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Module No. ENG-M.A.-305 (OLD) (New Literatures)-UNIT III

V.S. Naipaul: A House for Mr. Biswas (305/unit 3)


An Introduction to V. S. Naipaul’s A House for Mr. Biswas


Introduction  
London based Trinidadian-Tobagonian writer of Indian descent V. S. Naipaul (c.1932-2018), son of Seepersad, a financially disadvantaged indentured second generation Indian in Trinidad, and Dropatie, a lady of the illustrious Capildeo family, based his Nobel prize winning frequently anthologized  novel,  A House for Mr. Biswas (1961) on the life of his father, a self–taught writer among other things. Though the major characters in the novel are of Indian descent and are modelled on the lives of the Hindus, the novel is expressive of modern man’s quest for anchorage in a ceaselessly fluid hybridized existence. 
Objectives
The unit will enable the readers to-
· Identify the influences that go into the making of  Naipaul’s  A House for Mr. Biswas
· Appreciate the major issues in A House for Mr. Biswas 
· Assess the importance of a Nobel Prize winning canonical work.

1.3 Context 
Though set in Trinidad, the proper context of the novel is the colonial history (15th to 19th centuries) of indentured labourers who were brought to the Caribbean islands from different parts of the world.  A sense of strong ties to the ancestral past, a salient feature of Caribbean literature as whole,  is operative in the novel. This ‘connection’, combined with the tales of survival, exile, resistance, endurance, and emigration is in the genesis of A House for Mr Biswas. The early Trinidad novels of V. S. Naipaul (Miguel Street, The Mystic Masseur and The Suffrage of Elvira) heralded the approach of works of more absorbing interest. The Mimic Men  is critical of the inauthenticity of modern Trinidadians in the postcolonial set up. Ironic as his tone is, Naipaul, nevertheless, delights in his early characters, appreciating their impostures as historically inevitable. A House for Mr Biswas and Mr Stone and the Knights Companion, Naipaul's ‘English’ novels, reflect a variation in Naipaul's view of mimicry expressed in his earlier works. 
1.1 Plot outline 
Apart from the Prologue and the Epilogue the novel comprises thirteen chapters divided into two Parts. 
1.1.1 Prologue
The novel begins with Mohun Biswas, forty six years old journalist living at Sikkim Street, St. James, who was fired from his position at the Trinidad Sentinel ten weeks before he died. He and his wife, Shama, have four children. Despite the immense debt he owes, Mr. Biswas takes great pleasure in the fact that he owns his own house, though Shama did not agree with the decision to buy the house. However, when Mr. Biswas returns from the hospital for the final time, he is overcome by the fact that his house and all of his possessions are all part of a world that he somehow made.

Part One
The six chapters in Part One trace the life of the protagonist from his birth to his wandering away towards Port of Spain after the complete destruction of his house.

1.1.3 Pastoral
Second generation descendants of indentured labourers of Indian origin residing in Trinidad, Raghu and Bipti quarrel over their baby, not yet born. Bipti decides to go to her mother for the birth of her fourth child, Mohun Biswas. Learning from the Pundit that the new-born Mohun is an ‘inauspicious’ child, Raghu, reconciled with Bipti now, refuses to go to work on any mornings after hearing his son’s ‘unlucky sneezing’. One day, while watching the fish in the stream, Mr. Biswas loses track of a neighbour’s calf he was asked to tend. Everyone thinks Mr. Biswas and the calf are drowned in the buffalo pond. Raghu dives and while he was under water, others hear an ominous ‘sneeze’ and see Mr. Biswas standing on the bank! Amidst growing apprehensions, a villager jumps into the pond to bring up Raghu, who is unconscious and dies in the grass beside the pond. 

1.1.4 Before the Tulsis
Forced to leave her ‘house’ owing to pressure from the natives around, Bipti sends her elder sons, Pratap and Prasad to stay with her relatives from their paternal side. Bipti, Dehuti, and Mohun reside with Tara, Bipti’s sister and her husband, Ajodha, a rich businessman. As a student, Mohun learns a number of speeches in English and other subjects. Young Mohun decides to look for a job. It is at this time that he befriends Alec who invites him to work with him as a sign painter.

1.1.5 The Tulsis
A sign painting assignment takes Mohun to the Tulsis’ shop in the town of Arwacas. Mrs. Tulsi and her brother-in-law Seth, now the owners of the Tulsi estate, hire Mr. Biswas to paint. Seeing Shama, Mrs Tulsi’s young daughter, Mohun passes a note to her, which accidentally falls into Mrs Tulsi’s hand and the note is interpreted as a marriage proposal. Trapped into marriage, the couple stays in the big Hanuman House much to Mohun’s growing discontent. Residents at the Hanuman House brand Mohun a ‘trouble maker’. For Mohun, the House comes to signify a decadent old order where he, a modern man, is ‘trapped’. After many a fight and scuffle, Muhun and Shama, now pregnant, are  given control of an old shop in a village called The Chase. It is essentially located in the midst of nowhere and the prospects for making a profit at the new location are very low. Still, Mr. Biswas considers it a triumph. The thought that he and Shama are ‘free’ gives him relief.

1.1.6 The Chase
After the ‘blessing’ of the ‘new house’ at The Chase which ends in a fiasco owing to confrontation between Mohun and the teeming ‘guests’ from his in-law’s house, Mr. Biswas is visited by Moti, on whose suggestion, Mohun pays the lawyer a lot of money to retrieve debts from Munghroo and others, only to realize later that the whole thing was a hoax. After yet another quarrel, Shama returns to Hanuman House for the birth of their third child. At this point, he realizes the shop in The Chase will never succeed. Mr. Biswas is instructed by Seth to apprise the police of his conflict with Mungroo, and then burn down the shop as a part of their futile strategy for retrieving money. 

1.1.7 Green Vale
Mr. Biswas gets to work as an overseer of sugarcane workers in Green Vale, where he engages George Maclean, a carpenter, to build him the house he has always wanted. As the construction of the house, which Mr. Biswas has planned meticulously, proceeds, Mr. Biswas leaves the rundown barracks house to live in the almost-completed house. At this time, he begins to raise a puppy he calls Tarzan to help guard him against the sugarcane labourers who act hostilely towards him. One day, they discover that the villagers have killed Tarzan—and then a violent storm partially destroys the house of Mr. Biswas much to his heart-break. 

1.1.8 A Departure
After the storm, Mr. Biswas and Anand, both injured, are brought to Hanuman House. Mr. Biswas—though not exactly insane, as the Tulsi family had heard—has been deeply traumatized by the experience. However, Mr. Biswas resolves to seek happiness from the present moment on.  He leaves Hanuman House on a whim and gets onto a bus bound for Port of Spain.
Part Two 
The next seven chapters follow Mr Biswas at Port of Spain where he finally buys a ready-made house. 
1.1.9 Amazing Scenes
He stays with Dehuti and her low-caste husband Ramchand for a time and enjoys the tumult of the city. Desperate for a job, he walks into the offices of the Trinidad Sentinel, the newspaper where his friend Misir works, and begins his life afresh as a reporter. Aspiring to become a writer, he buys a typewriter. The Scarlet Pimpernel contest, advertised through the Sentinel makes Mr. Biswas famous.  Hearing of his success and his job in the city, Mrs. Tulsi invites the Biswas family to move in with her and her son Owad in a house she owns in Port of Spain, an offer Mohun, now relatively ‘successful’, accepts. Mohun’s new job wins him respect from Shekhar, his brother in law among others.  

1.1.10 The New Regime
After Owad's departure for studies abroad, Mrs. Tulsi returns to Hanuman House. The Biswas family is left in Port of Spain. The Biswases  feel less welcome at Hanuman House when they visit for Christmas, an occasion of growing significance now in the islands.  The old order of the Tulsi family begins the change under the impact of colonial modernity. Seth and Mrs Tulsi are now wide apart. The chapter concludes when Seth shows up unexpectedly at the house in Port of Spain and destroys Mr. Biswas's ‘garden’ in order to build ‘a shed’ to park his trucks. Mr. Biswas is unpleasantly reminded of the fact that, not he, but rather the Tulsi family owns the house.

1.1.11 The Shorthills Adventure
There is rift between Seth and the rest of the family. Mrs. Tulsi and the rest of the family relocate to an estate in the country at Shorthills where life is full of problems. World War II has broken out, leading to rationing and most vehicles being used for the war effort. Mr. Biswas becomes even further alienated from his children since they leave for school very early and return very late at night. However, things come to a head when Shama's sister Chinta accuses Mr. Biswas of stealing $80 from her, and Mr Biswas once again bitterly realizes that he cannot live under the same roof as the Tulsis. He builds his own small house on the estate, separate from the Tulsis. Unfortunately, during a controlled fire to clear brush, Mr. Biswas sets a fire that gets out of control and this forces his family to evacuate back to the main house from the fire-ravaged house at Shorthills. 

1.1. 12 Among the Readers and Learners
Things are changing on the island in the light of World War II and the presence of an American military base in the town. This leads the Biswases, the Tuttles, Chinta and Govind and their children, and a widow named Basdai to move back to Mrs. Tulsi's house in Port of Spain. Basdai runs a boarding house for children from Shorthills.  She is very strict with her charges and flogs them saying "Read! Learn! Learn! Read!". Mr. Biswas humorously refers to these aspiring students as "the readers and learners." Things at the house in Port of Spain are little better as Mr. Biswas strikes up some semblance of a friendship with Mr. Tuttle, who like Mr. Biswas also felt he had "fallen among barbarians" by marrying into the Tulsi family. However, Mr. Biswas learns of the death of his mother Bipti but does not get the chance to properly mourn.
1.1.13 The Void
Myna, Mr. Biswas’s daughter, fails to win a scholarship.  Mr. Biswas now pays attention to his son's career to the point that he loses ambitions for himself and feels himself falling into a "void." However, after accepting the job offered by Ms. Logie as a Community Welfare Officer, Mr. Biswas is given the option to purchase a car at a low interest rate. Anand gets his bicycle. Eventually, it is time for Owad to return from his studies abroad, and Mrs. Tulsi promptly kicks Mr. Biswas out in order to prepare the house and make room for Owad's return.  At the end of the chapter, Mr. Biswas remarks on how his children have grown up and on how he has "missed their childhoods." Left in the void, he calculates the money he has accrued to buy his ‘own’ house.

1.1.14 The Revolution
As the time of Owad's return from England approaches, the jubilation at his reception is such that even Seth, who has not spoken to the family in a long time, feels somewhat reconciled. The children and the wives all listen enthusiastically to Owad's tales of his service as a doctor in the Second World War. Mr. Biswas, annoyed by the noise in the crowded house thinks of ways to raise money and negotiate down the price so he can afford to buy the potential house without going into too much debt. He ends up making a down payment on it. Shama , guessing the crippling effect the debt will have on their lives, is opposed to the idea of house of their own and lets the Tulsis know about her husband’s yet another ‘revolution’.  The Tulsi family stops entertaining fantasies of  "revolution."

1.1.15 The House
The Biswases finally move into their ‘home’ which has more problems than they initially realized. Mr. Biswas learns from a neighbour that he overpaid for the ‘home’. Still, he is proud of the ‘home’, and when the Tuttles come to visit, they are impressed with the house. Furthermore, the children are happy there, and it truly becomes their ‘home’, more so than any of the other places in which the family has lived. At the close of the chapter, Mr. Biswas discovers that the fence was constructed too far inside the property line, and he reclaims part of the land. Finally, Mr. Biswas and his family find their ‘roots’ in the building and the ‘peace’ of settling down to a place.

1.1.16 Epilogue
Many changes come over the extended Biswas and Tulsi families—and over Trinidad as a whole. Owad ends up marrying a cousin of Dorothy's, whom Dorothy introduced to him. Mr. Biswas quits his government job and goes back to the Sentinel, but one day, he collapses with a heart problem.  As he recovers at home, he is sacked. Suddenly, he dies, and Shama's many sisters come to the house to pay their respects to Mr Biswas.

1.2 Key concerns
A House for Mr. Biswas (1961), a Nobel Prize winning novel and one of the most anthologized novels in literature, is famous for its compelling scrutiny of the presence of ‘suppressed histories’ and for its remarkably perceptive narrative. It vividly depicts man’s perennial longing for home and centre. The novels of Naipaul deal with plurality and diversity of ways in which dispossessed individuals live, narrate and strive to make sense of their lives. A House for Mr. Biswas deals with Mr Biswas’s search for identity in the multi-racial society of Trinidad and the disintegration of the Tulsi family under the impact of westernization amidst postcolonial realities. Mohun Biswas who seeks for a house of his own in Trinidad is any modern man searching for moorings in a fast changing hostile world. The novel is concerned with cultural conflict, assimilation and negotiation. The story of the Tulsi household is the story of the consolidation of Indian diaspora in Trinidad, its confrontation with Western culture and its final disintegration. The novel shows the dilution of Hinduism in the Ajodha and Tulsi family as a result of its ‘contact’ with the surrounding Creole society which imitates the Western life style, follows Christianity and speaks English. In the novel, Hanuman House stands as a symbol of the old Hindu culture which is fated to crumble.  

1.3 Hybridity in A House for Mr Biswas
[bookmark: _GoBack]V.S. Naipaul’s fiction deals with cultural negotiation resulting from multicultural mixing of migrants in changed geographical and cultural space. Thus, the ‘diasporic condition’ of the novel is embedded in cultural interface–a phenomenon that invariably leads to hybridity. No one today is culturally pure (Ashcroft et al).  Hence, the concept of hybridity occupies a central place in postcolonial discourse. Homi K Bhabha posits in The Location of Culture (1994) ‘inter’ and ‘in-between’ spaces in which the Anglicised native is trained to behave like a mimic man as he is never fully and truly white. Mimicry is a kind of flawed colonial mimesis.  Some of these aspects of hybridity are evident in A House for Mr Biswas.   
A House for Mr. Biswas is the story of three generations of Indian people living in the Creole society of Trinidad. The three generations in the novel undergo cultural changes through the process of creolization, acculturation, and interculturation which have tremendous impact on their identity.  According to Rosemary Pitt in A House for Mr. Biswas Hindu culture undergoes the process of creolisation and the accompanying changes in attitude. The changes born out of ‘contact’ are psychological, spiritual, religious and linguistic. Most of the characters in his novels inhabit the hybrid spaces of in-betweenness. As in all Naipaul’s other works, so also in  A House for Mr Biswas space and identity are projected as malleable categories that  undergo constant processes of revision, redefinition and change. The failure of the dispossessed individuals to retain the ‘purity’ of the cultural heritages of their ancestors gradually leads to their adoption of hybrid identities. For example, the Tulsi family, coming under western influences, begins to lose its Hindu cultural purity. For every puja Mrs. Tulsi tried a different pundit, since no pundit could please her except Hari. She sent Sushila to burn candles in the Roman Catholic church; she put a crucifix in her room; and she had Pundit Tulsi's grave cleaned for All Saints’ Day. Thus, Naipaul presents the picture of hybridization and the disintegration of the orthodox Hindu rites and rituals. The younger Tulsi son, Owad worships the Hindu deities though he wears crucifix. McLeod  says that the nature and extent of hybridity consequent upon first generation displacement will not be the same in case of the next generations whose  sense of alienation will be less intense. Govind’s wife Chinta uses Hindu incantations along with “a candle in one hand and a crucifix in the other” to find out who has stolen eighty dollars from her room. We see how Shekhar, Mrs Tulsi’s son, mixes Hindu customs with that of Christianity. The newly emerging society has become indifferent to the customs of their ancestors as they try to mimic the lifestyle of the westerners, with which they have become acquainted recently. The traditions of the Indians undergo changes in the face of modernization and “their customs and ceremonies remain quaint and even exotic”. Set in Trinidad, a multilingual ‘contact zone’ of the Caribbean races, the European races, and the Hindu races,  the novel  is replete with examples of linguistic code-mixing  and code-switching. For example, Mr. Biswas, born to a Hindi-speaking family begins to use English mixed with Hindi in public. Tara, Mr. Biswas's aunt, speaks in mixed English with the photographer in his father's funeral as English is becoming the prevalent English in Trinidad. “How are you, Mai?” is an example of code mixing. Seth speaks in Hindi but when he tells Mr. Biswas that Mrs. Tulsi wants to see him he switches over to English -  "The old lady want to see you before you go." Thus, the novel exemplifies the dynamic and fluid nature of social spaces by depicting such spaces as constantly being negotiated and hybridized. 
1.4 Self- assessment 
Try to answer the following long-answer type questions with close reference to the text – 
· Discuss how V. S. Naipaul in A House for Mr Biswas scrutinizes ‘suppressed histories’. 
· Write an essay on the narrative technique adopted by V. S. Naipaul in   A House for Mr Biswas
· “A House for Mr Biswas depicts man’s perennial longing for home and centre”- Discuss
· Discuss the process of disintegration of the Tulsi family in A House for Mr Biswas. 
· Trace the elements of hybridity in A House for Mr Biswas. 
