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Bbstract

V. S. Naipaul’s A House for Mr. Biswas traces the Sisyphean struggle of its main protagonist,
Mohun Biswas, whose life remains a lifelong pursuit of home and individual identity that
becomes an emblem of existential futility and diasporic rootlessness. Mohun Biswas was
born into a poor family in an environment of perpetual displacement. His peripatetic life also
sheds light on Trinidad’s colonial society, where many indentured laborers and their
offspring are struggling with socio-economic precarity, struggle for survival, and cultural
liminality. Mohun’s relentless efforts to carve out a personal space—both literally and
metaphorically—are thwarted by his poverty, unemployment, and Tulsi household. From his
birth, Mohun’s life remains a constant struggle due to the breech delivery, six fingers and
birth at an ill-timed moment. Biswas is marked by an inescapable sense of alienation,
exacerbated by his forced dependence on the Tulsis, whose domineering environment
deprives him of his true self. All his attempts to own a house, whether through precarious
employment, misguided investments, loan, or temporary lodgings, narrate the ephemerality of
his true belonging. His final acquisition of a dilapidated house, though seemingly a victory,
remains tinged with irony—an assertion of independence achieved at the cost of relentless
struggle and physical decline. Through this character, Naipaul crafts the harrowing
experiences of immigrants on a foreign land. The novel delineates, through this tragicomic
character, how unstable life remains for an immigrant on a foreign land. Mohun Biswas has
to remain at the mercy of the Tulsi household and he keeps quarrelling with the members of
the Tulsi family. This paper is an attempt to shed light on Mohun’s struggle, his dreams, and
his Sisyphean pursuit to own his house and create his own identity, in order to show the Tulsi
family members that he is not dependent on them.
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Indian Diaspora Literature encompasses themes such as exile, cultural hybridity,
nostalgia, placelessness, rootlessness, hybridity, liminality, East-West encounter,
assimilation, alienation, and acculturation, which depict the shocking experiences of
immigrants when they move to a foreign land in pursuit of their dreams. Several literary
stalwarts fall under the category of Indian diasporic writers, including Jhumpa Lahiri, Bharati
Mukherjee, Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni, Kamala Markandaya, Kiran Desai, Anita Desai,
Vikram Seth, V.S. Naipaul, Salman Rushdie, and many more. The canon is greatly enriched
by many writers who have transformed the literary landscape through their works. Amitav
Ghosh’s transnational sagas traverse history and memory; Bharati Mukherjee examines
immigrant anxieties and identity transformation through her diasporic novels; Sunetra
Gupta’s poetic prose deals with the theme of love, displacement, and epistemic solitude; and
M.G. Vassanji’s novels delineate the fragmented identities of the Indian immigrants in
Africa. Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni also deftly portrays the immigrant predicament through
themes of longing, belonging, and cultural osmosis, while Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of
Loss vividly encapsulates the postcolonial melancholy afflicting immigrants and their
descendants through two characters Biju and Jhemubhai Patel.

Beyond these widely recognized writers, several other authors have made substantial
contributions to this literary corpus. Rohinton Mistry, with novels such as A Fine Balance
and Such a Long Journey, crafts his novels imbued with socio-political and historical
turbulence. Anita Rau Badami’s Tamarind Mem and Can You Hear the Nightbird Call?
explore intergenerational conflicts and diasporic struggles of the characters. Shauna Singh
Baldwin and Rishi Reddi also project thrilling portrayals of the complexities of South Asian
immigrant life, particularly in North America. Vikram Seth’s Two Lives provides a deeply
personal and historical exploration of transnational existence. Meena Alexander’s poetry and
prose vividly capture the melancholic undertones of longing and alienation. Akhil Sharma’s
Family Life presents a stark, semi-autobiographical depiction of the immigrant condition.

In this category, Vidiadhar Surajprasad Naipaul, a pioneer Trinidad-born novelist,
essayist, short story writer, and travel writer, has established his identity as a unique diaspora
writer. He is the only diaspora writer who was conferred with the Nobel Prize in Literature in
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2001. He has profoundly enriched English literature with a prolific repertoire spanning
fiction, non-fiction, and short stories. He has written more than thirty books across five
decades of her writing career. He was born on 17 August 1932 in Chaguanas, Trinidad and
Tobago. In fact, he descended from Indian indentured labourers who migrated from Benares
(Varanasi), Uttar Pradesh, to toil on Trinidad’s sugar plantations. His literary corpus includes
The Mystic Masseur (1957), The Suffrage of Elvira (1958), Miguel Street (1959), A House for
Mr. Biswas (1961), The Mimic Men (1967), A Bend in the River (1979), Half a Life (2001),
and its sequel, Magic Seeds (2004). His body of work also encompasses short stories,
travelogues, and historical narratives, with his final publication being The Masque of Africa
(2010).

Rooted in three distinct geographies—his birthplace, his adopted homeland, and
his ancestors’ native place—Naipaul remains perpetually unmoored, an outsider in
every terrain he inhabits. His oeuvre, marked by its incisive yet contentious storylines,
has often drawn critical ire for its unsparing commentary on India and Trinidad alike.

Naipaul has been greatly influenced by his father, Seepersad Naipaul and due to
his influence; her has such strong literary repertoire. His novel A House for Mr. Biswas,
earned him the Nobel Prize. It can be called a semi-autobiographical novel and it sheds light on
the life of his father. The protagonist, Mohun Biswas, is an alter ego of Naipaul’s father,
while Anand, Mohun’s son, mirrors Naipaul himself. The novel delineates the
tribulations of Mohun Biswas as he oscillates between his wife Shama’s household and
his own ephemeral dream of owning his house. His lifelong struggle for self and idenity,
symbolized by his quest for a house, forms the crux of the novel, rendering it a profound
exploration of existential longing and personal emancipation. Ashok Kumar writes,
“Mohun Biswas, the main male character of V.S. Naipaul’s Nobel Prize winning novel A
House for Mr Biswas deals with his quest for identity whose life since his birth becomes
problematic” (15).

A House for Mr. Biswas brilliantly encapsulates Mohun Biswas'’s lifelong search
for his stability, identity, and success—the themes set in motion from his very birth. The
opening of the novel projects a turbulent domestic scene, with a quarrel between his
parents, Raghu and Bipti, prompting his mother to seek refuge at her maternal home,
where she gives birth to Mohun. His inauspicious entry into the world—marked by an
anomalous six-fingered hand—immediately brands him an ill-fated child. Even the
midwife remarks: “But what sort of boy? Six-fingered and born in a wrong way” (11).
His grandmother, Bissoondaye, also laments at his birth, proclaiming: “I knew it. There
is no luck for me.” (12).

When the family consults Pundit Sitaram regarding the child’s fate, his prognosis
is grim. He foretells Mohun's disastrous proclivities: “The boy will be a lecher and a
spendthrift. Possibly a liar as well.” (12). He further cautions that the child’s polydactyly
is an ominous sign, advising his family to keep him away from trees and water: “That’s a
shocking sign, of course. The only thing I can advise is to keep him away from trees and
water, particularly water” (12). This premonition cements Mohun'’s status as an ill-
starred child, his mere sneeze is also regarded as an augury of misfortune: “They never
forgot that he was an unlucky child and that his sneeze was particularly unlucky.” (16).
Even his father, Raghu, is much disturbed to see the misfortunes of the family. Raghu
gets injured the same day Mohun sneezes. He resignedly curses him: “This boy will
make us paupers” (17).
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As Mohun gets adolescence, his misfortune also follows him. Tasked with tending
Dhari’s cow, he inadvertently loses it one day while he was seeing the river. Fearing
rebukes or retribution, he absconds and hides in his own home. His father, presuming
the worst that his son has drowned, plunges into a pond in a desperate search, and in
the futile effort to find his son, ultimately drowns. Raghu'’s death plunges the family into
destitution, compelling Bipti to sell their meagre hut and land to Dhari. Homeless and
adrift, Mohun'’s fate is sealed as a perpetual wanderer: “And so Mr. Biswas came to leave
the only house to which he has some right. For the next thirty-five years he was to be a
wanderer with no place he could call his own” (38).

Mr. Biswas' misfortunes continue unabated when his land is surreptitiously sold
to Dhari at a paltry sum, only for the plot to later reveal itself as an oil-rich tract. This
unforeseen loss exacerbates the family's already wobbly condition. The family
splinters—his sister, Dehuti, becomes a maid-servant in her aunt, Tara’s house, while
Mr. Biswas and his mother are relegated to a decrepit hut. In pursuit of a livelihood, he
enrols in Lal’s school but is soon sent to Pundit Jairam so that he may become a pundit.
Under Jairam’s tutelage, he imbibes the rudiments of Hindi and sacred scriptures.
However, an unfortunate nocturnal mishap seals his fate. After eating stolen bananas he
develops constipation and due to the natural call at night, he desecrates Jairam'’s
revered oleander tree by his stool wrapped in handkerchief he throws from the
window. The repercussions are swift and unforgiving, as Jairam, consumed by ire,
expels him, proclaiming:

[ was talking the other day to Sitaram, who had read your horoscope. You killed

your father. I'm not going to let you destroy me. Sitaram particularly warned me

to keep you away from trees. Go on, pack your bundle. (55)

Mr. Biswas attempts to carve a niche for himself as a sign painter. Fate leads him
to Hanuman House in Arwacas, where he is directed to paint signs for the Tulsi store.
There, he catches sight of a sixteen-year-old girl, Shama. Though of unremarkable stature,
she possesses delicate features and an alluring smile that captivates Mohun. Naipaul writes,
“... he was enchanted by her smile.” (82). In a bid to express his burgeoning affection, he
surreptitiously passes her a love note inscribed with: “I love you and I want to talk to you”
(85). However, destiny intervenes badly as the note lands in the hands of Mrs. Tulsi.
Summoned before the matriarch and her formidable brother-in-law, Seth, Mr. Biswas is
cornered into an admission. Under duress, he acquiesces, prompting Mrs. Tulsi and Seth to
seal the arrangement:

‘What is the matter? You don’t like the child?’

‘Yes’, Mr. Biswas said helplessly, ‘I like the child.’

‘That is the main thing’, Seth said, ‘We don’t want to force you to do anything. Are

we forcing you?” (91)

She deems his Brahmin lineage a fitting match for her family, and thus, the marriage is
swiftly orchestrated. Mr. Biswas envisages a lucrative dowry and a life of comfort.
Enamoured by the ostensible prosperity of the Tulsis, he even contemplates forsaking sign
painting altogether, “Good family, you know. Money. Acres and Acres of land. No more sign
painting for me. Rich people you know. Big house!” (93). His delusions, however, shatter
when the nuptials transpire in the austere confines of a courthouse, devoid of any cash and
dowry. To compound his disillusionment, he is denied remuneration for his work at the Tulsi
store. Mr. Biswas finds that other sons-in-law are also living in the Tusli household and they
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were for Mrs. Tulsi. He finds that “Their names were forgotten; they became Tulsis” (98).
Dr. Amar Nath Prasad writes, “In the house men were needed for two reasons—husbands for
Tulsi’s daughters as well as laborers for Tulsi’s estate” (05). He is also told to work for Mrs
Tulsi but he says, “Give up sign painting? And my independence. No boy. My motto is;
paddle your own canoe” (108).

Marginalised within the Tulsi enclave, Mr. Biswas assumes the role of an interloper
rather than an esteemed member. He falters in his role as a husband—his obstinacy,
capriciousness, and credulity stymie his marital harmony. His initial motives for marrying
Shama—financial security and social ascendancy—prove to be a mirage. Instead, he finds
himself ensnared within a stifling ecosystem that annihilates individuality, as Cudjoe astutely
articulates: “Mr. Biswas entered the world of Tulsis unaware that his romantic ego would be
crushed by a hierarchical order that did not allow for the expression of the individuality.”
(Cudjoe 54).

Mr. Biswas is a man of indomitable self-regard who staunchly refuses to capitulate to
the domineering Tulsi family. He hates the idea of subsisting under their patronage and
vehemently resists becoming subservient to their whims. His defiance is evident when Shama
informs him that Uncle Seth wishes to see him, to which he retorts, “I ain’t got a damned
thing. But | not going down to see Uncle. I not at his beck and call, like everybody else in the
house” (109). Fawzia Mustafa also opines about this novel, “A House for Mr. Biswas (1961)
explores the matrilineal and matrilineal tensions within the kinship system on the cusp of
change...” (32).

His relationship with the Tulsi household is fraught with irreverence and discord. He
scorns Mrs. Tulsi as “an old hen”, derides Mr. Seth as “a bull”, and dismisses Shama’s
younger brothers as “two little monkeys”. His disdain culminates in his characterization of
Hanuman House as a veritable menagerie: “Eh, monkey, bull, cow, hen. The place is like a
blasted zoo, man” (123). His aversion to the familial structure of the Tulsis is underscored
when he mocks their sense of unity, exclaiming, “Family, Family? This blasted fowlrun, you
calling family?” (106). He abuses Mrs. Tulsi also saying, Ro-man Cat-o-lic! Roman Cat, the
bitch” (120).

Despite his truculence, Mr. Biswas attempts to rally his brothers-in-law to his cause,
seeking allies in his defiance. His disillusionment deepens when he perceives the Tulsi
family's deviation from Brahminical orthodoxy, particularly in their rearing of his children on
a non-vegetarian diet. Offended by this perceived sacrilege, he retaliates with a brazen act—
deliberately gargling and attempting to spit water onto Shama’s brother, Owad. Though he
misses, he jeers, “O God! You luck little monkey” (136). This incident provokes Govind,
another son-in-law, who metes out a savage beating. Consequently, Mr. Seth expels him from
Hanuman House, admonishing:

I don’t think we could stand you here any longer. You want to paddle your own

canoe. All right, go ahead and paddle... This was a nice united family before you

come. You better go away before you do any more mischief and | have to lay my

hand on you. (144)

Upon leaving, he refrains from disclosing his marriage to his family, merely
informing his mother of a temporary sojourn for work. Seeking solace, he takes refuge at
Aunt Tara’s house. However, at her behest, he grudgingly returns to Hanuman House, only to
find his absence had elicited no reaction. His presence is met with indifference, with even
Shama sardonically remarking that he must have returned out of sheer tiredness from crab-
catching. This stark realization unsettles him—his existence is inconsequential within the

Vol. 10 Issue b (December 2024) Editor-in-Chief: Dr. Bijender Singh

77



The Expression: An International Multidisciplinary e-Journal

(A Peer Reviewed and Indexed Journal with Impact Factor 6.4)
www.expressionjournal.com ISSN: 2395-4132

Tulsi domain, a mere appendage in a rigidly structured hierarchy. The yearning for self-
assertion grows insistent, and the aspiration to build a home of his own crystallises in his
consciousness, as Ghosh astutely observes: “The protagonist’s feeling for his own house is
similar to that of a soldier who has won a long and difficult war” (Ghosh 584).

Banished, Mr. Biswas relocates to The Chase with Shama, yet domestic harmony
remains intangible. Their marriage is punctuated by relentless quarrels, as Shama remains
steadfastly loyal to the Tulsis, while Mr. Biswas harbours an entrenched enmity with them.
He discerns their matrimonial philosophy with acerbic precision: “I tell you what your
philosophy is. Catch him. Marry him. Throw him in a coal barrel. That is the philosophy of
your family. Catch him and throw him in a coal barrel” (546).

Thus, Mr. Biswas' life becomes a ceaseless struggle—adrift, transient, and perennially
in search of solidity. He is condemned to a cycle of impermanence, flitting from one
inadequate dwelling to another until he finally buys his own home. This milestone marks a
subtle yet profound transformation in Shama, who begins to evince co-operation, recognizing
the importance of their conjugal relationship. The acquisition of their home grants them a
long-awaited respite, a fleeting sense of contentment before Mr. Biswas’ demise. He dies of
heart attack at the age of 46 after working as a journalist for The Sentinel, a local newspaper,
after struggling with various unstable jobs. It was a big gathering at the time of his demise.
Thus, his life remains a saga of constant struggle for stability, identity, and home. Michael
Gorra also postulates in his book After Empire: Scott, Naipaul, Rushdie, “For the title figure
of A House for Mr. Biswas (1961), Naipaul's richest evocation of 'unhousing,’ that shattering
absence of home can be taken more literally” (64). Conclusively, it can be better stated about
this novel:

A House for Mr. Biswas is the life story of an unexceptional man different from the

other members of his community only in his dissatisfaction with the conditions of his

life and his longing for something better. The events in his life are framed by the

domiciles of others in which he has to live, and the focus of his longing is simply a

house of his own. (McSweeney, 166).
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