III BA – Commonwealth Literature: Unit II 
An Area of Darkness

V. S. Naipaul (1932) is an Indo-Caribbean writer with British citizenship. He is known for his famous novels namely, The Mystic Masseur (1955) and A House for Mr. Biswas (1961). He was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 2001. In 1962, Naipaul travelled to India, the land of his ancestors. He wrote An Area of Darkness while in India and published it in 1964. This book is the first in the trilogy with India: A Wounded Civilization and India: A Million Mutinies Now following. The book was banned in India for Naipaul’s extreme pessimism.


An Area of Darkness covers Naipaul’s travels through Bombay, Kashmir, Madras and the Himalayas. The novelist criticizes the government, politicians who offer nothing but speeches and holy men who cheat people. Naipaul attacks the caste system, poverty, superstition and miracles. The entire book is a collection of 12 prose pieces ranging from the remote hills of the Himalayas to the temples of Madras. Chapter 10 is titled “Emergency”; it is a satire on how Indians deal with emergency situations. 

The chapter begins with Indians panicking over the Chinese invasion of 1962. The Chinese had invaded Tibet and occupied Ladakh. Everyone was reading newspapers and listening to radio stations that exaggerated the invasion. Naipaul openly attacks the Indian nature of preferring neutrality in the line “India did not qualify for modern warfare”. India remained a colony even after the British left. Her politicians produced nothing but speeches. The government collected taxes and cheated the people just like the British. But the people forgot about it after a week. They went to dinner parties and chatted with neighbours. They even believed that forgetting to recite mantras had led to the war. 

Naipaul narrates how the audience dozed during theosophical lectures about Annie Besant. He hates the streets filled with beggars especially during Deepavali. He goes on to satirize the teachings of Sir Aurobindo. He had warned Jawaharlal Nehru about “the expansionist designs of a yellow race” but nobody listened. The Holy Mother was a Frenchwoman who maintained the Aurobindo Ashram in Pondicherry. Her teachings of the Supramental were of no use to a land filled with beggars. Naipaul believes that pictures of Aurobindo and the Mother with lights around their faces were shown to trick people into donating money. 

Americans hated India. Naipaul had an American neighbour who had come to India to learn Indian culture. But the land and the people did not accept him. Meanwhile, soldiers went to and fro throughout the land. They cut off sugarcane from a farm but when the angry farmer arrived, they simply bribed him. Naipaul hated the idea of going to Calcutta because of the cholera epidemic in that region. But once he entered the city, he was thrilled to see that it resembled London. He “did not want India to sink; the mere thought was painful.” He was disgusted to see mice in the hotels and beggars in the streets. The Bengalis believed that the Chinese had occupied India forever. Rumours were spreading that the Madrasis were learning Chinese. Tibetan refugees were thronging the streets. Hotels were deserted. The people prepared themselves for the worst.

The Ganges was another horrible sight. Funeral pyres were burning while other corpses lay about in colourful shrouds. The banks of the river were full of flowers. Pandits cheated people and priests cursed those who refused them alms. While Naipaul was roaming in Calcutta, the Chinese declared peace and promised to withdraw. However, corrupt politicians still made use of this opportunity to plunder money from the people. The Commissioner of Bengal is one such person who promised many things but did not fulfill any.

The Commissioner’s daughter was at school in England. She thought that the Indians were unclean and did not wear shoes. So the Commissioner donated shoes and soap to people who needed food. He was given garlands wherever he went. People gave money to fight the Chinese. When they did not, the Commissioner won them over by speaking about the Chinese. He made the Hindus angry by saying that the Chinese ate beef. For Muslims, he talked about them eating pork. He said the Chinese were dirty people who at dogs, snakes, rats and cats. Finally, he invoked the Goddess of destruction, to which all people responded. 

Sometimes the poor people came to the Commissioner with complaints. Once, a man came to him about his land being grabbed by someone else. But the Commissioner simply ignored the matter and turned to listen to the singers. A school teacher read a poem about peace and ahimsa as possible solutions. The Commissioner was irritated and scolded the teacher ahimsa would not protect his family from being killed by the Chinese. Similar politicians were cheating the people while the Chinese retreated from the land. The Emergency was over but corruption was not. 

Chapter 11 titled “The Village of Dubes” is on Naipaul’s travel to his ancestral village in Uttar Pradesh. After the Emergency was over, Naipaul hired a jeep to take him to remote villages. An IAS student agreed to be his guide and translator. The land was flat and the sky was dull. All the houses and people were covered in dust. Peasants roamed about with no food and no money. There were two spires in the distance. These were the spires of the shrines raised by Naipaul’s grandfather who had lived in that village many years ago.

The Village of Dubes was a Brahmin village. It was very different from the other villages. There was a mango grove and an artificial pond. All the houses were constructed with bricks. The women wore white and walked about unveiled. The villagers regarded Naipaul with respect and fear. They went to the house of Ramachandra, the priest who maintained the shrines. But Ramachandra was out and his wife wept at Naipaul’s feet. An old woman named Jussodra told tales of his grandfather migrating to Trinidad, working at a sugar factory and starting a sugarcane business. Another businessman offered him three acres of land and his daughter’s hand in marriage. Grandfather made a lot of money and reclaimed his ancestral land. Ramachandra was in charge of everything. Naipaul refused to eat and drink anything for fear of diseases. He left after offering Jussodra some money for scripture reading.


The next day, Ramachandra came to visit Naipaul at his hotel. He had walked all day and searched for the writer. Naipaul is given a bit of rice from his grandfather’s land and some offerings from the shrine. He went back to the village but was disgusted when Ramachandra asked for money to till nineteen acres of his grandfather’s land. Naipaul rudely comes back vowing never to set foot in his ancestral land again.

An Area of Darkness is a satire on everything Indian. The land is one of darkness: “It remained the land of my childhood, an area of darkness like the Himalayan passes, it was closing up again…” No matter how hard he tried, his Western upbringing could not penetrate the Indian characteristics of myth and miracle. 
