a significant weakening of traditional Hindu
practices, which struggle to withstand the pressures from within the family.

Modernization further manifests in the shift from joint family structures to nuclear families,
the replacement of Hindi with English, and the adoption of Western symbols of status such as cars
and side tables. Popular culture now includes dining out and drinking Coca-Cola, with seaside
vacations and interactions with white Europeans becoming commonplace. These changes reflect
the complete uprooting of Trinidad’s ancient cultural roots, illustrating the profound impact of
Westernization on traditional values.

4. DISPLACEMENT AND DESOLATION

In post-colonial literature, the concept of ‘displacement’ is central, highlighting the
experiences of individuals who are uprooted from their native lands and relocated to new
environments. This sense of displacement often leads to feelings of alienation and otherness in the
host countries. As Leela Gandhi notes, “diaspora evokes the specific traumas of human
displacement crisis” (Gandhi, 1998, p. 131).

Elbaki Hermassi further elucidates this experience: “Displaced from their real homes and
transported to distant lands, they experience a totally ‘negative sense of place.” They are unable to
possess in the spiritual sense of the land they have in the physical sense” (Hermassi, 1980, p. 157).
This sense of detachment is vividly illustrated in V.S. Naipaul’s work, reflecting his own spiritual
and cultural dislocation. Naipaul, originally from Trinidad and later a resident of London, feels a
profound sense of alienation in both settings. Despite residing in London for three decades, he
continues to feel distanced from its social and cultural milieu. As Joshi articulates, “I am a refugee
in the sense that I am always peripheral. One’s concerns are not the concerns of local people”
(Joshi, 1994, p. 10).

Naipaul’s novels often explore the impact of societal chaos on individuals, particularly
focusing on the alienation that arises from striving for recognition and success in a postcolonial
context. This perpetual sense of failure and discontent is a recurring theme.

In A House for Mr. Biswas, Naipaul portrays the dislocation of Indian immigrants in the
Caribbean during the colonial period. These immigrants, initially brought over as contract laborers,
struggle with the unfamiliarity of their new surroundings, experiencing deep feelings of
displacement and isolation. Through the protagonist’s quest for belonging and identity, Naipaul
reflects his own sense of rootlessness.

The novel A House for Mr. Biswas intricately explores the life of Mr. Biswas and his
family's struggle to establish their identities in the face of pervasive displacement and socio-
cultural challenges.

Mr. Biswas's life is marked by a series of misfortunes and dislocations from an early age.
His birth is considered inauspicious, and a prophecy condemns him to a life of failure and
misfortune. This early curse sets the stage for his subsequent struggles, as his family is dispersed
following his father's death. His mother and two elder brothers are forced to live with relatives,
while his sister is taken in by Tara and Ajodha, leaving Mr. Biswas to navigate a series of difficult
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situations on his own.

His early education is interrupted, and he is indentured to a pundit, only to be dismissed
shortly after. This initial phase of his life is characterized by instability and hardship, further
exacerbated when he is placed under the care of his brother Bhandat, whose alcoholism and
violence contribute to Mr. Biswas's sense of alienation and failure.

These early experiences reflect broader themes of displacement and identity in the novel.
Mr. Biswas's life trajectory—from a troubled childhood to a struggle for personal and social
recognition—nhighlights his ongoing quest for stability and self-worth amidst a backdrop of
colonial and familial constraints. The novel captures the profound impact of these early
experiences on his later life, illustrating the complex interplay of personal destiny and external
forces in shaping one's identity.

In A House for Mr. Biswas, V.S. Naipaul vividly illustrates Mr. Biswas’s struggle for
autonomy and identity amidst a life marked by displacement and dependency. Mr. Biswas’s early
attempts to establish himself reflect his determination and desire to break free from the constraints
imposed upon him, but his efforts are continuously undermined by external and internal obstacles.

Initially, Mr. Biswas tries to pursue a career as a Hindu priest, following Tara’s direction.
However, his inability to conform to this path leads him to quit in shame and work for Tara’s
brother-in-law, whose alcoholism adds another layer of adversity. The wrongful conviction of theft
further compounds his troubles, and despite his attempts to work with a former school friend in
the sign-writing business, his situation remains precarious.

The turning point in Mr. Biswas’s life is his forced marriage to Shama, Mrs. Tulsi’s
daughter, which exemplifies the rigid caste expectations and lack of agency he faces. Without
dowry or personal status, Mr. Biswas is relegated to laboring on the Tulsi family’s farm, mirroring
his lack of social mobility and autonomy. His rebellion against these constraints highlights his
persistent struggle for self-assertion.

Naipaul’s portrayal of Mr. Biswas’s experiences mirrors his own sense of exile and dislocation.
The protagonist’s battle against the forces that suppress his individuality reflects Naipaul’s broader
themes of displacement and cultural estrangement. Through Mr. Biswas’s life, Naipaul explores
the impact of colonial and familial constraints on personal identity, illustrating a profound struggle
for self-realization within a confining environment.

In A House for Mr. Biswas, Mr. Biswas’s life is a poignant exploration of marginalization
and the quest for identity within a restrictive socio-cultural framework. Naipaul presents Mr.
Biswas as a character who is continuously searching for his place in the world, striving to find
stability and self-definition amidst a life marked by displacement and social constraints.

From the outset, Mr. Biswas is depicted as an outsider, struggling to carve out an identity
in the confined environment of Trinidad. His journey from rural settings to the urban landscape of
Port of Spain symbolizes his broader quest for personal significance and belonging. Despite his
efforts to establish a firm footing, Mr. Biswas remains entangled in the socio-cultural and
economic limitations imposed by his circumstances.

His attempts to find his roots are thwarted by a combination of personal and systemic
obstacles. Moving from a rural background to the bustling town does not lead to the fulfilment he
seeks; instead, he finds himself perpetually at the margins of society, unable to fully integrate or
assert his individuality. Naipaul contrasts Mr. Biswas's struggle with other narratives of identity,
highlighting how his protagonist operates within a world that is both innovative and restrictive,
where traditional structures and modern aspirations collide.
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Mr. Biswas’s battle with poverty is further complicated by his familial legacy of
homelessness. This inherited struggle adds depth to his personal fight for stability, reflecting a
cycle of socio-economic disadvantage that he is desperate to overcome. His life becomes a
testament to the broader themes of poverty, marginalization, and the elusive search for self-worth,
set against the backdrop of colonial and post-colonial Trinidad.

Naipaul’s portrayal of Mr. Biswas thus serves as a critique of the socio-cultural forces that
perpetuate marginalization and an exploration of the difficulties faced by individuals trying to
assert their identities in a complex and often oppressive environment. At the outset of A House for
Mr. Biswas, the inner battle of the protagonist, Mr. Biswas, is poignantly portrayed through his
immediate struggles with financial instability and a sense of powerlessness:

“ ... Biswas was forty-six and had four children. He had no money. His wife
Shama had no money. On the house in Sikkim Street Mr. Biswas owed, to
and had been owing for four years three thousand dollars. The interest on
this, at eight percent, came to twenty dollars a month; the ground rent was
ten dollars.” (Naipaul, 1961, P. 1)

Mr. Biswas's journey in A House for Mr. Biswas is marked by his struggle to realize his
true identity amidst the disorienting forces of exile and socio-cultural change. Despite his efforts
to break free from the confines of traditional Indian biases and the rigid caste system, he
continually grapples with a deep sense of absurdity that undermines his pursuit of authenticity.
This inner conflict is poignantly reflected in his self-perception:

“He didn't feel like a small man, but the clothes which hung so despairingly
from the rail on the mud wall were definitely the clothes of a small man,
comic, make believe clothes.” (Naipaul, 1961, P.150)

This quote encapsulates Mr. Biswas's internal dissonance—he perceives himself as
someone of worth and potential, yet the circumstances and symbols of his life, like the ill-fitting
clothes, reduce him to insignificance, making him feel insincere and inadequate.

In the end, Mr. Biswas comes to a sobering realization: his life is not governed by his
aspirations or intentions, but rather by the fragmented and often chaotic events that shape his
existence. This recognition forces him to confront the fact that, despite his struggles, he is simply
an ordinary person trying to navigate the complexities of a world that often feels beyond his
control. This understanding of his own limitations and the randomness of life underscores the
novel’s exploration of identity, displacement, and the human condition.

Mr. Biswas's relentless struggle to free himself from the pervasive sense of homelessness
is central to his narrative. Despite his efforts to resist the oppressive and absurd dynamics of the
Hanuman House, he is beset by significant mental stress. The Tulsis' overwhelming authority
exacerbates his feelings of powerlessness, leaving him deeply afflicted by the need to rediscover
his true self—a self that has become increasingly obscured and fragmented in the process of his
entanglement with the Hanuman household.

This loss of selfhood manifests in his persistent failure to achieve any real sense of
fulfilment. Mr. Biswas's quest for a permanent home, both literal and metaphorical, is a symbol of
his underlying unease and his struggle to establish a stable identity in a world that continually
marginalizes and alienates him. His sense of disconnection and exclusion from the social and
cultural fabric around him highlights his inability to find a meaningful way to live, further
deepening his existential crisis.

Ultimately, Mr. Biswas's journey reflects the broader themes of displacement, identity, and
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the search for belonging in a post-colonial world, where the quest for self-realization is fraught
with obstacles and contradictions. His experience underscores the profound difficulties faced by
individuals in navigating the complexities of cultural dislocation and the search for personal and
social identity.

Mr. Biswas’s feelings of detachment and alienation are deeply rooted in his unsatisfactory
role as a Business Manager within the Tulsi family. His lack of familial ties to the Tulsis
exacerbates his sense of isolation, making him feel like an outsider in the Hanuman House, a space
that epitomizes the traditional prejudices of East Indian society. Biswas's status as a labourer
without land or lineage leaves him feeling like a man without a place, neither belonging to the
Tulsi family nor to the broader Trinidadian society.

The conflict between Biswas and the Tulsis embodies the tension between his desires and
his needs. He leads a dual existence—one defined by the constraints of his current life, and another
shaped by his aspirations. His yearning for a house of his own represents his desire for a space
where he can truly be himself, free from the suffocating influence of the Tulsi family. In the
broader context of Trinidadian society, Biswas feels perpetually out of place and struggles to
dissociate himself from the hereditary status of indentured labourer that haunts him.

Despite his ambitions, Biswas's life at Green Vale only deepens his sense of displacement.
Although he gains a sense of independence and importance, his time at Green Vale is marred by
physical and emotional discomfort. Even when provided with spacious accommodations at The
Chase, he feels trapped in the room he shares with his family, underscoring his inability to escape
the confines of his circumstances. His desire to build a house becomes a symbol of his longing for
recognition and self-identity, particularly in the eyes of his son, Anand. This reflects the broader
mindset of displaced people, who seek not just physical space but also a sense of belonging and
identity.

Biswas’s time at The Chase offers no reprieve from his sense of homelessness. His hopes
that this new environment would help him find his identity are dashed as the feeling of alienation
overwhelms him. His deepest fears of absurdity and nothingness resurface, reinforcing the notion
that a home is more than just a physical space—it is a crucial symbol of identity for displaced
individuals, especially those with Indian roots in a colonial setting.

During his time at The Chase, Biswas continues to struggle with his profound sense of
homelessness. Despite his efforts to establish a sense of stability and identity, he remains engulfed
by feelings of alienation and displacement. Champs Rao Mohan says, “Biswas' fear and
uncertainty have to be understood in psychic terms. His fears are the fears of man who has yet to
find his place in an environment that disdains him” (Mohan, 2004, P. 64). Mr. Biswas believes
that living at The Chase would help him find his own identity, but the persistent feeling of
alienation overwhelms him. Despite his hopes, he remains unable to identify his true self, and his
expectations are shattered. At The Chase, he faces the same sense of dislocation and identity crisis
that has plagued him throughout his life, illustrating the inescapable nature of his existential
struggle.

Biswas comes to believe that owning a home would provide him with both identity and
security. His early years with the Tulsis reveal his immaturity and rebelliousness as he struggles
to take control of his life. However, he soon realizes that true independence requires more than
just physical liberation; it also demands personal growth and integrity. His journey through various
living spaces metaphorically reflects his emotional and psychological growth—or lack thereof.
Each place he inhabits marks a stage in his ongoing struggle to find a sense of self in a world that
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consistently denies him belonging.
He wanted wooden walls, all tongue - and- groove. He wanted a galvanized iron
roof and a wooden ceiling. He would walk up concrete steps into a small verandah;
through doors with coloured pares into a small drawing room; from there in a small
bedroom, then another small verandah the house would stands on tall concrete
pillars so that he would get two floors instead of one and they would be left open
for future development (Naipaul, 1961, P.207).

Mr. Biswas’s stay at Hanuman House with his wife Shama and their four children drives
him to build a house of his own. Fueled by a desire to escape the oppressive environment of
Hanuman House and gain a sense of personal identity, he invests his savings into constructing a
home. However, this new house, far from being the dream home he envisioned, fails to provide
the relief or recognition he desperately seeks. The sense of displacement that has haunted him
persists, and the new house falls short of offering him the individual identity he craves. This
outcome is poignantly symbolized by the doll’s house presented to his daughter, Savi, on her
birthday, which Shama is forced to destroy to appease the Tulsis. Just as the doll’s house is a
fragile and temporary symbol of happiness, so too is Mr. Biswas's real house, which cannot
withstand the pressures of his life.

The collapse of Mr. Biswas’s house during a heavy rainstorm marks a critical point in his
life, mirroring the deterioration of his mental state. The destruction of his home underscores the
idea that a house is not merely a physical shelter but also a symbol of tradition, culture, and
identity. As Kumar Parag notes, “A house is not just a matter of getting a shelter from heat, cold,
or rain. In fact, it is both an imposition of order and a carving-out of authentic selfhood within the
heterogeneous and fragmented society of Trinidad” (Parag, 2008, p. 135).

Despite his efforts, Mr. Biswas continues to feel displaced and lost in his quest for a
permanent place. His sense of incompleteness is symbolically revealed through the shattered
remnants of his house. His earlier attempt to build a modest hut in Green Vale, which was later
burned down by laborers, foreshadows his ongoing struggle and the futility of his efforts. Naipaul
portrays Mr. Biswas’s life as one of constant chaos and instability, where each attempt to assert
his identity is met with failure and disillusionment.

The impact of these experiences on Mr. Biswas’s psyche is profound. The narrator captures
his deep sense of despair and hopelessness, particularly during moments of crisis, such as the death
of his mother, Bipti. As Mr. Biswas reflects on his life during her wake, existential questions about
his purpose and place in the world surface, further highlighting his inner turmoil. Naipaul’s
observation of “the boy leaning against an earth house that had no reason for being there, under
the dark falling sky, a boy who didn’t know where the road”|(Naipaul, 1961, p. 190) encapsulates
Mr. Biswas's profound sense of being adrift in a world where he struggles to find meaning and
belonging. This powerful imagery underscores the central theme of displacement and the elusive
quest for identity that defines Mr. Biswas’s life.

He was oppressed by a sense of loss, not of present loss, but of something
missed in the past. He would have liked to be alone, to commune with this
feeling. But time was short, and always there was the sight of Shama and the
children, alien growths, alien affections, which fed on him and called him away
from that part of him which yet remained purely himself that part which had to
long been submerged and was now to disappear (Naipaul, 1961, P. 473).
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When Mr. Biswas relocates to Port of Spain, the narrative undergoes a significant shift,
marking a pivotal moment in his quest for identity. Port of Spain, the capital city of Trinidad,
symbolises a place where he can finally begin to establish the identity he has long sought. This
move coincides with the disbandment of the Tulsi family, as many of its members relocate to
a new estate closer to the city. These events, which represent a transition from rural life to
urban existence, reflect not only the disintegration of Hindu culture and tradition but also the
alienation of its adherents in a rapidly modernising society.

In Port of Spain, Mr. Biswas continues to grapple with the tension between his Indian
heritage and the Western values of the city. This struggle is emblematic of the broader theme of
cultural dislocation that Naipaul explores throughout the novel. Despite the challenges he faces,
Mr. Biswas finds a small measure of solace in a particular instrument, which symbolises his
attempt to reconcile these conflicting aspects of his identity. V.S. Naipaul, the author, shares this
paradoxical journey of finding comfort in a world that often seems hostile to one's roots.

The novel's characters, including Mr. Biswas, are often isolated from the traditional Hindu
society in Trinidad, leading to inner conflicts and personal battles for recognition and
independence. Mr. Biswas is largely indifferent to the Tulsis' way of life, which is steeped in East
Indian customs. The experience of deracination and dislocation in Trinidad, along with the absence
of a cohesive national community, forms the central backdrop of the novel. Both Mr. Biswas and
Naipaul are engaged in a search for a place to call home, where they can connect with their true
selves.

A recurring motif in the novel is Mr. Biswas's vision of a child standing outside a house at
twilight, which he first notices while working as a conductor on one of Ajodha’s buses. This vision
symbolises his deep-seated desire for a permanent home, representing his longing for stability and
security. His repeated failures in this quest are closely tied to his enduring sense of displacement
and desolation. Mr. Biswas’s trauma resonates with the reader as it captures the existential plight
of modern man. As critic Walsh points out, “the novel makes us community and to all of us...not
simply because of general a particular context, but because all of us in Trinidad and everywhere
else are indeed dying in mortgaged houses, mortgaged bodies, mortgaged minds and feelings”
(Walsh, 1970, P. 71).

Theoretical perspectives, such as those of Homi Bhabha, offer further insight into Mr.
Biswas’s experience. Bhabha suggests that it is crucial to critically examine the concept of 'home'
for migrants, as their relationship to home is often disrupted by memories of displacement. He
argues that “a continent in-between space that innovates and interrupts the performance of the
present. The past-present becomes part of the necessity, not the nostalgia, of living” (Bhabha,
1994, P. 107). In Mr. Biswas’s life, the house becomes a significant symbol of the collision
between fantasy and reality, serving as a vessel for his deepest desires. His longing for a home
reflects his quest for identity, mirroring his inner turmoil.

5. CONCLUSION

V.S. Naipaul’s A House for Mr Biswas offers a rich and complex exploration of themes
that are central to understanding the human condition in a post-colonial world. Through the
character of Mr. Biswas, Naipaul delves into the challenges of assimilation and acculturation, the
pervasive sense of displacement, and the profound desolation that accompanies the search for
identity and belonging. The novel serves as a poignant commentary on the struggles of individuals
caught between different cultures, traditions, and expectations, and it remains a powerful reflection
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on the enduring impact of colonialism on personal and collective identities.

REFERENCES

Primary Source

Naipaul, V.S. A House for Mr Biswas. Penguin Books, 1961.

Secondary Sources

Bhabha, H. K. (1994). The location of culture. Routledge.

Gandhi, L. (1998). Postcolonial theory: A critical introduction. Oxford University Press.

Hemi, A. (1973). Character and rebellion in A House for Mr Biswas. In R. D. Hamner (Ed.),
Critical perspectives on V.S. Naipaul. Heinemann.

Hermassi, E. (1980). The third world reassessed. University of California Press.

Joshi, C. B. (1994). V.S. Naipaul: The voice of exile. Sterling Publishers.

Lewis, M. W. (1977). Cultural confrontation, disintegration, and syncretism in A House for Mr
Biswas. In R. Hamner (Ed.), Critical perspectives on V.S. Naipaul. Heinemann.

Mohan, C. R. (2004). Postcolonial situation in the novels of VV.S. Naipaul. Atlantic.

Naipaul, V. S. (1982). Introduction. In East Indians in the Caribbean: Colonialism and the struggle
for identity. Krause International.

Parag, K. (2008). Identity crisis in V.S. Naipaul's A House for Mr Biswas. In K. W. Shands (Ed.),
Neither East nor West: Postcolonial essays on literature, culture, and religion. Sddertérns
hogskola.

Ramchand, K. (1970). The West Indian novel and its background. Faber and Faber.

Rohlehr, G. (1977). Character and rebellion in A House for Mr Biswas. In R. D. Hamner (Ed.),
Critical perspectives on V.S. Naipaul. Three Continent Press.

Walsh, W. (1970). V.S. Naipaul: A manifold voice. Chatto and Windus.

Zulakha, D. H. (1989). V.S. Naipaul and the West Indies. American University Studies Series.
Peter Lang.

http://ijehss.com/ Page 15




	2. Background
	3. Assimilation and Acculturation
	4. Displacement and Desolation
	5. Conclusion

