
RESEARCH JOURNAL OF ENGLISH (RJOE) 
www.rjoe.org.in | Oray’s Publications | ISSN: 2456-2696 

An International Approved Peer-Reviewed and Refereed English Journal 

Impact Factor: 8.373 (SJIF) | Vol. 10, Issue 3 (July, August& September;2025) 

__________________________________________________________________ 

  

RJOE JOURNAL 784 

 

The Study of Moral Decadence in V. S. Naipaul’s The Mystic Masseur 

__________________________________________________________________ 

Kothapalli Samuel 

Lecturer in English,V. V. Giri Government Kalasala – Dumpagadapa, Akividu, W.G. 

Dt – 534 235 Email: syam2carey@gmilcom 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Paper Received on 16-08-2025, Accepted on 17-09-2025 

Published on 19-09-25; DOI:10.36993/RJOE.2025.10.3.795 

Abstract: 

Vidiadhar Surajparsad Naipaul, the Nobel Prize winner, is renowned for his 

social satire and satirical fiction, the majority of which is set in his home country of 

Trinidad. Moral Decadence, as a literary and social phenomenon, could be 

characterized by the decay of ethical and moral values among individuals and 

societies. It is a process marked by the erosion of shared ethical values, resulting in 

an observable decline in behaviour deemed acceptable or virtuous by society's 

standards. One of his early novels, The Mystic Masseur, published in 1957, is a 

serious but also a critical satire of social values under the guise of comedy. The Mystic 

Masseur employs biting satire and characterization to expose moral decline as an 

underlying malaise common to both colonial and early post-colonial Trinidadian 

society.  

The politico-moral and socio-cultural atmosphere of colonial Trinidad and 

early post-colonial Trinidad, reflected in The Mystic Masseur, is fertile ground for 

moral decay. This Caribbean nation, caught in a period of stormy transition from 

colonial to independent rule, is left in turmoil and is plagued by a loss of the colonial 

order. Ganesh Ramsumair's character development in The Mystic Masseur is the 

overall representation of the novel's theme of moral decline. With his initial depiction 

as a frustrated writer and inept teacher, Ganesh, a Trinidadian of Indian descent, is 

shown to be ambitious, intelligent, and pragmatic, who wishes to rise above his 

impoverished background. While Ganesh Ramsumair is the main protagonist and 

symbolizes the moral decay, other characters in The Mystic Masseur help to visualize 

the extent of the societal condition indirectly, either by reflecting it or by fighting 

against its influence. The ethical downfall depicted in The Mystic Masseur has far-

reaching implications, not just for someone like Ganesh but also for the overall 

development and genuineness of Trinidadian society. The rise of Ganesh is finally 

greeted with a huge loss of integrity. 
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Introduction: 

Vidiadhar Surajparsad Naipaul, the Nobel Prize winner, is renowned for his 

social satire and satirical fiction, the majority of which is set in his home country of 

Trinidad. One of his early novels, The Mystic Masseur, published in 1957, is a serious 

but also a critical satire of social values under the guise of comedy. The novel charts 

the unlikely career of Ganesh Ramsumair, a frustrated writer and teacher, who 

becomes a mystic masseur and eventually reaches the heights of a successful colonial 

politician under the anglicized identity of G. Ramsay Muir. The novel, situated during 

colonial Trinidad from 1945 to 1953, is narrated through the perspective of an 

omniscient unnamed boy narrator whose critical insight serves to emphasize the 

satirical intent of the novel. 

The Mystic Masseur employs biting satire and characterization to expose 

moral decline as an underlying malaise common to both colonial and early post-

colonial Trinidadian society. This social issue is portrayed as an environment in which 

unchecked ambitions, pervasive materialism, and a palpable lack of authentic identity 

all work together to create rampant opportunism, widespread hypocrisy, and a 

superficial understanding of authentic progress. 

Moral Decadence, as a literary and social phenomenon, could be 

characterized by the decay of ethical and moral values among individuals and 

societies. It is a process marked by the erosion of shared ethical values, resulting in 

an observable decline in behaviour deemed acceptable or virtuous by society's 

standards. More specifically, it is defined as a "failure to uphold sound morality in 

society," including "decline, decay, and depravity". It typically involves the elevation 

of "money and material wealth" above basic moral principles, thereby resulting in the 

social acceptance of behaviour previously deemed immoral, such as corruption, 

dishonesty, and exploitation (Samuel Alemu). Typical symptoms of this decay include 

promiscuity, violence, excessive lifestyle changes (e.g., indecent clothing), and drug 

abuse, often linked to a “free lifestyle” (Hakki 221). 

A common pattern in historical and modern-day society is blaming past 

generations for moral decay on the present generation, usually accusing teenagers and 

young adults of being too violent, illiterate, or aggressive. Naipaul's argument widens 

this intergenerational blame, implying moral decadence is not just a problem 

restricted to certain age groups but an "objective reality" of a fundamental change in 

society (Samuel Alemu). This general societal change suggests that the decay is not 
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an accumulation of individual failures but a prevalent systemic condition shared by 

several factors in society. The novel, thus, offers a more complex interpretation in 

which all sections of society are responsible for and are affected by this decay in 

values. 

Second, the prevalence of moral decay has important long-term 

consequences for the sustainability of society. When moral standards are low, people 

are more likely to engage in destructive behaviour in hopes of avoiding detection. 

This is a "path to self-destruction" (Samuel Alemu), and only societies with strong 

moral standards can maintain their economic, social, and cultural health. Naipaul's 

book, in its portrayal of the widespread moral compromise in Trinidadian society, is 

a warning, and it shows how the pursuit of material prosperity and political power, 

without moral purpose, actually keeps a society from genuine flourishing. Such a 

society becomes calloused to matters like violence, injustice, discrimination, and 

corruption, following a path toward profound degeneration. 

 

Colonial Trinidad's Moral Landscape: 

The politico-moral and socio-cultural atmosphere of colonial Trinidad and 

early post-colonial Trinidad, reflected in The Mystic Masseur, is fertile ground for 

moral decay. This Caribbean nation, caught in a period of stormy transition from 

colonial to independent rule, is left in turmoil and is plagued by a loss of the colonial 

order. The period creates a "cosmopolitan structure" but also leads to a society that is 

"regressed, deteriorated, and deprived of a strong identity," something that can be 

largely attributed to the colonization process itself (Yildiz 233). Naipaul's work is 

always likely to grapple with the lives of people who, like him, are cut off from the 

societies in which they are supposedly members and who desperately search for ways 

to belong. He persistently characterizes Trinidadian society as backward and hostile, 

with fear, deceit, and treachery pervading it. Several interconnected causes result in 

this general moral deterioration: 

Individualism and materialism are expressed through a society defined by a 

keen desire for money and material comfort, which is a top priority for millions of 

people who are willing to sell their moral standards for wealth or power. As a result, 

this leads to an "emphasis on conspicuous consumption and the pursuit of pleasure," 

where individual wants take precedence at the cost of the interests of the group as a 

whole (Laghari). 

Deconstruction of traditional institutions, especially the family, is one of the 

significant problems in forming ethical conduct. The social circumstances, such as 
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increased divorce and economic pressures, undermine the family's age-old position 

as the dominant source of moral instruction. As a result, a large number of children 

are raised without solid moral foundations, and this leads to confusion about social 

norms. 

The degradation of human character is one of the major causes of social 

institutions’ degeneration. There exists a widespread cynicism where little optimism 

exists about people being noble or truthful. What was once considered immoral is 

increasingly becoming normalized or even being celebrated, which indicates 

widespread practice of moral relativism. 

The novel addresses the controversial issues of corruption in Trinidadian 

politics. Political corruption fosters cynicism and indifference, as politicians frame 

their agenda based on their interests rather than the interests of the people they govern. 

Political corruption in Trinidad society is expected and causes only "amusement and 

even mid approval," thus reinforcing a desensitization to immorality in society (Paul 

423). 

 There’s a disintegration of social bonds, and people feel lonely and broken. 

The disappearance of collective responsibility leads to increased antisocial behaviour 

such as corruption, dishonesty, and exploitation. This emphasis on personal gain over 

the common good erodes the feeling of belonging, thus increasing the isolation 

among people (Laghari). 

The colonial heritage is an entrenched root cause of this vacuum of morality 

and the crisis of identity. The colonized past of Trinidad has rendered its society 

“regressed, deteriorated, and deprived of a strong identity”. This is the reason why 

traditional moral guides are eroded, and the true new values find it difficult to 

crystallize. The ensuing moral uncertainty offers fertile ground for exploitation where 

exploitative personalities can flourish by riding on the then-prevalent societal 

uncertainty and lack of ethical clarity. The loss of roots and cultural hybridity also 

aggravate this, as people find it difficult to synthesize opposing influences and end 

up superficially adopting values and failing to internalize them. 

There is a striking paradox in this decadent world: while true social progress 

is stifled, some form of progress is sought and even attained at the expense of moral 

considerations. The novel identifies dreams of the Indians to achieve success and 

indicates that the rhetoric of progress is associated with stories of dishonesty. That is, 

Naipaul is critical of a cosmetic progress founded on a platform of moral compromise 

and not true societal progress. The quest for material wealth and political power, 
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without concern for morality, becomes the new standard of success, leading 

ultimately to a hollow and unsustainable form of development. 

Ganesh Ramsumair: The Opportunistic Ascent and Moral Compromise: 

Ganesh Ramsumair's character development in The Mystic Masseur is the 

overall representation of the novel's theme of moral decline. With his initial depiction 

as a frustrated writer and inept teacher, Ganesh, a Trinidadian of Indian descent, is 

shown to be ambitious, intelligent, and pragmatic, who wishes to rise above his 

impoverished background. His early experiences, like losing his job as a teacher 

because he was accused of "molding students instead of teaching them," show how 

the colonial education system is full of weird rules and manipulative ideas. This initial 

exposure is most likely the cause of his increasingly developed cynicism, as he 

understands that "knowledge is power and therefore difficult to control; however, a 

moulded character is simple to control" (Yildiz 234). A turning point in Ganesh's life 

occurs after his father's death. He sees little coincidences as omens of some larger 

destiny, so he convinces himself that he must first convince himself of his unique 

identity before convincing everyone else. This is the start of his performative self, 

where appearance and perceived stature are paramount.  

Ganesh's ascension rests on a chain of intentional misrepresentations, 

falsehoods, and self-serving actions: 

In contravention of the earlier stipulation with the father-in-law, Ramlogan, 

Ganesh cleverly takes advantage of the kedgeree-eating ritual, an integral part of the 

wedding, to acquire a large amount of cash, $1,500, and a house at Fuente Grove. 

This first move clearly shows his lust for money and willingness to go against 

traditional norms for financial benefit. 

Having failed at writing, Ganesh turns into a mystic and religious healer. His 

success relies on a practiced routine, as in his claimed "cure" of a boy believed to be 

under the spell of a "black cloud." Ganesh conducts a ritual, knowing he has no occult 

power, but he cleverly convinces the boy and his mother that the cloud has passed. 

This depiction shows him to be both greedy and compassionate, a trickster who 

secretly hopes for his trick's success. He deliberately suggests payment to clients 

while teaching them not to widely disseminate his services, knowing that their 

gratitude will cause them to spread the word and provide better payment. 

His enterprise also involves the construction of a temple in Fuente Grove, 

upon which he charges an entry fee. Despite a Hindi inscription guaranteeing "peace 

to you all," an English sign clearly states that "requests for monetary assistance cannot 
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be entertained," brutally revealing his commercial interests in seeking religious 

practice. 

Ganesh's increasing dominance is seen in his disagreement with Ramlogan 

about overcharging taxi fares to his residence. He plans to start his fleet of taxis, 

forcing Ramlogan, owner of the entire local taxi fleet, to sell them to him. His political 

ambition increases as he strategically maneuvers to become the president of the 

Trinidad Hindu Association. This is done by revealing the current president, C.S. 

Narayan, to have embezzled funds, disclosed through Ganesh's newspaper, The 

Dharma. This strategic move to displace Narayan is analogous to his previous 

manipulation of Ramlogan, thereby demonstrating a consistent pattern of unethical 

opportunism. 

Using his broad popularity, Ganesh wins a Trinidad Legislative Council seat 

in an election with ease. His political attributes are said to have "cunningness essential 

for political achievement" (Rebecca 33). His campaign slogans, i.e., "Ganesh will do 

what he can, a vote for Ganesh is a vote for god. Ganesh will win and Ganesh is a 

man of good and god", are vague and emotionally manipulative to create public 

opinion on issues. 

Ganesh initially expresses a desire to battle for the well-being of Trinidad's 

downtrodden and shows solidarity with a strike of sugar workers, but only with 

“vague Marxist ideas” (Biradar 762). But a sour experience when he is "roughly 

handled by the crowd" provokes a dramatic change of heart. He then adopts the cloak 

and attitude of the Governor, accepting the offer of an M.B.E. and defending British 

colonial rule as a representative at the UNO.  

Ganesh's transformation isn't just about how he acts—it's also about how he 

looks and the cultural changes he's going through. He sheds his traditional Indian 

attire (dhoti and kurta) and his "mystic" approach for Western clothes and ways of 

thinking. His full assimilation into the colonial system is signified by his taking up 

the name G. Ramsay Muir, Esq., M.B.E. Although his new house is modern inside, it 

ironically still retains old-fashioned Hindu stone carvings, showing a surface-level 

Westernization that hides an inner and perhaps contradictory Indian sensibility. 

Ganesh's success is also attributed to his questionable talent and his ability to 

exploit the ignorance and gullibility of the masses. Naipaul's account, while not 

overtly disapproving of Ganesh, implicitly refers to the social order that makes 

possible the rise of a figure like Ganesh. This suggests a close link: Ganesh's moral 

failure is not a personal failure but a precise expression and result of the society's 

moral failing and tendency towards superficiality. His ability to take advantage of 
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opportunities works because the community doesn’t judge him morally. Because of 

that, he’s seen as a hero, even though he’s lowered the community’s standards by 

putting his own success and wealth above doing what’s truly right. 

The performative quality of achievement and identity in a post-colonial 

environment is aptly illustrated through Ganesh's life. His constant identity shifts—

from teacher to writer, masseur, mystic, politician, and finally an English 

gentleman—are not real changes but deliberate performances for progress. A critical 

analysis highlights the "performative nature of postcolonial state and identity 

politics," noting that "Colonial mimicry is oftentimes similar to parody" (Erden ii). 

Ganesh's acceptance of Western attire, his phony talent, and his Anglicized first name 

are not real changes but deliberate performances of mimicry to gain perceived success. 

This suggests that moral decadence in this environment has strong correlations with 

a lack of real identity, where individuals turn towards mimicking dominant forms in 

a bid to gain success, without developing real selfhood or social values. This creates 

a society that is interested in appearance rather than reality, and moral integrity 

becomes largely irrelevant. 

Supporting Characters and Their Moral Stances: 

While Ganesh Ramsumair is the main protagonist and symbolizes the moral 

decay, other characters in The Mystic Masseur help to visualize the extent of the 

societal condition indirectly, either by reflecting it or by fighting against its influence.  

Leela, Ganesh's wife, first marries him unwillingly. She is characterised as 

doubtful and supportive. Her initial encouragement of Ganesh's literary aspirations 

eventually disappears as she begins to protest once she realizes that he is using 

reading as an excuse not to write. Her annoyance at his lack of accomplishments 

prompts her to desert him and go back to her father’s house.  Nonetheless, her 

eventual delight when Ganesh eventually delivers a book, however bad it may be and 

however suspect the means of his subsequent success, indicates a pragmatic tolerance 

of his methods and, at the very least, a heuristic appreciation for stability and the 

appearance of success.  Subsequent readings of her character have suggested that she 

may be the one with a firmer hold on reality than her husband.  Leela’s 

transmogrifying responses illustrate the extreme challenge of holding onto ethics in 

the face of economic realities and a husband whose success is manifestly bound up 

with his opportunism. Her character represents the external coercion to be adjusted 

to new and lower standards. 

A local shopkeeper called Beharry is Ganesh's loyal friend and confidant. 

He is one of the rare literates of the town and encourages Ganesh's intellectual 
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potential, encouraging him to read or follow in the footsteps of a writer. His solid 

backing and his faith in Ganesh's capabilities speak volumes about their friendship. 

Beharry feels that Ganesh "belongs to a higher caste," so Beharry thinks he is "worth 

supporting", and Beharry is pleased when Ganesh begins to wear traditional Indian 

dress, which he takes to be authentic. Although suggested to be helpful, Beharry's 

faith in Ganesh's "higher caste" and his encouragement of Ganesh's mystic persona 

imply a measure of naivete or dependence on allies or superstitious customs. He 

unwittingly enables Ganesh’s ascent, despite how shady Ganesh’s practices become. 

This shows that evil is not the only culprit of moral decadence, but also the blind acts 

of respect from his supporters because of adherence to the tradition of generic 

reverence and unreason. The character of Beharry highlights to societal naivete and 

acquiescence to specific traditional hierarchies might inadvertently facilitate the 

ascension of popularist figures such as Ganesh. 

Other characters further enrich the novel's moral commentary: 

Ramlogan, Leela's father, is described as a scheming but likeable rogue, a 

character who still embodies virtues of the old world but is equally driven by 

selfishness. He tries to fool Ganesh to gain something for himself, for example, to 

avoid paying dowry or to get a share of Ganesh's taxi business, but in the end, he is 

outwitted by Ganesh. Ramlogan is the figure who unabashedly depicts the corruption 

of low-level characters and their selfishness, which are typical of the society depicted 

in the book. 

C.S. Narayan, in the Trinidad Hindu Association, is the president, and he is 

"embezzling funds" that are revealed to be the source of the problem. He represents 

the corruption that is established, and Ganesh, who is also corruption of a different 

kind, through his opportunistic methods, replaces. The fact that Narayan's charges 

against Ganesh, calling him an anti-Hindu, a racialist, or an atheist, reflect the cynical 

political atmosphere. (Rebecca 33) 

The Narrator, who was a young boy charmed by Ganesh's books and finds 

him amusing, develops a more critical perspective as an adult student in England. He 

becomes aware of Ganesh's shortcomings, the falsehoods in his autobiography, The 

Years of Guilt, and his numerous foolish whims and minor vanities. This dual 

perspective gives the reader crucial critical distance; thus, vanity and hypocrisy are 

rampant, even among those who appear to be educated. 

The fact that characters such as Ramlogan and Narayan are depicted 

engaging in morally ambiguous activities before Ganesh's rise to power indicates that 

Ganesh does not bring corruption but merely exploits and manipulates the corrupt 
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majority. The point that "Corruption, not unexpected, aroused only amusement and 

even mild approval" in Trinidad suggests a societal environment where moral decay 

is not an anomaly but the accepted norm, and opportunism is a recognized strategy 

for survival (Paul 423). Consequently, Ganesh's victory can be seen as not a mere 

chance occurrence but a natural development in a setting where moral principles have 

faded, and it is the sharp mind that counts over honesty. This situation leads to an 

unending vicious circle where one phase of moral decline (established corruption) is 

just substituted by another, sometimes even more cunning and sophisticated one 

(Ganesh's charade of opportunism). 

Consequences of Decadence on Individuals and Society: 

The ethical downfall depicted in The Mystic Masseur has far-reaching 

implications, not just for someone like Ganesh but also for the overall development 

and genuineness of Trinidadian society. The rise of Ganesh is finally greeted with a 

huge loss of integrity, and he is a character he may have struggled against in the past. 

He has since become a "man of the establishment by changing his name, his habits, 

and his lifestyle" (“The Self and Society: The Mystic Masseur” 43). The nature of his 

relationship with Leela and Ramlogan, specifically, is too often transactional, with 

tensions arising from his relentless self-interest. Although he appears to have 

succeeded, the vision of the adult narrator shows the emptiness behind Ganesh's 

success, pointing out his deficiencies, the lies in his autobiography," The Years of 

Guilt, and his numerous foolish fancies and small vanities." It is a Pyrrhic victory, 

where the person achieves material and political success but loses his moral sense 

and true self. This is a direct consequence of moral decay, where success can be 

measured in terms of guilt and dishonesty as opposed to real character or integrity. 

The novel suggests that while Ganesh achieves a lot of wealth, fame, and power, these 

are based on dubious talent, deception, and crooked methods. The narrator's final 

opinion testifies that while external success is plentiful, Ganesh's moral compromises 

lead to inner emptiness or a lack of real integrity. 

At the social level, moral decay has far-reaching and extensive consequences, 

resulting in a fragmented society defined by increasing crime, corruption, and 

spiritual disillusionment. One morally decaying society shows a reduced interest in 

matters such as violence, injustice, discrimination, sexual harassment, or fairness. It 

is apathetic about instances of political or social corruption. Such general apathy 

produces an overall climate of cynicism. The society is described as "nonpolitical," 

where "corruption inspired only amusement and even mid approval," and an 

enormous lack of responsibility and passive acceptance of moral decay (Paul). 
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Naipaul utilizes Ganesh's description to describe the failure of Trinidadians to gain 

independence or to construct a working government or culture. The rhetoric of 

progress here is tied to histories of dishonesty. 

The novel also attempts to trace the intergenerational transmission of moral 

decadence. The premise that moral decadence is not merely a problem of generations 

but an "objective reality" in which everyone has his or her stake in the process, and 

this process also affects everyone, suggests that the decadence is not limited to 

Ganesh's generation or his behaviour. Older characters such as Ramlogan and 

Narayan are also found to have their episodes of dishonesty and corruption, and the 

overall society is marked by gullibility and susceptibility to accept lower moral 

standards. This would suggest that moral decadence in The Mystic Masseur is 

presented as a self-generating cycle. Each generation, with the hangover of the 

colonial experience and the general cynical mood, actively collaborates in or 

passively accepts the decay of ethical values. This creates a society that appears to be 

stuck in a state of stunted growth, unable to attain real, continuous moral development 

or real self-realization. 

Conclusion:  

"The Mystic Masseur" is a textured literary critique of moral corruption, 

tracing its complex forms in the settings of colonial and early post-colonial Trinidad. 

The critique sketches how such corruption pervades beyond personal failures, 

infecting social institutions and being heavily influenced by colonial legacies. Ganesh 

Ramsumair, the central character, exemplifies such moral corruption in his 

opportunistic and performative existence, in which he shifts his identity and moral 

values to pursue perceived success. The supporting characters help show the overall 

moral vibe, illustrating how society tends to accept and even imitate corruption, often 

without realizing it. Naipaul's biting satirical critique, supported by his ironic 

detachment, exposes the sham of independence and outlines the destructive impact 

of mimicry on the moral fabric and actual constitution of society. The implications of 

such corruption finally bear fruit in Ganesh's seeming success and the larger society's 

failure to attain true progress, stuck in a pattern of moral compromise. 

Naipaul's novel, though set in the specific history of colonial Trinidad, is 

universally valid and is beyond geography to deal with common human experience. 

The general definitions of moral decadence, the collapse of moral norms, the 

prevalence of materialism, and the collapse of social trust, are neither Trinidadian in 

definition nor conduct but resonate over a broad range of societies. The story’s pretty 

detailed about how morality breaks down in a specific post-colonial society. It 
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touches on big ideas everyone can relate to, like how the people in power, trying to 

get rich, can corrupt people, and how tough it is for societies when old moral values 

no longer work. The "objective reality" of moral decadence and its path to "self-

destruction" are universal cautionary tales regarding the vulnerability of ethical 

norms in any society with superficiality and opportunism. The sense of losing your 

sense of who you are and where you belong because of colonialism might be specific 

to this story, but it’s really about a universal struggle we all face trying to figure out 

ourselves and find where we fit in a world that keeps changing. The Mystic Masseur 

is a cautionary story, emphasizing the dangers of prioritizing material wealth and 

external success over genuine moral and ethical growth. This is particularly relevant 

in societies navigating complex journeys of self-identity and personal development. 
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