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COMMENTARY By DR. DHANPAUL NARINE

Dr. Dhanpaul Narine

Queens Book Fair on 
Understanding V.S. Naipaul

Vidiadhar Sura-
jprasad Naipaul won the 
Nobel Prize for Litera-
ture in 2001. In so doing, 
he became one of only 
two persons in the En-
glish-speaking Caribbe-
an to win this prestigious 
award. The other lau-
reate is Derek Walcott, 
the St. Lucian poet. The 
idea to hold a meeting to 
discuss the works of Nai-
paul was suggested by 
Mr. Naidoo Veerapen, 
who serves in a num-
ber of organizations in 
the Queens communi-
ty.

Over the years, 
V.S. Naipaul’s work 
has been the subject 
of much erudition and 
controversy. His bril-
liant prose, on a va-
riety of subjects, has 
captivated readers. But 
there have been crit-
icisms about his life-
style and his personal 
relationships. This was 
a question that was 
posed to the panel ear-
ly in the afternoon’s pro-
ceedings: Was it possible 
for Naipaul to be a better 
writer if he were a nicer 
person?

This appears to be a 
fair question, given Nai-
paul’s own admission 
about his conduct and 
behavior. The panelists 
were Rakesh Ramp-
ertab, Dr. Dhanpaul Na-
rine, Asha Rampertaap, 
with contributions from 
a number of young stu-
dents. Amelia Persaud 
read from ‘A Bend in the 
River.’ Daneisha Brown 
read from ‘A House 
for Mr. Biswas’, while 
Neelam Boywah read 
from ‘Miguel Street’ and 
Ambika Chandra did 
a commentary on Nai-
paul’s work.

The other contributors 
were Ashley Koblall, Dr. 
Tej Bahadur Singh and 

the great wooden build-
ings with wire-netting 
windows we scattered 
pretty little thatched 
huts.’

This was the unre-
al world of the dweller. 
The closest he came to 
reality was with calypso 
music. Naipaul argues 
that even the calypsos 

were diluted by foreign 
contact. The new artistes 
were ‘dressed like ca-
lypsonians in the travel 
brochures.’ A society of 
mimics made meaning-
ful relationships diffi -
cult. It led to an unreal 
and plastic existence.

But wasn’t there in-
dependence that gave 
us such grandiose terms 
as self-fulfi llment and a 
new destiny? The rais-
ing of the fl ag was more 
than symbolic, the lead-
ers argued. It ushered 
in self-determination. 
Naipaul sees this as 
self-serving platitudes 
as the replacement of 
the fl ag is hardly a sign 
of true independence. 
Third World States are 
locked in underdevelop-
ment and dependency. In 
1983, Naipaul confessed 
that of all his books ‘A 

House for Mr. Biswas’ 
was the closest to him. 
He said, ‘it is the most 
personal, created out of 
what I saw and felt as a 
child.’

Naipaul also paid 
tribute to his father Seep-
ersad who wrote for the 
Trinidad ‘Guardian.’ 
He said that his father 
‘worshipped writing and 
writers. He made the vo-
cation of the writer seem 
the noblest in the world; 
and I decided to be that 
noble thing.’

Mr. Rampertab point-
ed out that sometime ago 
Naipaul was called upon 
to judge a writing com-
petition but could not 
pick a winner because he 
felt that the standard was 
too low. The point is that 
Naipaul was a stickler for 
standards, whether it was 
in writing, or anything 

else. He wanted order 
and to free himself from 
encumbrances. He lived 
mostly for literature.  Mr. 
Rampertab said, ‘I do 
not see how people from 
the Caribbean can go on 
without reading Naipaul. 
He is an important fi gure 
in the literature of the 
Caribbean.’

Ms. Shanti Ammar 
said that Naipaul has 
given her the inspiration 
to write her own book. 
He described the rhythm 
of village life as beauti-
ful even though it might 
have been in an uncon-
ventional manner. Ms. 
Ammar said she could 
see that her own village 
experiences are unique 
and plans to put pen to 
paper.

There was a sugges-
tion to bring Naipaul 
alive in the schools so 

that his works can be 
popularized in the New 
York community. Mr. 
Veerapen suggested that 
the University of the 
West Indies and the Uni-
versity of Guyana could 
hold seminars to discuss 
Naipaul. One satisfying 
aspect of the evening 
was the participation of 
children who read from 
Naipaul’s work.

Dr. Tej Bahadur 
Singh is the former Dean 
of Natural Sciences at 
the University of Guy-
ana. He pointed out that 
Naipaul chose his words 
carefully. His sentences 

were well construct-
ed and his politics 
was intuitive. Ashley 
Kooblall said that Nai-
paul’s words are sacred 
and have taught her to 
be a better person.

Asha Ramperta-
ap, from New York 
University, stated that 
Naipaul came from a 
place of genuine con-
cern. She added that 
in a world of political 
correctness Naipaul 
made a welcome dif-
ference. He was crit-
ical, he challenged 
things, and stuck to his 

beliefs.
The next event 

planned by the Queens 
Book Fair is scheduled 
for Saturday, January 
19, 2019. The theme for 
that meeting is ‘Wom-
en as Change-Makers.’ 
Two new books will be 
released as well and they 
include ‘The Indian Ca-
ribbean’ by Professor Lo-
marsh Roopnarine and 
‘On Becoming a Coolie’ 
by Dr. Tyran Ramnarine. 
The event will be from 2 
to 5 pm and will be held 
at the Queens Library, 
Richmond Hill Branch, 
at 118-14 Hillside Ave-
nue, Richmond Hill NY 
11418. You can contact 
doclse007@aol.com for 
further information. 

Shanti Ammar. Tafazool 
Baksh provided the mu-
sical renditions. Jag-
nanan Singh brought his 
children Divya, Briana 
and Daren and Divya and 
Briana sang the National 
Anthem. The moderator 
was Mr. Naidoo Veerap-
en who did an excellent 
job. This writer pointed 
out that Naipaul has left 
an indelible contribution 
to the library of ideas in 

the Caribbean, and be-
yond.

A favorite theme of 
Naipaul was that the 
Caribbean was a ‘man-
ufactured society’ but 
ironically his writings 
cemented the notion 
that the Caribbean could 
be counted as a region 

where literature of the 
highest quality was pro-
duced. Naipaul lived for 
most of his life in En-
gland but he drew on his 
experiences in Trinidad 
to write some of his most 
famous novels.

The ‘Mimic Men’ al-
lowed us to laugh at our-
selves but the underlying 
meaning is one of dislo-
cation, rootlessness, and 
impermanence that led 

to mimicry. The same 
could be said of his other 
work ‘A Flag on the Is-
land’ where people used 
reclaimed lands to build 
the tropics. According 
to Naipaul, ‘We put our 
army huts, raised our 
fl ag, planted our coconut 
trees and hedges. Among 

‘Whenever I walk on Liberty Avenue I see V.S. Naipaul,’ 
says Attorney Rakesh Rampertab. ‘Naipaul has allowed us 
to see ourselves in an authentic way and to examine our 
situation without being ashamed,’ Rampertab added. He 
was speaking at the conference organized by the Queens 
Book Fair and Literary Festival Inc. to discuss the works 
of V.S. Naipaul. It was billed as ‘Understanding V.S. Nai-
paul’ and it took place a week ago at the Hillside Library 
in Queens. The conference attracted a number of literati 
from the Queens area, and beyond.

V.S. Naipaul, winner of 
the 2001 Nobel Prize for 
Literature

Some of the guests that met last weekend in Queens, New York, to discuss the works of  V.S Naipaul.

Young readers of Naipaul’s works


