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Hello this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey welcoming you to another edition 
of "Arts and Africa". And this .wAek I have with me the distinguished 
novelist Shiva Naipaul who has just brought out a book that is going 
to ruffle a lot of feathe~s in Afri ca. Shiva Naipaul is a · citi zen 
of Trinidad anc. Tobago a.ad his novels include "Fireflies" and ';The Chip
Chip Gatherers", but this new book is not a work of fiction at all. 
It's called "North Of South: An African Journey11

, and it's exactly 
that - a book about a journey in Africa. So Shiva Naipaul, how does a 
novel ist come to wr ite a travel ogue about Africa'? 

SHIVA NAI PAUL 

Well pe comes t o write it because somebody asks him to do it. 
And because Pe wants to do it - and I thought Africa had been on my 
mind - well East Africa had been on my mind for some time because the 
book is a book about East Africa. Springing largel y out of my 
experiences here, journalisticall y at any rate with Ugandan Asians in 
particular, and I think it was out of that germ of invlovernent with the 
Ugandan Asian expulsion that I t hought it would be an interesting idea 
to go out to East Africa and have a look at these places. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 
I s it documentary - fully docnrnentary or is it propaganda . 

SHIVA NAIPAUL 
No, no it 1-s certainly not propaganda - is it a documentary? 
That's diffi cuit because it depends on how you define documentary. 
I would say that it is a subjective response to what I saw. I do not · 
present it as a work of sociology or history it is a subjective response 
to three countries in Africa through which I travelled. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

You are a novelist - and writer of short stories - now I wonder how you 
are able to separate yourself as a fiction writer from yourself as a 
writer of fact - in other words this seems to me to be a combination of 
the two. 
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SHIVA NAIPAUL 

Yes, well to the book I brought essentially a novelists technique. 
A lot of the techniques used in the writing of the book are fictional 
techniques though based in fact, but the shaping of the book, the 
structure of the book these I worked out as I would work out a novel. 
I took my experiences and I ordered them and tried to give them some 
sort of shape that was artistically satisfying as well as true 
chronologically the way I did things, but I would say I broght a 
novelist's technique to it, though what was new for me was handling 
the autobiographical "I" in the book and that gave me some problem 
because I did not want to present that "I" in the fore-front of things 
but it had to be there it had to be the reacting 111", and that was one 
of the main problems, - it is a novelists book. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

A reader who is not aquainted with what you've just said about using 
the style of the novelist to write a documentary. if I should so term it, 
would be misled by what he reads in the bcok. He might not be sure 
exactly where you are exaggerating, where you are imagining and where 
you are speaking the truth. Isn't there that danger? 

SHIVA NAIPAUL 

No, no, there isn't, because although I say I use a novelist's technique, 
everything I describe actually happened . It is not fictional that I 
invent anything in the book ever ythj_ng that I s there, if you want to use 
that word true, it's true the incidents I describe did happen. I took 
notes, I built what I wrote around them. I did not invent anything at 
all, though strictly speaking it is entirely true in the sense that it 
happened, these things happened. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now you describe it as not propoganda - but it's quite clear that you 
reject everybody from every country except the Asian in East Africa. 
The Asian is really the person who has anything to recommend him at all. 

SHIVA NAIPAUL 

No, I think that is an exaggerated response to what I wrote because if 
you look at the chapter I wrote on Asians what I was trying to do was to 
rectify a certain imbalance that had begun to occur about the rold of 
Asians in Africa, and to point out that the Asian was not simply the 
parasitic exploitor that in recent years he's been painted as. But at 
the same time I do spend a good half of that chapter on the Asian 
criticising him; and it seems to me that people responding to the book 
miss tha t point. 

ALEX TE'rTEH-LARTEY 

Well I do agree that you criticize the Asian but you do it rather 
apologetically. You say for example that the Asian has brought his 
misfortunes upon himself more by omission than commission. And you 
also quote Winston Churchill with the approval of what ~e says about the 
Asians who have settled in East Africa, and contributed a lot to the 
economic level of the place. 
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SHIVA NAIPJ.UL 

Well I think that is perfectly true and Asians did do enormously brave 
and important things in East Africa and for ~hem to the castigated as 
exploitors is a distortion of their contribution to East Africa, and I 
quote with Winston Churchill, and I quote him for a specific reason, 
I quote him because he brought together and distilledthe Asian 
ach:!.evement in East . Africa. But I use that to point out the fact 
that the Asian is looking at himself, and in looking at his contribution 
was not able to do the same for himself, so it exists both to point 
that out, to point out the achievement as seen through a European eye 
and at the same time to highlight the Asian defficiency in his inability 
to look at himself and look at his work and build a picture of himself 
in this continent. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

You criticize the Asian, and ycu also point out the positive 
contributions he's made to the economy or to life in East Africa 
generally, but it doesn 't appear to me that you appreciate any 
contribution at all made by the white settler nor do you appreciate 
anything at a ll about the African - and both the hfrican and the white 
settler seem to be completely negativeo 

SHIVA NAIPAUL 

Well if I may say so I think you ' ve misread the book, because I do 
point out in talking about the European settler in East Africa (and a 
lot of the book is taken up with the European settler in East Africa), 
I do point out that the Hi ghlands, to take a major territorial area, 
was in fact the creation of the white settler, I said he put his stamp 
upon it, he made it what it was, all those roads ar.d bridges and 
farming equipment that E1speth Huxley and other writers on East Africa 
talk about I mention and I recognise. So I would reject out of hand 
your assertion that I see nothing good in the European contribution to 
Africa. I point that out. The point I was trying to make behind 
that, was that when the European went out to Africa , went out to East 
Africa, to these wide open very beautiful places, he evolved a new idea 
for himself, he became a different kind of European in his response to 
the landscape, the people, the animals, so that his existence in Africa 
was as much an imaginative existence as an hard-headed economic one, and 
I think if you talk to the settlers that still survive in East Africa., 
or you can talk to some of those you meet here, who left a long time ago, 
what emerges often is not the fact that they lived well or that they had 
servants 9 but they really understood and could respond to the beauty of 
the land, they really understood people, they were it's fitting possessor~ 
and that goes beyond sirnp~e economic and political domination. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now how about the African? 
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SHIVA NAIPAUL 

With regard to the African one of the points of the book is that the 
African on the other hand was l argely destroyed by hi~ contact with the 
European settler in East Africa, and out ·of their contact nothing good 
really has emerged for the African, but a kind of chariacture of the 
European civilisation that was created out there. I think my view is 
harsh and I think that is a legitimate criticism to make against it. 
But then you know, during the course of wriring this book I often 
stopped and asked myself was I being over-harsh, am I being over-critical 
can I not think of something nice and comforting and warm to say, but 
I could not, I could not, and. again I must stress, of course, it is a 
subjective view, this was my response. And you see the African in my 
eyes has been spoiled, destroyed; largely by his association with 
settler civilisation, and I talk about East Africa , he has been 
destoryed by it. And there's a chapter in the book where I descr ibe 
a visit to a High::i_and farm which is now owned by an African woman, who 
tries in her own way to recreate not an African way of life, but a 
European way of life; Europe aE it were in "black face", and this I 
think is dishor.est and this I think is sad and tnis I thj_nk is part of 
the cultural and psychological desturction carried out in Africa. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Isn 't it difficult to imagine that in the whole of the Africa you 
travelled through you couldn't find one word of praise for anything? 

SHIVA NAIPAUL 

Well what was t here to praise . In Kenya there was corruption. 
In Tanzania there was socialist inefficiency. In Zambia there was 
nothing. 

ALEX TET'rEH-LARTEY 

You could say the same thing for any other country. Ther e 's corruption 
everywherey not only in Africa . A lot has been made about corruption, 
bribery in Africa, but if you look around even in England there is a lot 
of corruption. And if you look at India , if you look at the West 
Indies, anywhere you care to look at you will find corruption provided 
you're looking out for it. 

SHIVA NAIPAUL 

Well I absolutely ag£ee, and again to refer to the book: there is one 
point where I say - I can't remember the exact words - but the lusts 
that disfigure newly independant societies these lusts a r e not confined 
to Africa they are not a peculiarly Afrir,an sin, and they disfigure 
large tracts of the under-developed world, but I was writing a book 
about Africa. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Yes I know, and mfortunately yo~ seem to give the impression that you 
'are pandering to the prejudices of the very Europeans whom you've been 
attacking , wben in fact a lot of the Africans you porti·ay are just 
buffoons quite candidly. 
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SHIVA NAIPAUL 

Well yes I suppose you can use the word "buffoon", but this on the 
whole was true, I don't like the word "buffoon" myself 9 but this was 
on the whole true to my experience. hnd as I said I am not sure what 
you would require of me. I think all of the dreams of liveration and 
independance nearly all of them have been stamped upon in Africa, 
in the post colonial period and I think one ought to say so, and not 
write soothing little pieties that confirm to nothing other than the 
kind of internal geography of the liveral conscience, that have no 
relationship to reality but merely to the geography of the liveral 
mind, and I don't see why I should pander in that way to it. 1)ie 
book spares no-one, it doesn't spare the Asian, but it is written from 
a point of view which most books about Africa are not written from, 
it's written by a man who is himself a de-racinated Indian, born in the 
West Indies, looking at this world where he has no say, either with the 
black or the white, and out of this, one has to r ecognise the angle from 
which the book comes. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Are you going to write a novel based on your travelling experiences 
in Africa? 

SHIVA NAIPAUL 

I don't have plans to write a novel about Africa, I am working on a 
novel which draws on certain experiences but I think the novel could 
be equally applicable to certain parts of the West Indies as well, 
because they deal with themes that obsess me and some of these themes 
have been as it were fed by my African experience, but to say it would 
be about Africa I don't think would be quite the rorrect way of putting 
it. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Shiva Naipaul, thank you very much. Well that's it from 'Arts and 
Africa' for this week and from me, Alex Tetteh-Lartey, it's goodbye. 


