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‘hypocritical handshakes’: Mulk Raj Anand, Bloomsbury and the Ambivalent Influence of 

Politeness 

There has been a number of calls in recent years for Mulk Raj Anand (1905-2004) to be featured 

more prominently in the scholarship and teaching of the cultural production of the Bloomsbury 

Group. Benjamin Conisbee Baer, Kristin Bluemel, Jane Marcus, Susheila Nasta have all produced 

important work in the last few years that have re-assessed Anand’s always ambivalent position with 

respect to the luminaries of the Bloosmbury group and of Anglo-American Modernism more 

generally.  

 

What has been less often looked at, and what will be the focus of this paper, is the way Anand, in his 

autobiographical writing in particular, constructs the acknowledged influence of the Bloomsbury 

group through the trope of politeness. In particular, in Conversations in Bloomsbury (1981), Anand 

positions himself as an awkward, self-conscious - ‘gauche’ to use his favourite phrase – outsider who 

is eternally worried about committing another social faux pas. This narrative trope (if indeed it is 

“merely” that) is of importance because Anand uses it to establish a racial dynamic between the 

politeness of the bourgeois Bloomsbury tea-parties, and the naïve, hot-headed, Punjabi peasant, 

when  he is unable to restrain himself from correcting many of the numerous misconceptions of 

India that he encounters in his conversations.  

 

A closer look at the trope of politeness and manners will, I think, shed new light on the complex 

relationship between Anand and his many influences.  
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