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COMMONWEALTH CONNECTIONS.

The World, the Text, and the Caribbean Writer:
Representation in the Work of V.S. Naipaul

Rafe Dalleo

How can the history of this West Indian futility be written? What tone shall
the historian adopt? [...] The history of the islands can never be satisfactorily
told.

—V.8. Naipaul, The Middle Passage

The representation of history is always a contested site. In the post-
independence West Indies, these battles become magnified through
centuries of slavery and one-sided tellings of history. Men and women
from the islands have, for more than half a century, been writing their
own versions of West Indian history, both as fiction and non-fiction.
V.S. Naipaul, in the passage reproduced above, raises the salient questions:
how is the history of the West Indigs to be represented? How are we to
get at the truth? Asking these questions raises many issues: whether
history should be told from above or reconstructed from below; which
genre best suits history writing in the West Indies—traditional history,
the novel, or something else; the relationship of history and West Indian
fiction; the role of imagination in narrative reconstructions of the past;
and the possibility of realism, a style of writing in which words directly
and unproblematically represent things. When documents from the past
are scarce and frequently one-sided, efforts to reconstruct history ethically
and accurately become especially acute.

I contend that these considerations have guided V.S. Naipaul’s career
since its beginning. His examination of the representation of history is
limited neither to his only book of explicit historical writing, The Loss
of El Dorado (1969), nor to his non-fiction travel narratives, journalistic
pieces, and autobiographical reflections. In his first three published
books, all fiction, Naipaul pushes the limits of genre as he tries to
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