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Chapter Five: Conclusion 

Rethinking Essentialism 

 

 Naipaul’s BR is apparently not popular with many postcolonial critics. Salim’s 

zealous pursuit of the “center” and his obsession with the “ultimate essence” of his 

identity manifest the imperialist intent of BR, which incurs critics’ dissatisfaction with 

Naipaul’s celebration of “Englishness” and of “authenticity.” However, Gorra argues, 

“[P]erhaps Naipaul, however grim, comes closer than Rushdie to providing, not a 

model of the way things should be, but an account of the way they are” (172; 

emphasis added). Comparing Naipaul’s yearning for “essence” with Rushdie’s belief 

in hybridity, Gorra, unlike most critics, favors Naipaul’s “realistic” representation in 

his works. Gorra points out in what sense Naipaul’s account of migrants is more 

“realistic” than Rushdie’s:  

Rushdie’s sense of the self’s fluidity provides, perhaps, a model of the way 

we should all live; certainly its hopefulness seems preferable to Naipaul’s 

sense of an always unfulfilled longing. Yet it is finally less capacious than it 

looks. For though it does encourage an acceptance of the discontinuities that 

seem every migrant’s fate, it remains best suited for those most able to live 

with a sense of uncertainty and improvisation—for the gifted and the 

well-off, [. . .]. (172; emphasis added) 

Gorra asserts that Rushdie’s ideas of heterogeneity, hybridity, and multiplicity are not 

“capacious” enough to characterize all migrants. Only the rich can afford to live with 

those concepts since they are to “be trained so well as to make the tricks of the West 

their own” or to “withstand the transformations” in the process of accommodating 

themselves to the new environment (172). However, most migrants, according to 
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Aijaz Ahmad, “tend to be poor and experience displacement not as cultural plentitude 

but as torment [. . .]” (qtd. in Gorra 200). Rushdie’s idea of hybridity to a certain 

extent is criticized by Gorra for losing specificity and critical merit. While Rushdie 

theoretically celebrates the concepts of transnational mobility and hybridity, he fails to 

note that such celebrations are ahistorical and indistinct since not all contexts of 

dislocation but only the certain displaced individuals are marked by those concepts. 

Gorra concludes, “We still need an enabling model of the self for the mass of 

immigrants as well, for the many who in their new countries still long for singularity 

and find being anything more an unbearable strain” (172). Naipaul is seen by Gorra as 

one of the writers whose works “truthfully” reflect the lives of most displaced people. 

 Gorra’s argument is not quite convincing. In spite of his persuasive assertion that 

the concepts of hybridity, heterogeneity, and multiplicity should not be used to 

describe all the disjunctures and fractured conditions of the displaced people, his 

description of Naipaul’s sense of “authenticity” and “singularity” as “an account of 

the way they are” should be put into question (172; emphasis added). Gorra’s 

description tends to imply that “the language of origins, essences, and authenticity is 

the true language of the world” (Baucom 188). However, many critics have 

emphasized that the so-called “origins, essences, and authenticity” are not naturally 

fixed but culturally constructed through representational systems within a particular 

historical context. Rushdie’s non-essentialist perspective on identity explains that “we 

are always contingent, uncertain, multiple (Baucom 189). It is the appeal of 

essentialism that drives us, particularly the oppressed and minority groups, to lay 

claim to some essential quality. Hence, unlike Gorra’s rash association of the 

discourse of “authenticity” with the way things “are,” Baucom suggests that one 

should explore the reasons why Naipaul yearns for a lost and authentic “Englishness” 
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no matter how problematic the notion is. Gorra provides the possible reasons as 

follows:  

[I]t is the language most people enjoy speaking, the language that seduces 

people’s affections, while Rushdie’s hybridizing discourse, however 

theoretically convincing, is weaker suitor of our everyday affections; 

weaker because it demands too much of us, because it exhausts us, because 

it insists that we allow our identities always, always to be in play. Whereas, 

like Naipaul, what we frequently want to do is to rest, to delude ourselves, 

to put aside the knowledge that we, and the cultures we inhabit, are, as 

Rushdie has it, always “two, or three, or fifteen,” and to pretend for a while 

that we are “one, one, one. (189; emphasis added) 

Baucom points out that though our grasp of identity has turned from the naïve idea of 

fixed and unchangeable identity to a more complex notion of contested, indeterminate, 

and contingent ones, it is hard for most migrants to live with the lack of wholeness 

and to turn their very fractures into strength. They experience tormenting ambivalence 

about being caught by, at least, two worlds. Either to remain strong attachment to their 

homeland or to assume new solidarity in their adopted countries is the solution to their 

psychic and political dilemma. Their insistence on clinging to the tradition they have 

inherited and their assimiliationist approach show their longing for “singularity” 

rather than for “plurality.” Naipaul and his works reveal that the theoretically 

celebrated notion of the constructedness of the “authentic” does not prevent it from 

having an affective appeal. As Baucom argues, “[o]ne may disagree with Naipaul, but 

until we understand that we cannot dismiss the siren call of the authentic either with 

insults or with proofs of its fictitousness, we certainly have something to learn from 

him” (188). I prefer Baucom’s views on Naipaul and his works to Gorra’s and critics’ 
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mentioned in the first chapter. Unlike some critics’ predominant ideological emphases 

on Naipaul’s nostagia for the loss of “Englishness,” Baucom takes an alternative 

approach to Naipaul and his works, exploring the reasons why Naipaul desires to be 

that way. While Baucom attempts to draw out the insights from Naipaul’s works, he, 

unlike Gorra, whose defence of Niapual against the critics leads to Gorra’s uncritical 

analysis of Naipaul’s ideological problems, still has his reservations about “the 

language of origins, essences, and authenticity” (188). Baucom’s interpretation of 

Naipaul’s works and his life demonstrates Naipaul’s complex and ambivalent attitudes 

to himself and the world he has traveled around. 

The thesis aims to provide explanations of Salim’s and Indar’s desire for the 

concept of “singularity” without failing to offer the criticism of the very concept at the 

same time. The detailed and comprehensive analyses of BR imply contradiction and 

ambivalence on Naipaul himself.  

Salim’s obsession with “center” and his firm belief in the hierarchical binarism 

of “center” (modernity) and “margin” (archaism) have become the target of spite. 

Salim, like Father Huismans and Raymond, looks at Africa and Africans through the 

eyes of the English, in spite of the difference between Salim’s doubts whether 

Nazruddin’s life of European style in the interior of Africa would be recreatd for him 

and Father Huismans’s and Raymond’s optimist views of African future. The 

geographical center of Africa, considered by Salim as chaotic and uncivilized, can 

never be the “center” he has dreamed of since he was a child. Salim’s failure to find 

the “center” in the center of Africa leads to his departure for the “real center,” London. 

However, the London he visits is full of the colored and poor people, different from 

what he has expected to see. Those people, just like the bush in Africa, disrupt the 

imperial order Salim has felt nostalgic for since the withdrawal of the colonizers from 
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Africa. Salim looks down on them, blaming them for the loss of “Englishness.” 

Salim’s fervent belief in “center” inevitably leads to his disdain for “non-center,” 

which draws a strong condemnation from critics.  

Convincing as critics’ cutting remarks are, Salim is not born to be what Said 

terms as a “scavenger” (“Bitter” 100), unsympathetically measuring to what extent 

postcolonial societies maintain the Western values. His yearning for the “center” and 

his prejudice against the “non-center” should be understood as a result of the 

Eurocentric basis of colonial education he has received. Salim has been indoctrinated 

with the dominant narratives of imperialism, regarding England as the only ideal 

“center” he wants to be part of. Instilled with the idea of modernity, Salim treats the 

“center” as eternal, pure and superior “Englishness,” transcending any historical and 

cultural contexts. He is unaware that the concept of “Englishness” is, in fact, 

constructed by the temporal and spatial narrative within the imbricated discourses of 

imperialism. With the collapse of the Empire, the so-called “Englishness” in its pure 

state is subject to transformation in years of imposition, expropriation, and 

de-colonization and is always already syncretized and fused with other cultural 

elements. As an erstwhile subject of the British Empire, Salim does not think that 

“Englishess” is constructed. Instead, he believes that it has the essential meaning, 

making efforts to restore the loss of “Englishness” and see the “center” as his ideal 

homeland. 

 My emphasis on Salim as an ex-colonial subject is not to offer an excuse for 

Salim’s problematic idea of the “center” but to disclose the dilemma erstwhile 

subjects of colonialism may be faced with. Salim’s abhorrence of Africa, Africans and 

those migrants he sees in London results not only from his admiration for the “center” 

but also from the ex-colonial’s mentality on Salim’s part. It is the second cause that 
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complicates Naipaul’s and two protagonists’ attitudes towards post-colonial societies. 

Salim’s doubt about the future in Africa and his disdain for the mimic Africans can be 

understood as acts of self-doubt and of self-disdain since Salim has seen himself in 

them. Indar’s personal experience of his encounter with England further explicates 

how one turns to be a colonial subject. Colonial racism constructed within imperial 

discourses not only labels Indar as the other but also makes him view himself as the 

inferior other, which results in his inferiority complex and imitation of the West. He 

sees his success merely in terms of his acceptance in the “center” but finds himself 

always remaining at the “margin” of the “center.” Indar’s failure to make the “center” 

his home explains why Salim is angy at those migrants on London streets. Those 

people disturb Salim, reminding him that he, together with Indar, is like them, making 

efforts to get into the “center” but ending up at the rim of the metropolis. 

 Most critics theoretically celebrate the concept of hybridity whereas BR treats it 

as a mark of cultural fracture. Salim’s and Indar’s ancestors respectively illustrate the 

history of Indian diasporans in East Africa emerging respectively from trade and 

systems of indentured labor. Not until the creation of a new nation state on the 

territory previously colonized by the English, are Salim and Indar forced to leave. 

Their ancestors’ and Salim’s and Indar’s dislocation and relocation constitute Salim’s 

and Indar’s hybrid selves, which they are eager to get rid off. BR implies that 

“hybridity” is prone to make diasporans vulnerable since they belong to no group that 

will protect them in the midst of social and political instability. Even if they grapple to 

assume the new solidarity, their multiple belongings result in their failure to do so. In 

Africa, Salim, while dismissing Africans as “others,” is also treated as an “other” at 

the movement of African nationalism. Salim’s feelings of being an outsider intensify 

when the President confiscates his property and he is forced to leave Africa. Both 
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Indar and Salim, though greatly hoping that they can be accepted as part of the 

“center,” feel inferior and subordinate upon their arrival in England because they used 

to be its colonials. As for their ancestral homeland, they are aware that India is not 

where they can return partly because the India in their imagination is quite different 

from the one he experiences and partly because they are excluded by Indians for the 

sake of their “divided loyalties.” Unable to assume the solidarity in the world, Indar 

and Salim feel overwhelmingly homesick, lonely and insecure. As Baucom argues, 

hybridity demands too much of Salim and Indar. To overcome the sentiments that 

torture them, they are determined to abandon their hybrid selves by means of 

“trampling on the past” and to make a brand-new start. However, hybridity on the part 

of them can hardly be erased and renounced because it has been inscribed in them. 

 Salim’s efforts to maintain his privileged subject position and to keep the 

substantive and privileged “I,” discussed in the previous chapter, reinforce the 

emphasis on the affective appeal of “singularity” to diasporans. Though aware that his 

“integrated” self is not fixed and substantive but constructed and constantly 

threatened in the multiple relations to others in the process of his quest for the 

idealized self, Salim still deludes himself into the illusory image of the essential, 

superior, solid, patriarchal self, transcending historical processes. The reason is that 

essentialism offers Salim a secure sense of self when he suffers the fundamental 

contradiction in his identity specifically at the particular movement of the withdrawal 

of the Empire and the rise of African nationalism. 

BR reveals the dilemma not only ex-colonials but also post-colonial societies 

may be faced with. With the collapse of the imperial order, Africa is soon thrown back 

to the pre-colonial days when the social and political boundaries are marked by tribes. 

The three rebellions taking place in Africa reflect the tribal-oriented Africans’ 
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unwillingness to be ruled by the new state. Besides, the failure to construct “the 

Domain” is a satire on the colonials’ flawed mimicry of their colonizers, their 

pretensions to be part of the “center.” Attending a job interview with the Indian High 

Commission, Indar perceives that post-colonial India has similar problems. The 

collective sense of a nation among Indians is merely a response to the economic and 

political exploitation of India by the British Empire. With the withdrawal of the 

British Empire, Indians become mainly concerned with their petty groupings arranged 

hierarchically according to castes, clans, and religions rather than define themselves 

in terms of national affiliation. The novel discloses the post-colonial condition in 

Africa and India, both of which are unable to come to terms with the political form of 

their own nations. 

  The concepts of “mimicry” and “hybridity” characterize the situation of many 

diasporic individuals and are widely celebrated by critics whereas Naipaul’s BR 

instead reveals the appeal of essentialism to diasporans. Besides, while critics 

condemn the imperial imposition of Western values on the colonials, BR shows 

diasporans’ nostalgia for the loss of the imperial order. Uncritical as Naipaul’s BR 

may be, Naipaul, without offering any solutions, demonstrates the dilemma 

post-colonial societies and diasporans may be faced with as the colonizers withdraw 

from their colonies. 

 


