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V. S. Naipaul’s The Mystic Masseur (1957) presents a satirical yet deeply insightful portrayal 

of the identity crisis experienced by individuals in postcolonial societies. Set in Trinidad, the 

novel explores the psychological, cultural and social struggles of Ganesh Ramsumair, a young 

man of Indian origin who attempts to establish meaning and authority in a fragmented colonial 

world. This paper examines how Naipaul represents themes of identity, home and the quest for 

roots through Ganesh’s personal journey. The study argues that Ganesh’s transformation from 

a schoolteacher to a mystic and finally a politician reflects the instability of identity in a society 

shaped by colonial displacement, cultural hybridity and historical rupture. The novel ultimately 

reveals that the search for roots in postcolonial contexts is often marked by imitation, 

performance and illusion rather than authentic self-discovery. 
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Introduction 

V. S. Naipaul occupies a significant position in postcolonial literature for his exploration of 

displacement, cultural fragmentation and identity crisis. Born in Trinidad to Indian immigrant 

parents, Naipaul writes from a position of cultural in-betweenness, which deeply informs his 

literary vision. The Mystic Masseur, his first major novel, reflects the complexities of identity 

formation in a colonial society where traditional cultural structures have been disrupted. 

The novel narrates the rise of Ganesh Ramsumair, an ordinary man who becomes a famous 

mystic and later a politician. Beneath its humorous and satirical surface, the text engages with 

serious questions: Who am I? Where do I belong? What does it mean to have a home in a 

postcolonial world? This paper explores how Naipaul uses Ganesh’s life story to represent the 

postcolonial subject’s struggle for identity, belonging and roots. 

 

Identity Crisis in a Postcolonial Society 

Identity in The Mystic Masseur is not stable or inherent but constructed and constantly shifting. 

Ganesh begins his career as a schoolteacher but lacks both confidence and social recognition. 

His failure in teaching reflects his inability to find a meaningful identity within the colonial 

system. Education, a colonial institution, does not empower Ganesh; instead, it alienates him 

from both traditional Indian culture and modern Western values. 
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Ganesh’s decision to become a mystic marks his first major attempt at self-reinvention. He 

adopts the role not because of spiritual calling but because it offers social authority and 

economic survival. His identity as a mystic is thus performative. He carefully constructs his 

image through rituals, costumes and symbolic gestures. This suggests that identity in the 

postcolonial world often becomes a matter of role-playing rather than authentic selfhood. 

Naipaul uses irony to show that Ganesh’s success depends on public perception rather than 

genuine merit. His mystical identity is sustained by belief, illusion and social need. This 

reflects Homi Bhabha’s idea of identity as hybrid and ambivalent in colonial contexts, where 

individuals imitate cultural models without fully belonging to them. 

 

Home and Displacement 

The concept of home in The Mystic Masseur is deeply problematic. Ganesh lives in Trinidad, 

but his cultural roots lie in India—a place he has never seen. This disconnection creates a sense 

of rootlessness. His physical home in Trinidad does not offer emotional or cultural security, 

while India remains an imagined homeland. 

Ganesh’s marriage to Leela and his movement between rural and urban spaces represent his 

attempt to build a stable domestic identity. However, his homes are always temporary and 

symbolic rather than emotionally fulfilling. Even when he becomes successful and moves into 

better houses, he does not achieve a sense of belonging. 

Naipaul portrays Trinidad as a fragmented society composed of different racial and cultural 

groups with no shared historical identity. As a result, home becomes a fragile concept. It is not 

a place of rootedness but a space of negotiation, uncertainty and displacement. 

 

The Quest for Roots 

Ganesh’s quest for roots is essentially a search for legitimacy and meaning. He turns to Indian 

religious traditions, astrology and mysticism to reclaim a lost cultural heritage. However, his 

knowledge of these traditions is superficial and second-hand. He learns from books, rumours 

and imitation rather than lived experience. 

This reflects the postcolonial dilemma: the past cannot be fully recovered because it has been 

disrupted by colonial history. The roots that Ganesh seeks are already fragmented. His cultural 

revival is therefore artificial and theatrical. 

When Ganesh enters politics, his identity shifts once again. He becomes a public figure, 

adopting Western political language and institutional power. This final transformation shows 

that his quest for roots ends not in cultural authenticity but in political adaptation. He does not 

recover his past; instead, he reinvents himself according to changing social demands. 

 

Satire and the Illusion of Identity 

Naipaul employs satire to expose the emptiness of Ganesh’s identity constructions. The 

narrator’s detached and ironic tone highlights the gap between Ganesh’s self-image and reality. 

Ganesh believes he is becoming a great man, but his success is built on exaggeration, 

performance and social manipulation. 

Satire allows Naipaul to critique not only Ganesh but also the larger postcolonial society that 

rewards illusion over substance. The novel suggests that identity in such societies is often 

based on imitation of colonial models or romanticized versions of the past. 
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Ganesh’s life becomes a metaphor for the postcolonial condition: a continuous process of 

becoming, pretending and adjusting without ever reaching a stable sense of self. 

 

Conclusion 

The Mystic Masseur presents a complex exploration of identity, home and the quest for roots 

in a postcolonial world. Through Ganesh Ramsumair’s journey, Naipaul reveals the instability 

of identity in societies shaped by colonial displacement and cultural hybridity. Ganesh’s 

multiple transformations—from teacher to mystic to politician—demonstrate that identity is 

not discovered but constructed in response to social pressures. 

The novel ultimately suggests that the search for roots in postcolonial contexts is marked by 

loss, imitation and illusion. Home is not a secure place of belonging and identity remains 

fragmented and performative. Naipaul’s work thus offers a powerful critique of postcolonial 

subjectivity, showing how individuals struggle to define themselves in a world where cultural 

foundations have been irreversibly altered. 
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