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SANNA DHAHIR

The Dreadful Faces of Earth
Feminine Archetypes in V.S. Naipaul’s In a Free State

One of the central themes in the fictional pieces published tinel¢itleln a Free Statkis the

elusive nature of freedom. Each narrative contamesor more characters who run away from
home only to discover that the “free state” they have run to is no less entrapping than the one
they have escapedh@& idea othe othethome seems to reassure only to deceive, a discovery that

Naipaul's characterm this work, as well as elsewhes=em to make while they resign
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By going to Africa (a literally warm place and in so many ways the antithesis of England),

Bobby is seekingn adoptivdand onewhich is willing togrant him a new existence: “Africa
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can talk about the trandiziers he once hasivhich burnt the tip of his pentg This concepbof

Linda Bobby wants to preserve, now watching every statement he utters lest he should spoil the
“mood” created byheincident.

It is the opposite image of Linda, the image of the sexually active woman, sénds
Bobby to rage at heHis bursts of anger at the sight of her vaginal deodorant are obviously
irrational, betraying once more hdgeply rooted fears of wan asthe destructive tooth

goddess,
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in the air, millions and millions of white butterflies, fluttering out of the forest. And the storm did

not stop.“ The expulsion of the white butterflies from the forest, the result of the burning out of
the villages belonging ttheking's tribe (he king is said to be prBritish), also seems to make a
comment on Africa’s tendendyp alienate those whoshe had nurtured in the past.

In this narrative, birthor rebirth,comes acrosas a paradoxical state of beimgie which
unfailingly prefiguresthe chainof experience. Bobby now has to live with the knowledge that
Africa, too, no longer belongs to him, that his African identity is as flimsy ashteslded
“native shirt,” whichironically is made in Holland. Back ihis apartmentBobby feels gposed,
yet not unaware of the necessity to fend for himself. His servant’s indiscreet laughter at his
bandages and humiliation makes him think of leaving Africa. But the compound where he lives
is just as “good” as anywhere eléewill have to sack Lukg?® he thinks This way of reasoning
IS new to Bobby; it is so unlikieis previous act of paying for the drinks of a Zulu male whore
who has spat on his face in a public place. But the hardened Bobby knowgelighat his
carefree days are over.

Naipauls concerns in the title novella resound with no less intensity in the other
narrativesof this book, especially the fictional ones, in which the archetypal theme is outlined in
briefer yet equally undisguised notes. To start with “One out of Many,” titagwnist Santosh,
does not seem to pkke Bobby, socially stigmatesl in his homeland; yetithough he has had a
wife and has fathered some children, Santosh has obviously been quite content with the physical
and psychological distance that separatesfrom mariedlife. As he states,éhcould not

imagine living with his wife and children “for goddhe finds instead safer havein his
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authority figure from whose psence and social status Santosh derives a kind of wholeness and a

muchneeded sense of security and wading. When his employer is traresfed to America,
Santosh camot face the possibility of returning to lsfe and childrenvillage life in the ope

Indian hills where he would bear the brunt di@useholder’sale, seems far too perilous to his
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conditioners’® The “hissing sound, which seems to reverberate all around Santosh (“hiss,

hiss”), makes a statement on the serpentine qualgipsoperty of the ensnaring maternal
archetype)f his new place. In the wide world of America, Santosh is a prishaéels
“protectedand hidden” only insidéhe “cupboard’assigned to him ihis employer’s apartment.

In America, however, heould not continue living as a part of his employer, a man who
himself is beingundermined by the foreigiess of hicircumstances-his very Indian idols being
belittled by the Americans who visit his apartment. Santosh is drawn into the American world in
stages of initiationeach takindnim further away from the type of lifiee has had befarén India,
he says, he had never looked in the mirroepkto “check whether the barber had cut off too
much hair or whether a pimple is about to hif8in America the mirror gaze, to use Lacan’s
expressiori’ brings him a intimationof his own looksas well aghe desire to enhance this new
idea of himself by acquiringmericanstyle clothega reminder oBobbys “native” shirt). Yet
the green suihe buyswhich is significantly too large for im, brings no fulfillment to Santosh.

It remains foldedn its box adistinct sign of futilityandlack of belonghg. Unlike Bobby,

Santosh has major difficulties identifying with America, which to him is made of elements none
of which he can embrace. White Americans, he says, are nowhere to be seen; they all live a
neverending television lifeNo less real in his vieware the foreigmlomestics whom he sees
gathering in circles to chant, in gibberish Sanskrit, songs &tindu gods. To him, America is
defined by the Hubshj” his term for black Americans, whom he finelgerywhere but with

whomhe is neither culturbl nor religiously conditioned to forrties.Ironically, however, it is
“black’ America, embodied bthe “hubshi woman, which he must espouse, risking the fate of
being rdorn as‘a cat or a monkey or a hubsffiin another life. His union with this woman
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epitomises the overpowering and castrating forces of his wadrisl the Indian Kali that he

projects on her,doddess of death and destruction, ddatk, with a red tongue and white eyeballs
and many powerful arnis? Unusualemphasis is placed dne Brgeness of her bogdyhich never
fails to intimidate &ntoshand send him ttake to his heel$Sexualcontactwith her is boundo be

“an act of dishonour,iivhich all the chastisement he inflicts on h®6r” genitals could not
remove™ In fact, rothingrelieveshim morethanseeingWashingtonP.C., go up in flameshe

prays for the raging fire (a reminder of fieeocious fire of Africa abovdllly to consumehe

entire city and,like the doomsday fire of Indian mythology, bringeardto his world**

Although Santosh flees thiubshi (“[Shd might claim me for her owi*® he sayspand
manageso find a hiding place at the restaurant of a fellow Indian, his status in America, his very
identity as an American, becomes crucially dependent onliaiscd with her. Yet while
legaligng his stay in America, théntibshi draws him iretrievablyinto her own darknessvhich
uniquely mirrors the bleaknes$ his second homé&heir “dark” marital hase which bearshe
words “soul brothet plainly commens on the absurdity of his situation in Ameriednere s
worst fears of being reborn aubshi have, indeed, materiaéslin thisworld. But as in Bobbg
case, there is no way back for Santosh. He has grown and left behind him that state of
“childhood” which marked his lifas an appendage of his first employeithis narrative, too,
growth seems to bring nothing but a profound intimation of the protagosistied reality
Extinction, Santosh fee)ss imminent, and all he has to do is feed his bty clothe it for a
certain number of yearsThen it is all ovet'*

This death in life, this “sickness of the sbiflas Santosh calls it, reverberates with equal
poignancy in “Tell Me Who to Kill' a storyin which the main but nameless character also
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In this story, too, London’s dark and mysterious forces are typically objectified by a female

character, the narrator’s “moganad” landlady, who periodically shuts her husband out of the
house and who fails to recogaithe narrator even after fivears of boarding with her. In her
house, he occupies a darkirdested basement room, whose small windows “look out on

nothing back and frorit** In her ‘darkness

Sanna Dhhir: Feminine Archetypes in V. S. Naipaul's In A Free Sgfé



EnterText.3
face to face withhe treacherou®od shop—*“thanoose | put my neck if*—which now

assumes the shape of a jolsé®p, the “false” items it carries already collecting dsiginifying

loss and eviction for the shop’s new owner, who is interestingly “white.” In differgntdless
significant waysthe neighbourhood where Santosh ends up living is in that part of Washington
with “[b]Jurnt-out brick houses, broken fences, overgrown gartiénis aplace in which he lives

asa “strangef’ *> with a woman who
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In this book, Earth’s irrationaindifferent, and aggressive attributa® invariably

mirrored by the female charactethese women may not be harmful in themselves, but in the
consciousness of the male protagonist they constantly appeaepoweringentities. With
Bobby’'s negative view strippedfdier, Linda may easily pass a realistic, levdieadedand
even considerate individualhe “hubshi woman is totally seen through Santosh’s awarenéss
her, but if one looks beyond his particular visi@me s unlikelyto see Kali in her countenance.
And we hardly knowenough of Dayo’s wife to take her as the entrappstigahhget she appears
to be in the narrator’'s mind heé fear of women is hardly warranted outside the male
protagonist’s perceptionbut it is a real fear. Naipaul constantly projects it on a dfosgmbols
associated with the ensnaring and-titenying archetypal female: land, sea, moon, darkness,
house, store, ship, plane, car, cabin, chest, cupboard, and everhietast suggeistg what
Dinnerstein calls the “Dirty Goddess,” the mother figure and the human will’'s major adyersary
reminder of the flesh, the mortal, humbling flesh, from which we all cBrirea Free Statés a
work in which the male ego is slighted, wounded, and cut down to size. Bobby is reduced to
“boy,” and the two other protagonists are metaphorically swallowed up by the dark mysteries of a
dreadful world. Even Priya, Santosh’s second employer, who seems to have “coped with
Washington®?is in fact a insecureand perpetually anxiousan. With dark hollows under his
eyes, he is forevealking of renunciation and of praying by a Ganges to which he has already
lost his way.

When a writer is nagged by certain obsessions, his characters and themes tend to repeat
themselvesA general look at the bulk of Naipasilbeuvre would not fail to show that those of
his characters who change their countriesgarchfor more fulfilling worlds end up with a
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gardener Pitton has established behind the children’s house as adfypdesst-andflower

graveyard.® It is an image that clearly speaks of the dreadful cycle of life and aéatte
morbid fear of a world “in flux,"a world in which things are created only to-di&rassto hay

to earth”>®

1v. S. Naipaul, In a Free Stafelarmondsworth: Reguin, 1973).
2 Naipaul's portrayal of women has been crigitisas rough and distas
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