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and the Partition of India raises 
the pivotal question of Punjabi 
Hindus who, being ‘suddenly’ 
rendered a minority in their 
land, had to migrate to what 
became/remained India. The 
case of the Punjabi Hindus is 
atypical – they were minor-
ity Hindus in Muslim-majority 
Punjab, who had to migrate to 
become part of a majoritarian 
Hindu community in India. In 
India today, where Muslims 
constitute the major minority, it 
is hard to imagine Hindus as a 
minority. The book can help us 
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imagine, across time, the fate of such a large minoritarian Punjabi 
Hinduism. This is historically significant as the present state of 
minority Hinduism in Pakistan (chiefly in Sindh) is too miniscule 
to provide a useful comparative point of analysis. Nair’s book helps 
sensitize us to the enormous contingency of majority and minority 
formation – and perhaps no question is more significant for South 
Asian polities today.

The chief mode of this sensitization is achieved by the book’s 
meticulous temporalizing from around the turn of the century up 
to 1947. The attention to detail shows how what was claimed to be 
purely administrative partitions ended up over time becoming the 
partition with a capital P. Yet the attention to temporalization makes 
one understand that the historiographical question of inevitability 
versus contingency is unanswerable, or even un-raisable beyond a 
point. Perhaps all good history-writing should seek to inhabit, and 
flesh out this conceptual middle-space between pure teleology and 
pure randomness. The virtue of the book lies in this fleshing out of 
the crucial characters and decades of especially the 1920s, ’30s/’40s. 
The book has vivid characterizations of figures such as Lala Lajpat 
Rai and Swami Shraddhanand as they enact the dilemmas of 
Hindu-becoming. Positions change over time according to diverse 
historical exigencies, and Nair skilfully shows that the category of 
communalism itself has to be historicized, and cannot be a mere 
judgmental label. This explains the attention paid to figures such as 
Swami Shraddhanand who represent strange hybridities (and thus 
possibilities?) of political thought – in this strand of thought a strong 
and growing sense of Hindu nationalism did not inexorably mean 
an anti-Muslim position. The point is less to be an apologist for 
this or that figure, and more to reflect on the intrinsically (but lived 
and believed) contradictory, but live possibilities of non-adversarial 
identity formation. This is surely a political question that is pertinent 
and understandably controversial today. 

This eye for the lived, existential experience of history in all its 
embodied contradiction is also what distinguishes Nair’s reading of 
Bhagat Singh. Instead of the tired opposition of peaceable Gandhi 
and revolutionary Bhagat Singh, Nair analyzes material of the period 
that reveals that what captured people’s imagination is the image of 
the fasting, rather than the aggressively revolutionary, Bhagat Singh. 
However, Nair is also able to weave in a complex narrative analysis of 
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high politics. In the 1930s it would seem that politics reverted from 
dramatizable situations to the minutiae of administrative proposals. 
The point of analyzing these many sets of talks and memoranda and 
Missions and Conferences is to again show how easily things might 
have turned out differently, and that even if some sort of ‘Pakistan’ 
had to emerge, it might have been of an altogether different nature. 
Thus Nair again makes a significant point: according to her, it is 
important to go beyond the debate of the mere contingent existence 
of Pakistan, and rather be able to imagine and thus perhaps 
recover many alternative formulations of the identity and necessary 
relationality this incipient concept Pakistan has to a similarly fluid 
and re-imaginable concept of South Asia and India.

A later chapter analyzes violence and the memory of violence. To 
some extent the question of violence has appropriated the whole 
discourse of Partition. Nair’s book, again importantly, has up till 
this final chapter sought to contextualize Partition (and all the 
proto and mini and ex partitions) such that the political-theoretical 
question of Partition does not entirely lose its identity and integrity 
to the more visceral and immediate question of violence. On the 
strength of this understanding of the primacy of the political order, 
Nair seeks to be make the strong case that the violence cannot be 
reduced to notions of (religious) fanaticism but must also be related 
to the constituent instabilities of the nascent South Asian polities 
of Pakistan and India. For example, envisage the complexity that 
Nair pithily states: ‘Jawaharlal Nehru, who grew to have enormous 
influence in the Punjab Congress, prevented Punjabi Hindus from 
forging pacts with Punjabi Muslims, as well as, indeed, other 
Hindus belonging to the Unionist Party. Yet non-Congress Hindus 
joined the Unionist-led Cabinet, forming a ‘coalition government’ 
that included a ‘common minimum programme’. Or, later in the 
same page, and in a proximate historical moment: ‘Some urban 
Punjabi Hindus, such as Gokul Chand Narang, sought to cling to 
their status as a religiously defined all-India majority; they did not 
accept their status as a religiously defined provincial minority and 
as, was becoming clear, a statutory minority.’

It is understandably harder to conceptualize violence as the 
breakdown of state order rather than the more immediate visceral 
sense of blood and sexual assault. But Nair’s book does manage to 
do both – while it understands the polity at a level super-ordinate to 
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lived citizenship, it is also able to weave together everyday memories 
of loss and uncertainty, but also healing and entrepreneurship as 
experienced by refugees (and children of refugees) now living in 
Delhi. The younger generation are unevenly traumatized – to many 
the valence of Hindu-Muslim relationship has to be forged anew, 
and is not entirely hostage to the notion of natal trauma, and indeed 
is able to reconfigure, in the present, the ‘[reminder] that at the 
moment of its founding, the nation was severally imagined’. Nair’s 
book demonstrates the compound causal assemblages and nexuses 
that led to Partition rather than the teleology of ‘communalism’ – and 
the chief value of this type of analysis might lie in the fact that the 
identified political elements can then be meaningfully re-assembled 
in a way that can moderate conflict, guilt and misunderstanding in 
the present. 

.


