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Abstract 
V. S. Naipaul's A Bend in the River (1979) isn’t just 

a novel about postcolonial Africa. It feels more like 

a long, uneasy meditation on how history gets 

pressed into shape, then torn apart, and later rebuilt 

again, basically for the needs of power. In this 

article, the book is read through contested 

monuments, that weird push-pull between what 

official historiography says and what subaltern 

memory keeps insisting on, the unofficial stories, 

the ones that are often held back, from people who 

actually lived through empire, and then through 

what came after it. Using postcolonial theory, 

memory studies, and newer arguments about 

monument removal and heritage politics, the article 

claims that Naipaul’s invented town at the bend of 

an unnamed African river acts like a mirror for real 

fights over whose past ends up being carved into 

stone. The discussion stitches together the novel’s 

main symbols—ruined colonial statues, the new 

Domain, the Big Man’s portraits, and also wider 

cases drawn from UNESCO heritage data plus 

scholarly work on contested public memory. By the 

end, the piece suggests that subaltern memory, even 

if it’s constantly sidelined, still keeps living on 

through oral tradition, lived practice, and small daily 

forms of resistance, and that Naipaul shows this 

survival with a kind of hard honesty, even when it 

makes you uncomfortable. 
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I. Introduction 
Think about that last time you went past a 

statue in some public square. Like did you even 

notice who it was, or did you just keep moving, 

yeah? Most folks, public monuments kind of melt 

into the background — they become part of the 

urban furniture, not really questioned, not celebrated 

either. Still for communities whose histories were 

pushed out, erased, left out of those monuments, it’s 

not neutral at all. It feels like wounds, real ones. 

V. S. Naipaul's A Bend in the River, 

published in 1979, starts with a sentence that sticks 

with readers for years and years: "The world is what 

it is; men who are nothing, who allow themselves to 

become nothing, have no place in it." It’s a hard 

opening. And the novel doesn’t really calm down 

after that. The story takes place in a fictional central 

African town — people generally read it as modeled 

on Kisangani in the Democratic Republic of Congo 

— and it follows Salim, an Indian-African trader, as 

he tries to move through a world where the past 

keeps breaking down into the present, and the 

present just refuses to stay put. 

What makes the novel so good for thinking 

about history and memory is its weird, steady 

fixation on monuments. Like, literally. The ruined 

statues of European colonizers. The fresh political 

symbols installed by the unnamed Big Man — 

which is basically a stand-in for Mobutu Sese Seko. 

The portraits that replace older faces, older things. 

And then the bush, always looming, ready to 

swallow everything back up. 

This piece is saying that Naipaul’s novel, 

kind of dramatizes a clash that historians and 

memory scholars have been talking about for 

decades, you know, that battle between the official 

history, state-sanctioned stuff with monuments and 

institutions pushing it, and subaltern memory too, 

the fractured, oral, embodied, and at times risky 

recall from people who never really got to write 

their own stories. And the thing is, it did not just 

stop after decolonization. If anything, it got worse, 

intensified. 

 

II. Monuments as Official History: Stone, 

Power, and Forgetting 
2.1 What Monuments Do 

Monuments are never, really just 

decorative. Every statue every war memorial every 

renamed street is kind of a political act, even when 

people pretend it isnt. It is saying this is what we 

decided to remember and, this is who we decided to 

honor. The flip side, what gets left out, is just as 

politically charged and somehow it still keeps 

moving. 
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Pierre Nora, the French historian, made a 

distinction in the 1980s between lieux de mémoire 

(sites of memory) and milieux de mémoire (living 

environments of memory). He argued that modern 

societies build monuments because organic living 

memory has been lost. Like we erect statues because 

we no longer naturally remember. In that sense 

monuments are compensatory gestures. They try to 

fill a void, but then they make a new one too, by 

crowding out the memories they do not represent. 

Official history—history that is state 

sanctioned, taught in schools, and inscribed into 

public space—tends to follow this same logic. It 

selects, simplifies, and monumentalizes. It turns 

complicated, messy, disputed histories into neat 

storylines with heroes and villains, progress and 

backwardness. And it does that in stone, quite 

literally, like the argument is set into the street 

surface. 

 

2.2 Colonial Monuments and the Postcolonial 

Predicament 

The colonial era was, honestly, insanely 

productive of monuments. European powers built 

statues, renamed cities, put up administrative 

buildings, and practically slapped their flags across 

territories they said they were “civilizing.” These 

were not really just aesthetic preferences, like a taste 

thing. They were technologies of control, ways of 

making colonial power feel stable, natural, almost 

inevitable. 

Then independence shows up, and 

suddenly those monuments become a headache. 

Like, what do you do with the statue of King 

Leopold in Kinshasa? Do you yank it down, like 

crowds in many places did, do you treat it as a 

historical leftover, something to keep but not 

celebrate, or do you swap it for something else 

entirely, a new narrative in stone? 

Postcolonial states didn’t all move the same 

direction. Some, like Ghana under Nkrumah, 

replaced colonial symbols with nationalist ones with 

a lot of enthusiasm. Others, like lots of post-

apartheid South African municipalities, got stuck in 

long public arguments about what counts as 

contested heritage and how to handle it. UNESCO’s 

2003 Convention for the Safeguarding of the 

Intangible Cultural Heritage, basically recognizes 

this shift, that heritage is not only physical 

monuments. It’s living traditions, oral histories, and 

practices that states often fail to guard properly. By 

2023, 182 countries had ratified the convention, 

which signals that, internationally people are 

acknowledging that official heritage frameworks 

have been too narrow for a long time (UNESCO, 

2023). 

 

III. Subaltern Memory: The History That 

Won't Stay Buried 
3.1 What Do We Mean by Subaltern Memory? 

The word “subaltern” traces back to 

Antonio Gramsci, but it was Gayatri Chakravorty 

Spivak who kinda gave it the strongest postcolonial 

shape in her 1988 essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?” 

Her question was basically this: can people at the 

edges of power— colonized peoples, women, 

peasants, the displaced— ever really voice, or 

articulate, their own histories, inside the very 

frameworks that power itself put in place. And her 

answer was mostly pessimistic, not upbeat at all. 

Still, that question opened up this enormous, kinda 

productive research space that people have kept 

working in ever since. 

 

Subaltern memory isn’t just unofficial 

history. it’s the kind of remembering that manages to 

remain intact even when official suppression is 

happening. It shows up in oral tradition — stories 

carried around, shared at kitchen tables and at 

community meetings. It also shows up in embodied 

practice, like the way people drift through or 

navigate spaces that official maps swear one thing, 

but experience tells you something else. And it’s 

there in mourning customs, in songs, in the way 

children get taught, early on, to be suspicious of 

certain “official” narratives. 

Ranajit Guha, one of the founders of 

Subaltern Studies, argued that elite and colonial 

histories tend to erase the agency of subordinated 

groups. The documents don’t really record what 

ordinary people thought, feared, wished for, or even 

remembered. So recovering subaltern memory tends 

to mean reading archives against the grain— and, 

honestly, often stepping outside archives altogether, 

into oral history, material culture, and community 

testimony too. 

 

3.2 Why It Matters Now 

This not really ancient history, you know. 

The Rhodes Must Fall movement started at the 

University of Cape Town in 2015 and it was very 

much a clash between “official memory”, like the 

Cecil Rhodes statue treated as proper legitimate 

heritage, and “subaltern memory”, meaning the 

daily lived experience of Black students moving 

through a campus that still feels symbolically 

claimed by a man who openly despised them. It then 

rolled out toward Oxford, Edinburgh and further, 

and it sparked those worldwide debates on what 
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heritage actually is, and for who it even counts in 

the first place. 

Then in 2021, a survey by the UK-based 

think tank British Future found that 57% of British 

respondents under 35 backed reconsidering 

monuments connected to slavery and colonialism, 

while 34% of the over 55 group did the same. So 

you can see how generational memory, in practice, 

shapes what people think “official heritage” should 

look like (British Future, 2021). This isn’t just about 

appearance or aesthetics either. It’s a dispute about 

whose history gets to matter. 

 

IV. Naipaul's Fictional Town as a Monument 

to Forgetting 
4.1 The Ruined Statues 

A Bend in the River opens kind of in the 

aftermath of violence, like the dust is still sitting 

there on everything. Salim arrives in a town that still 

has the scars of post-independence upheaval, and 

you can feel that it hasnt really healed. One of the 

novel’s most striking images is those broken 

colonial statues— European figures, and then their 

heads knocked off, or their plaques stripped away, 

like someone went at them with a purpose but not 

quite a plan. Naipaul doesnt describe them with 

triumphal energy, more with this quiet melancholy, 

like a sadness you cant quite name. And the violence 

aimed at the statues didnt bring clarity. If anything it 

produced a vacuum.   

And this is a crucial point, really. Tearing 

down an official monument, by itself, doesnt 

automatically restore subaltern memory. It makes 

room, sure. But that room can be filled by brand-

new official myths just as readily as by real recovery 

of what was suppressed. Naipaul sees that, and i 

mean he sees it with painful precision. The colonial 

statues don’t end up replaced by some clean return 

to pre-colonial African memory. Instead they get 

replaced by the Big Man’s own signs and symbols— 

his portraits, his rallies, his invented little stories of 

“authenticity.”   

Historically, it lands in a way that disturbs 

a lot of idealists. Mobutu Sese Seko’s authenticité 

campaign in Zaire during the 1970s did basically the 

same move. It stripped away colonial names and 

symbols (Leopoldville became Kinshasa, the Congo 

River became the Zaire River) but then it substituted 

a new official myth, centered on Mobutu himself, 

not on any genuine rediscovery of precolonial life, 

or grassroots memory. So the campaign felt, at the 

ground level, as much about erasure as it was about 

restoration. 

 

4.2 The Domain: Progress as Monument 

One of the novel’s central locations is the 

Domain — kind of a modernist cluster of facilities, 

institutions, and hopes built by the Big Man just 

outside the town. It stands for official history’s other 

mode. Not the backward-looking monument at all, 

but this forward-projecting dream. The Domain 

basically says: forget the past, we are building the 

future. 

Ferdinand, one of Salim's young 

acquaintances is educated at the Domain. He soaks 

up its ideology, its sense of purpose, the whole 

message as if it’s the natural order. But Naipaul 

keeps showing us that gap, the bright surfaces of the 

Domain, and then the town’s chaotic, violent reality 

surrounding it. The Domain is a monument to a 

future that hasn’t arrived yet and maybe never will. 

In a way it’s the most dishonest monument of all, 

since it doesn’t merely misrepresent the past. It 

colonizes the future too. 

And this dynamic isn’t only some kind of 

staged fiction, pretending, right? In postcolonial 

states, development megaprojects have too often 

acted like huge political declarations more than real, 

usable investments. The World Bank’s evaluations 

of major infrastructure schemes in Sub-Saharan 

Africa during the 1970s and 1980s, roughly the 

same time Naipaul was writing about, basically 

pointed to the fact that a distinct share of high status 

projects came in well below the expected benefits, 

and this could happen even while local communities 

were being pushed out. Their land and their 

memories were, literally laid over, (World Bank, 

1994). 

 

V. The Grammar of Power: Language, 

Naming, and Historical Control 
5.1 Who Gets to Name Things? 

One of the subtler kinds of monumental 

power is the ability to name. Streets, cities, rivers, 

mountains—renaming them is a way of claiming 

historical ownership, like, saying ok this place has a 

new story now, and the old one is over. Colonial 

powers did this pretty systematically. And so did 

postcolonial nationalist governments, later on too. 

In A Bend in the River, the town sort of 

exists in a nominal instability. Names move around 

with political winds, you can feel the shifts, even 

when no one says much. The whole unnamedness of 

Naipaul’s fictional geography— the river is never 

named, the country is never named, the Big Man is 

never named— works almost like an official 

equivalent of that same instability. Naipaul is 

basically suggesting that the published, official 

names aren’t really the geography. The real 

geography is elsewhere, in the unspoken knowledge 
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held by the people who live there, the ones who 

don’t need a label to know. 

And this connects directly to what scholars 

of postcolonial linguistics call “linguistic 

imperialism”, meaning the way colonial languages 

replaced and lowered the value of indigenous 

languages. It’s also the way postcolonial language 

policy has kept walking through this contested 

ground, rather than escaping it. Robert Phillipson’s 

early, foundational work on linguistic imperialism 

(1992) showed how English, French, and 

Portuguese kept operating as languages of power 

and everyday officialdom in postcolonial Africa, 

while indigenous languages were kept tied to the 

informal, the domestic, the subaltern. 

 

5.2 Oral Memory as Resistance 

Salim, Naipaul’s narrator, is sort of 

outsider, like an Indian-African Muslim from the 

East African coast. He comes from a community 

that has its own oral traditions, its own sense of 

history, that sits a bit uneasily next to both colonial 

and post-independence official narratives. That 

angle lets Naipaul look at how subaltern memory 

really works, not in monuments, but in stories, 

routines, and what families carry around as 

knowledge. 

 

Then theres Zabeth, the old African 

woman, who trades with the river communities. She 

has a kind of knowledge that the Domain’s educated 

inhabitants simply don’t have. She understands the 

bush; she understands the river. Her memory isn’t 

written down anywhere. It wont survive in any 

archive, no matter how people try. Yet it’s the 

memory that keeps people alive, in a daily way, it 

knows which routes are safe, which communities 

feel reliable, which signs usually tell you danger 

before it shows up. 

And Naipaul, he doesn’t romanticize it. 

He’s too straight forward for that. Still, he shows 

how there’s this irreplaceable practical value. When 

the official structures start to collapse, as they do 

again and again in the novel, it’s that subaltern, 

embodied oral memory that folks fall back on, 

almost automatically. 

 

VI. Global Parallels: Monument Wars from 

Pretoria to New Orleans 
6.1 The Global Pattern 

The tension Naipaul dramatizes is kinda 

playing out in real time across the world. Since 

2015, monument contestation has moved from 

academic argument into street-level politics with 

some remarkable speed, and honestly it feels like it 

happened faster than anyone expected. In the United 

States, the Southern Poverty Law Center 

documented the removal of 168 Confederate 

monuments between 2015 and 2022, after decades 

of advocacy by African American communities who 

had lived in the shadow of these officially 

sanctioned glorifications of slavery (Southern 

Poverty Law Center, 2022). 

In South Africa, the post-apartheid period 

turned heritage into an all-consuming negotiation, 

not just a matter of museums or archives. The 

apartheid government had built monuments 

celebrating Boer nationalism, and white settler 

history. Then the ANC government had to choose, 

demolish, repurpose, or maybe add context. What 

happened was deliberately mixed, some sites were 

redesignated as heritage sites that represent dark 

history while others were changed through the 

addition of counter-narratives. South Africa's 

National Heritage Resources Act of 1999 even spells 

out the need to protect heritage tied to “the history 

of slavery, and the resistance against colonialism 

and apartheid” — which is a sort of formal 

acknowledgment of subaltern heritage inside the 

law. 

 

Now in Iraq after 2003 there’s another 

close parallel. The toppling of Saddam Hussein’s 

statues got broadcast globally right away, as if it 

were a straight symbol of liberation. But many 

Iraqis, even without being supporters of Saddam, 

still experienced the destruction of those monuments 

as a new type of erasure. It looked like the 

imposition of an American-approved narrative over 

the messy, internally contested Iraqi experience of 

the Ba'athist period, and that contradiction is hard to 

ignore. 

 

6.2 UNESCO and the Limits of Official Heritage 

Protection 

UNESCO’s World Heritage system is 

pretty much the most visible global mechanism for 

protecting cultural heritage. It is also, as critics have 

argued, a way that tends to lock in official and elite 

definitions of what counts as heritage. As of 2024, 

there were 1,199 properties on the World Heritage 

List, but the distribution is heavily skewed toward 

Europe and North America (UNESCO, 2024). 

African sites make up only around 13% of the 

whole, and even inside that share, places tied to 

colonial architecture are often better recorded and 

protected than sites tied to precolonial or indigenous 

African heritage. 

This isn’t a small statistical detail, either. It 

signals a structural bias in how “heritage” has been 
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defined internationally— and Naipaul’s novel, even 

with its controversial reception, kind of helps make 

that clearer. The town at the bend of the river has no 

UNESCO listing. Its ruins don’t qualify for 

protection. Its living traditions don’t slot into the 

categories. That institutional look is basically the 

same problem Naipaul stages, but in a more 

dramatic narrative way. 

 

VII. Conclusion 
History has always been sort of a 

battleground, you know. But in postcolonial 

societies—or in Naipaul’s fictional version of one 

that is— that battleground is unusually visible, and 

unusually raw. The monuments colonial powers 

erected were never really neutral. Their removal, 

well it never is simple, and the replacement is never 

sure, not more honest automatically. Not even close.   

A Bend in the River offers no comfort, no 

clean resolution either. Which is, also, exactly why 

it feels so valuable. Salim leaves the town at the 

end, slipping away just ahead of violence, carrying 

nothing at all, or almost nothing. The town stays 

behind. The river bends, like it always does. The 

bush keeps growing, even when people don’t want it 

to.   

 

The novel keeps insisting on something, 

and memory scholars and heritage activists 

increasingly insist on it too, that the struggle 

between official history and subaltern memory, is 

not finished. It might never be finished. But that it 

continues— in Cape Town, in New Orleans, in 

Oxford, in Baghdad, in that unnamed town at the 

bend of the unnamed river—is, strange as it sounds, 

a kind of hope. Subaltern memory persists. It keeps 

finding new shapes, new ways. It waits.   

So the point isn’t that every monument 

should be torn down. That would be too easy. The 

real demand is that we should be honest about what 

these things actually do— what they celebrate, what 

they silence, and whose interests they quietly serve. 

That honesty is harder than bronze, and heavier than 

stone, too. Yet it may be the only foundation on 

which a genuinely shared history can eventually be 

built, or at least started. 
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