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Abstract:  

The novel A Bend in the River is one of the important masterpieces of V.S.Naipaul’s exploration of 

cultural hybridity. The narrator Salim examines the difficult situation of the African land-locked state 

in the modernization process from a third perspective in a cultural gap. In the post-colonial world, 

languages, as the characterization of cultural meaning, embody the cognition of cultural differences 

and the nature of power competition. This article explores the modern identity crisis of the hybrid 

cultural identity in the republic world of languages from the perspective of the language selection 

developed by the characters of A Bend in the River in time and space. 
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The term “republic world of languages” is borrowed from the concept of “the republic world of 

letters” coming from the book La République mondiale des Lettres written by Pascale 

Casanova(Casanova, 2005, p. 552-553). The republic world of letters originally refers to a new literary 

world established by intellectuals of various countries during the European Renaissance with openness, 

tolerance, equality and no fear of power. The construction of the republic world of letters follows the 

poetic principle of exploring universal humanity, and attempts to break the literary distinction model 

based on geographical national boundaries.     

Under the trend of modern globalization, the republic world of languages also shows the trend of 

common development of mankind. Languages around the world are like vast stars scattered in the 

universe of languages. With the changes and movements of history, the super stellar in the languages 

world gradually emerge and exert gravitation on other languages in the space. Meanwhile, the 

operating mechanism of the republic world of languages is no longer a single binary opposition 

between the center and the periphery, but a dynamic interaction model between the super stellar 

language system and the different superstars, operating with multiple centers. The inclusiveness of the 

languages space accommodates the different languages and the different forms of cultures hidden 

behind them. The collision and hybridity of multi-cultures create the republic world of languages 

where negotiation, discussion and understanding interact with each other. 

Jacques Rancière pointed out that “Contemporary writers should involve themselves in global 

thinking and concern about political affairs”(Lu, 2013, p.71-79) in order to provide specific 

experiences for the operation of new world. V.S.Naipaul is an active explorer of the possibilities of the 

future world in the republic world of languages. He breaks the antagonistic boundary between 

“abandonment” and “appropriation”, aiming to explore the possibilities of the languages world. 

Growing up in the hybrid cultures after the collapse of the colonial system, he pays particular attention 

to the development and transformation of colonies in the post-colonial era. Whether it is the return 

visit of his ancestral home in the form of travel records in the Indian trilogy or the exposure of the 

social problems exposed by the post-colonial states of Africa after political independence in the novel 

A Bend in the River, either shows his high sensitivity and attention to cultural differences and social 

issues. In this novel, Naipaul reveals the post-colonial people’s choices and attitudes towards 

languages and the identity crisis exposed in the process of modernization from the dual perspectives of 

internal and external positions, manifested by the sense of losing place facing the past and anxieties 

facing the future. 

 

1. “Displacement”: The Origin of the Prisoner of Space in the Republic World of Languages  

In the post-colonial context, place and displacement are regarded as the source of the identity crisis. 

The critic D.E.S. Maxwell directly blames the instability and passiveness of the sense of self on 

dislocation(Ashcroft,Griffiths,&Tiffin, 2002, p.8). Under the impact of displacement, the emotional 

connection between people and their indigenous culture has gradually become weak or even broken. 

The sense of losing place produces. The concept of the sense of losing place is borrowed from the 

studies given by Duan Yifu and Richard Peet(Peet, 2013; Tuan, 1997, p.105). In this article, the sense 
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of losing place refers to the broken emotion and meaning structure of unstable interaction between 

people and place caused by displacement.   

With the development of plots, characters displace spontaneously or forcedly, accelerating the 

emotional division between them and their indigenous cultures in modern society. Taking Salim as an 

example, he is a character with a identities that exist across borders(Leavy&Iyall Smith, 2008, p.6-12). 

Salim lives in an Indian community on the east coast of Africa. He receives the British education in 

school, but has to follow the customs of his Indian ancestors and believe in Muslim religion. The 

powerful heterogeneous cultural invasion prevents Salim from belonging to the religious 

consciousness of the Muslim family, nor satisfying with the Indian caste society’s forced solidification 

of individual identities deposited under the guise of religious sanctification. Stability and security are 

closely related to local religion. Through the process of religious socialization, “people can have a 

strong sense of the past, lineage tradition, and local continuity”(Tuan, 1997, p.105). Salim is 

manipulated by the British culture and gradually rejects to interact with his indigenous culture. 

Therefore, he chooses English as his main language after arriving in the town on the river bend, which 

proves his abandonment of the Indian Muslim culture dominated by his family and his preference and 

appreciation for the heterogeneous British culture. 

The blurring of boundaries seems to provide a new perspective for cross-borders individuals, and it 

also provides space for the creation and reconstruction of their identities. However, the desalination of 

cultural boundaries will increase the difficulty of identifying the cultural identity of the population in 

the third space. The rootlessness of Salim is the main manifestation of his identity crisis. After living 

in the town for six years, he has influenced by the native African culture and regards there as his town 

shortly. “We were aware of the new foreigners on the periphery of our town. They were not like the 

engineers and salesmen and artisans we knew, and we were a little nervous of them”(Naipaul, 2002, 

p.122). The pronoun “we” reflects that Salim intends to narrow the distance with the locals in the town, 

and even consciously incorporates himself into the linguistic order of the town on the river bend. 

However, the sense of stability brought to him by the place and the sense of identity given to him by 

the indigenous African culture is short-lived, unfounded, and extremely fragile. Indal’s visit directly 

tears him from the fragile relationship with the African land-locked place and emotions, and his sense 

of insecurity becomes more prominent, reflecting his rootlessness of the connection. 

 

2. “Memory”: The Origin of the Prisoner of Time in the Republic World of Languages  

Modernization has expanded the scope of people’s spatial activities in time, making it possible to 

separate the body and mind in spatial emotion. Memory also actively participates in the construction 

of self-identity(Chen, 2017). Indar is trapped in the memory of colonial victims and the 

future-oriented modern society, who has become a prisoner of time and space and lost his way in the 

gap of cultural divisions. 

In the shifting of geographical space, cultural reflection and introspection can be produced(ibid.). 

During his studies in the UK, Indar keeps reviewing and comparing British and African cultures, 

deeply, realizing the differences between the two cultures and the degree of integration between the 

two cultures and modernization. In his memory, Africa has become an image of the past, which only 
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exists deeply in his memory. In modern British society, he tramples on the past. He expresses that “he 

had learned to trample on the past. In the beginning it had been like trampling on a garden; later it had 

become like walking on ground”(Naipaul, 2002, p.114). In the eyes of Indar, the Africa that nourishes 

him has become a dirty “road” in contrast to the high-rise buildings in the modern British culture. His 

emotional connection with his homeland gets weakened and is even close to broken. While, for the 

heterogeneous culture, Indar has adopted an attitude of acceptance and assimilation. “There was 

London in his clothes, the trousers, the striped cotton shirt, the way his hair was cut, his shoes 

(oxblood in color, thin-soled but sturdy, a little too narrow at the toes)” (Naipaul, 1979, p.149). Indar’s 

choice of language clearly reflects his self-positioning and his preference of British circle. He refers to 

the villagers on the river bend as “the Africans on the river bend” (ibid.), deliberately, distancing 

himself from the locals. In fact, he has been rejected by the circle of belonging he always thought. 

When looking for a job, Indar is discriminated against by the British because of his race and ancestry. 

When the hope of merging into the heterogeneous culture is dashed, he expresses his admiration to the 

European. It can be seen that he desires the heterogeneous culture in his consciousness. 

The primitive African scene in memory has always been involved in Indar’s perception and 

construction of self-identity. When he recalls the rejection of job hunting experience in London, the 

gloomy Africa in his memory brings him comfort and safety. The African memory buries deep in his 

heart unconsciously appears, and constructs a traditional African landscape to provide shade for his 

soul. The unstable fragmentation and reconnection of the past has caused the post-colonial people in 

the modernization process to continue to wander in the process of rejection, separation and 

reconnection. 

As I walked, the thought came to me: It is time to go home. It wasn’t our town that I thought of, or 

our stretch of the African coast. I saw a country road lined with tall shade trees. I saw fields, cattle, a 

village below trees. I don’t know what book or picture I had got that from, or why a place like that 

should have seemed to me safe.(Naipaul, 1979, p.157) 

In the diversified combination of time and space in modern social life(Li, 2013, p.55-57), facing 

the past, the emotional connection between the post-colonial people and the indigenous culture is 

gradually alienated. People who lose their cultural foundation get lost in the cross-borders dislocation 

and the spatial extension of time. For future-oriented modernization, the transformation of traditional 

Africa also brings people a sense of uncertainty and confusion. On the cusp of globalization, language 

has become a product of power competition, and has entered people’s vision in the form of 

legalization. 

 

3. “Power”: The Origin of the remnants of hegemony in the Republic World of Languages  

Power is scattered in every corner of the world(“Foucault, 1980). “Individuals and their identity 

characteristics are the products of the power relationship imposed on the body, desires, and 

power”(Foucault, 1977; Wang, 333). From the perspective of neocolonialism, the remnants of 

hegemony in the post-colonies have a profound impact on the language choices of people living there, 

which can be found in the languages choices of characters in the novel, such as Salim, “the Big Man” 

and Ferdinand.  
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The concept of hegemony is interpreted by Clark, which is defined as a special power that 

promotes the legitimacy of oppression and rule(Hall&Jefferson, 1976, p.39). Hegemony works 

through ideology(ibid.). Lefebvre points out in his book Espace et Politique that “Space is political 

and ideological. It is indeed the product of various ideologies”(Lefebvre, 1991). The activities with 

hegemonic ideology in the languages space are not obvious, but secretive, to rationalize and legitimize 

the subordination of the colonies. In the process of modernization, African indigenous culture has 

developed cliff-like. It can even be said that modern African culture is a new landscape built on the 

old map of colonial map. Under the violent attack of heterogeneous cultures, the new Africans are 

anxious about Africa’s future and their role in the wave of globalization, establishing the modern 

identity crisis. 

Salim learns about the history of his ancestors emigrating to Africa and the turmoil in Africa from 

the history books recorded by the European. Compared with the oral record in the traditional Africa, 

the European way of recording languages benefits him. Facing with the continuously progressing 

world, Africa’s stagnation has become a sign of regression in his eyes. He is tired of the traditions of 

the Indian community and Muslim religion. He comments that, “The authority of the Arabs — which 

was real enough when I was a boy — was only a matter of custom. It could be blown away at any time. 

The world is what it is”(Naipaul, 2002, p.15). 

Hegemony continually, controls and shapes the approval of colonialism with a reasonablized and 

legalized medium. “Without Europeans, I feel, all our past would have been washed away, like the 

scuff marks of fishermen on the beach outside our town”(Naipaul, 2002, p.17). Under the strong 

influence of European culture, in the third space, Salim, gradually, lists Indian culture and African 

culture in the low-lying list. The dominance of colonialism in the post-colonial era is to set a rule for 

people to establish an order rather than to criticize the local traditional culture directly. No matter what 

the content of the established rules is, the internal framework of the rules is fixed and the attack on the 

local culture is done by the local people who have accepted the implantation of ideology. The 

formation of this model naturally leads to the lack of confidence and the sense of anxiety of the 

post-colonial people in the reconstruction of indigenous culture. 

If Salim’s language choice cannot represent that of native Africans in the post-colonial era, then, 

Ferdinand who grows up in the new territory, is a typical representative of the new Africans. His 

language choice and attitude towards different languages clearly highlight the self-positioning of the 

new generation of Africans in the modern environment. In the new territory of Africa, Ferdinand has 

become a carrier of interweaving and collision of multi-cultures. As far as the choice of languages is 

concerned, in daily conversations with Salim, he uses English and French; in his interactions with 

Modi, he chooses the local dialect. Ferdinand’s spontaneous language choice fully demonstrates the 

erosion of neocolonial culture and the legalization of inequality. 

In the early stages of his growth, the language attitude and awareness of African identity of 

Ferdinand are deeply influenced by his mother. Although Zabeth follows the ancient customs of the 

old world Africans, she does not believe that Africa is promising. She sends Ferdinand to the foreign 

public school in the town to learn languages and even sends Ferdinand to Salim’s shop to learn those 

noble words and deeds in her eyes. Her pessimism towards the development of traditional African 
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culture and the weaker identity she made for the old world Africans affect Ferdinand’s perception and 

judgment of his identity. The colonists are far away from the land of river bend town, but the influence 

of colonial culture gradually appears in front of people with a new look. The ideology of the powerful 

culture is rooted in the hearts of Ferdinand and the new generation of Africans in the new territory, in 

the form of legalization of inequality. 

During his studies in the public schools, Ferdinand explores and generates his personal identity by 

imitating others, such as a local African businessman, a young African youth with European style, and 

a public school teacher. For the new generation of Africans, the formation of identity is filled with the 

cover-up of hegemony by institutions that safeguard the interests of the ruling class. The central 

culture transforms the inequality in languages into an ideology as common sense into the soul of the 

new world in a specific legal form. By receiving school education, Ferdinand accepts and obeys the 

social authority in the ruling order, and fixes himself in a given position. Entering Salim’s shop, 

Ferdinand and his classmates often wear school uniforms printed with English school motto to show 

off their advanced identities given by the dominant language. The dominance and control of 

hegemony do not explicitly exist in the mandatory regulations to wear school uniforms, but are 

revealed in this spontaneous recognition. In culture differences, the conditions and restrictions in 

which ideas and conflicts can be moved and resolved strengthens the control power of heterogeneous 

cultures. 

Incited by a strong heterogeneous culture, the boundary between the old and new worlds on the 

African continent is more obvious. During the construction of New Africa, Ferdinand becomes a “new 

African” in the new territory. He leaves the native African language behind and speaks French. What 

hidden behind the choice of French is the optimism of the colonial people towards the construction of 

a modern new Africa upholding the principle of “appropriation”. However, the weakness and 

powerlessness of indigenous culture in the face of modernization are revealed as well. The “new 

Africans” who are in the fault of modern African culture are trapped here. 

 

4. 4. Reposition of Identity in the Republic World of Languages  

The reason why Africa has been entangled in the discussion of “appropriation” or “abandonment” 

for many years is that the choice of language affects people’s identity. “You are the way you 

speak”(Ashcroft,Griffiths&Tiffin, 2002, p.12) is also a pre-requisite for competing forces in the 

republic world of languages to believe in. Faced with the sense of losing place and the sense of 

undirected modernization, how can the post-colonial people of Africa move towards modernization 

with confidence? How do they safely pass the modern identity crisis? 

In the novel A Bend in the River, Modi’s reverse transformation provides inspiration for answering 

these questions. Modi is a half-blood African who grows up on the east coast of Africa. Different from 

other characters, when he comes to the inland town from the east coast, the admiration of the locals 

integrate Modi into the indigenous African culture. He learns the local language very quickly, and 

accepts the new name given to him by the locals-Modi(Naipaul, 2002, p.32). He even “has learned 

many accents of the local dialect, and also the gestures that match that”(Naipaul, 2002, p.38).  
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Modi’s localization actually provides possibility for addressing the sense of losing place of colonial 

people. Displacement and dislocation provide opportunity for the exchange and integration of various 

regions within Africa, so as to promote the solution of the difficult problems of intra-African mobility 

caused by the comparative exploitation and the establishment of complicated checkpoints among 

various regions in Africa, as set out Naipaul’s descriptions. By strengthening the communication and 

unification within Africa, the foundation of African indigenous culture can be stabilized and 

developed, thereby cultivating Africa’s independent production of a modern development path with 

African characteristics. The establishment of pan-African relations is good for promoting post-colonial 

people to pay much attention to their local cultures. This is the fundamental solution to the modern 

identity crisis in Africa. 

From a practical point of view, whether the current system of governance in African countries can 

meet the expectations of the African people for a better life, and whether it can maintain the colonial 

rule are the major problems need to be thought and resolved in post-colonial African society. Even if 

the colonial forces gradually withdrew from the African stage, the weak modern African culture, 

which could not make up for the cultural gap left by the withdrawal of colonial culture from Africa, 

would become a frequent source of chaos and rioting. This the reason son why the small town on the 

river bend, depicted in the novel, is finally in the midst of a riot. The post-colonial people, on the one 

hand, strongly seek their political status and the status of African countries on the international stage. 

On the other hand, they are in a state of lack of modern culture in Africa. Even if the country is 

politically independent, it is very difficult for them to achieve cultural independence in that context. 

The cultural construction of African countries still mimicries the model of Europe directly, causing 

people’s psychological state to actually be in a state of colonized and subordinated. This is also the 

reason why the post-colonial people are anxious about the future of Africa. 
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