
BOOK REVIEWS

Hilary Synnott, Transforming Pakistan: Ways Out of Instability (London: Routledge and 
the International Institute of Strategic Studies [IISS], 2009), 198 pp. 

Sir Hilary Synnott is a well-known observer of international affairs, both in South 
Asia and the Middle East, with an illustrious career in military and diplomatic service, 
including three years as the British High Commissioner in Islamabad (2001–03). In 
this succinct new book, Synnott draws upon his knowledge of Pakistan to present 
an unusually accessible account of basic political and security-related trends since 
1988. 

Synnott begins with an historical introduction (1947 to the present), touching 
upon familiar topics like the diffi culties of postcolonial ‘nation-building’, civil–military 
relations, and the use of religious parties and religious militants in the context of 
Pakistan’s security policy. His primary focus, however, lies in connecting these topics 
to a deeper understanding of the Afghan jihad and its fallout in Pakistan after 1989. 

In his second chapter, Synnott focuses on the politics of Pakistan after 9/11. He 
draws special attention to the ways in which, following the departure of Soviet forces 
from Afghanistan in 1989, Pakistan’s ‘allies’ within the Afghan mujahideen re-emerged 
as increasingly ambivalent friends and, in many cases, explicit enemies. This is a famil-
iar story covered by countless journalists. But, even within this crowded fi eld, Synnott 
offers something new. He provides a detailed account focused primarily on Pakistan, 
drawing special attention to a series of complex rivalries and relationships involving 
(a) Taliban affi liates in Pakistan, (b) the nebulous world of Pakistan’s rather notorious 
Inter-Services Intelligence Agency (ISI), (c) the Pakistan Army and, of course, (d ) sev-
eral rather prominent political leaders, including Benazir Bhutto, Nawaz Sharif, Asif 
Ali Zardari, Yousuf Raza Gilani and General Pervez Musharraf. 

In certain respects, Synnott reframes what is already available in existing journalistic 
sources. But, of course, the point of Synnott’s project lies precisely in an effort to 
synthesise this widely dispersed material while, at the same time, presenting it in a way 
that is unusually well-balanced, rigorously fact-based, and remarkably easy to follow. 
In fact, Synnott succeeds in providing what scholars routinely struggle to achieve: a 
clear-headed and concise account of extremely complex events—stretching all the 
way from the lawyers’ movement that emerged to resist General Musharraf ’s ouster of 
Pakistan Supreme Court Chief Justice Iftikhar Mohammad Chaudhury to a series of 
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terrorist attacks perpetrated by a diverse set of Taliban-affi liated groups in the Punjab, 
Swat, Waziristan, Islamabad, etc.

This is not a theory-driven account of contemporary politics in Pakistan. It is, 
primarily, an event-based account stitched together with a judicious dose of beautifully 
measured commentary. What sets this book apart is its decision to focus on a set of 
events commonly associated with the contentious border region between Afghanistan 
and Pakistan. The book succeeds in providing a crystal-clear account of these events 
without at any point sacrifi cing an appreciation for their political, military, historical 
or strategic complexity.

In his account of specifi c events, Synnott is empirically meticulous. But, in his 
introduction, his ambitions are less restrained. In fact, he states that the larger aim 
of his book lies in showing that ‘Pakistan’s structural and historical weaknesses are 
such that nothing short of a [total] transformation of the country’s body politic’ is 
necessary to achieve greater stability (p. 15). This is, in some ways, an unfortunate 
framing of Synnott’s larger argument. It is unfortunate because its scope is too broad 
and, therefore, largely unachievable. 

Indeed, with a focus on the problem of ‘instability’ in ‘the body politic’ of Pakistan, 
it is surprising that Synnott fails to mention things like (a) the recent history of violent 
party politics in Karachi, (b) the precariousness of interior Sindh, (c) the simmering 
faultlines of sectarianism, and (d ) the politics of inequality that underpin so much 
popular resentment. These are not the sorts of issues that one would expect to miss 
in a book regarding the problem of ‘instability’ in Pakistan.

In fact, notwithstanding specifi c claims to the contrary, Synnott has not written a 
book about ‘structural and historical weaknesses’ writ large. He has produced a very 
helpful book about the domestic and international politics of Pakistan as these relate 
to a specifi c set of security concerns widely associated with the Taliban. This is a book 
for western scholars of international security who wish to learn about one particular 
slice of contemporary politics in Pakistan. It is not a book for those already steeped 
in the politics of Pakistan, and it is not a book for those with an interest in locally 
embedded policy prescriptions. Indeed, turning to the challenge of defi ning ‘ways out’ 
of instability, an important goal clearly articulated in the rather tantalising subtitle 
of this book, Synnott becomes quite vague. He notes, for instance, that ‘Pakistan 
needs to establish a durable and unthreatening sense of identity’ (p. 163) while, at 
the same time, recalibrating the role of the army and intelligence services in relation 
to the body politic These are, of course, familiar conclusions.  But, in so many ways, 
they are also decidedly under-specifi ed.

Occasionally Synnott’s suggestions are more precise, for example, when he stresses 
the value of preferential access to western markets for Pakistani agricultural products 
and targeted job-creation schemes along the Pakistan–Afghan border (pp. 170 and 173), 
when he notes that water and energy shortages deserve more attention among inter-
national donors (p. 173), and, above all, when he argues that international aid workers 
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should be competent in local languages (p. 171).  For the most part, however, Synnott’s 
suggestions are rather general, as, for example, when he notes that Pakistan’s secur-
ity sector, including its judiciary and its police, need ‘special attention’ (p. 171).

  This is an informative and well-written book. It is unusually clear-headed while, 
at the same time, remaining eminently compelling. It may not satisfy those with an 
interest in carefully calibrated or locally embedded policy recommendations. But, in 
my opinion, it should be read by anyone with an interest in the problem of ‘instability’ 
(and international responses to it) in the context of contemporary Pakistan.

Matthew J. Nelson
Department of Politics, School of Oriental and African Studies

University of London

Rollie Lal, Understanding China and India. Security Implications for the United States 
and the World (Westport, CT and London: Praeger Security International, 2006), 
178 pp. 

DOI: 10.1177/026272801103100206

Whilst predicting state behaviour is a crystal ball exercise jealously guarded by national 
security analysts, it is also a focus of interdisciplinary scholarly debates on the conceptual 
and societal frameworks that inform policymaking. This study examines the processes 
of national interest formation in India and China, investigating how globalisation, 
national identity, sovereignty and (geo) political structures shape policy objectives in 
two of the world’s most important yet under researched state powers.

Lal’s main contention is that China and India ‘have come to very similar conclu-
sions on how to pursue their national interests in selecting economic reforms and 
defense modernization as the optimal policy choices for increasing comprehensive 
national strength’ (p. 9), but have done so for disparate reasons. Through an overview 
of national-interest formation, Lal traces the historical antecedents for similarities 
between China’s and India’s national objectives (chapters one and two), demonstrating 
that markedly different rationales underpin them in terms of national ideologies 
(chapter three), geopolitical perceptions of globalisation and sovereignty (chapter 
four), political institutions (chapter fi ve) and their approach to closer bilateral rela-
tions (chapter six). 

This study contributes to our understanding of bureaucratic politics by providing 
insights into the processes and factors that shape national interest formation in Asia’s 
two major powers. It exposes the limits of Weberian conceptualisations of states as 
unifi ed and rational actors. Lal’s interviews with political and bureaucratic elites, 
scholars and journalists reveal a complex intermeshing of values and perceptions of 
state elites competing for infl uence, jurisdiction and resources in setting national policy. 
Yet, her realist bias underplays the deeper historical and cultural factors shaping the 
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situadedness of national interest discourses. Similarities in China’s and India’s economic 
policy decisions (namely a commitment to socialist goals, whilst accepting neo-liberal 
reforms to foster rapid economic growth) and their security strategies to modernise 
military capabilities are not entirely unique and can be seen in other large developing 
countries such as Brazil, South Africa and Indonesia. Such decisions arguably refl ect 
broader structural patterns of capitalist development and global geopolitical trends 
rather than emerging as an exclusive product of intra-state machinations or calculated 
strategising amongst state élites. 

The author’s realist bias also casts a shadow over later chapters that explore the 
differing reasons for India’s and China’s shared national policy objectives. Lal argues 
in chapter three that whilst India adopts an outward-oriented posture towards 
national sovereignty that ‘was more politically defi ned than cultural and, therefore, 
less threatened by centrifugal societal forces’ (p. 54), Chinese leaders were inclined to 
more ‘inward-oriented perceptions’ focused on tackling challenges to state unity from 
political discontent and internal economic disparities (p. 54). Similar comparisons 
are drawn in discussions in chapter fi ve on political institutions and the hierarchy 
of interests that shape national policy decision-making. Lal claims that ‘survival of 
the state structure is the state priority’ in China (p. 125), in contrast to India, since 
the ability of the Communist Party to ‘maintain high levels of performance on issue 
areas of concern to the citizenry is critical to retaining political legitimacy’ (p. 117). 
As the ideological basis for Communist Party rule has been weakened following the 
advent of market economy reforms, Lal contends that the collapse of party authority 
could mean collapse of the current political order. The prioritisation of national unity 
and territorial contiguity over economic sovereignty is also considered refl ective of 
China’s failure to provide an inclusive defi nition of national identity, in contrast to 
India’s concept of a multinational state in which no one culture dominates. These are 
insightful comparative observations with instructive lessons, but they do not explain 
why the Chinese leadership doggedly pursues cultural unity as the sine qua non of state 
authority, whilst the Indians so readily embrace plurality as the pivot of state legitimacy. 
Perhaps this refl ects a deeper philosophical and historical disparity between Indian 
and Chinese conceptions of the state? The ‘mandate of heaven’ doctrine in ancient 
Chinese thinking, for example, contains striking parallels with the Communist Party’s 
striving for self-legitimation through addressing societal needs. 

Although Lal’s interpretations do not investigate the cultural premises of national 
policymaking, the study commendably seeks to penetrate the geopolitical psyche of 
Indian and Chinese elites in terms of their perceptions of globalisation and its impact 
on sovereignty (chapter four). She fi nds that Indian state elites emphasised as most 
signifi cant the impact of globalisation on ‘the state’s ability to make sovereign decisions 
regarding its economic and political interests’(p. 104), whilst Chinese policymakers 
highlighted its consequences for maintaining territorial integrity. Discourses of global-
isation as a threat to state sovereignty are not questioned, however, even though Lal’s 
own interview data suggests that state elites are actually ambiguous about such binary 
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constructs, perceiving state sovereignty in fl uid, situationally defi ned terms. The para-
dox in Chinese leaders’ perception of neo-liberalism as a means to strengthen state 
sovereignty (p. 89), for example, is left unexamined, and would have provided more 
nuanced insights into how globalisation has been integrated into and reconstructed 
by elite discourses as a means to further national policy objectives.

In consonance with recent scholarship on Sino-Indian relations, Lal fi nds that Indian 
and Chinese elites, despite expressing rivalries, consider their national interests to be 
compatible. Confi dence building measures, activities boosting economic cooperation 
as well as joint military exercises suggest a rapprochement. However, Lal notes that ‘as 
India continues to grow, China’s reluctance to accord the country status as a peer in the 
international arena could cause friction and could lead to renewed frictions’ (p. 140). 
Indeed, Chinese and Indian leaders emphasise cooperation whilst maintaining hawkish 
views on ongoing border disputes, naval competition and China’s continuing military 
support to Pakistan. Whether this refl ects a double-game strategy or a convoluted 
outcome of intra-state bargaining is not addressed. Moreover, the implications of this 
ambiguous rapprochement for the US and the world are left largely unexplored. Lal’s 
conclusions that the US should recognise that ‘territorial sovereignty over Taiwan is 
more important to many Chinese than continued economic development’, whilst 
seeking ‘cooperative solutions through international organizations that incorporate 
India’s concerns’ (p. 151) are certainly poignant, but require more introspective analysis, 
particularly in terms of how Indian and Chinese leaders may react to an inability (or 
rather, reluctance) of US policymakers to accept a multi-polar world order. 

In sum, Lal makes several insightful observations, but the investigations made and 
conclusions reached lack critical refl ection. The evident inclination towards realist 
theories and methodologies meant that interview material tended to be taken at face 
value rather than being fastidiously questioned. A unique opportunity to develop a 
thicker, culturally embedded analysis of the concepts of statecraft shaping elite per-
ceptions in India and China, both of which have ancient traditions of political and 
military strategy, is thus missed. One is left to ponder how national state elites in 
those countries seek to harness globalisation towards strengthening state power and 
what this means for US economic and military policy. Even so, this study explains 
why and how domestic economic reforms and defense modernisation are so central 
to both Chinese and Indian national policy objectives, whilst making important con-
tributions to understanding national interest formation. Lal rightly emphasises the 
role of perceived reality and internal institutional politics in shaping national interest 
decision-making, an approach that should be welcomed by scholars of political science 
and international relations in seeking to improve and update our understanding of 
Indian and Chinese state systems.

Martin Menski
Clifford Chance LLP
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Hanne-Ruth Thompson, Bengali: A Comprehensive Grammar (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2010), 774 pp.

DOI: 10.1177/026272801103100207

Bengali is one of the most important languages in the world in terms of number of 
native speakers. At the same time, it is one of the more insignifi cant ones in terms of 
secondary speakers. With some 170–80 million native speakers, it is often placed as 
the 5th or 6th in the world, slightly ahead of Portuguese, for instance. Yet estimates 
suggest that Bengali has only some 30 million secondary speakers, whereas Portuguese 
has 200 million. On Amazon, the search ‘Portuguese + dictionary’ gave 6,400 hits, 
whereas the search ‘Bengali + dictionary’ gave only 234. There may be many reasons 
for this particular state of affairs, but the limited impact on the world beyond native 
speakers may be an important reason for Bengali’s somewhat obscure and ignored 
place in the pantheon of languages and the dearth of textbooks and grammars on 
this language.

Thompson’s Comprehensive Grammar is a welcome addition to the small library 
of books on Bengali. The main aim of this tome is to provide ‘a descriptive outline 
of Bengali grammatical features at the beginning of the twenty-fi rst century’ (p. 3). It 
seeks to help foreigners learn Bangla (her preferred term), but should also be useful to 
Bengalis with an interest in their own language (p. 4). The book clearly responds to 
these aims, though it should be noted that it presupposes a fair amount of knowledge 
about the language (you need, for instance, to be able to read Bengali letters). Hence it 
is not useful for total beginners, and should perhaps be best understood as a reference 
work that can help explain grammatical twists and turns to more advanced students. 
The book is divided into fi ve parts, each dealing with features of the language, and 
further subdivided into 39 chapters. Each chapter (except the fi rst three) deals with a 
particular grammatical topic, and each topic is introduced and explained with relevant 
examples. 

The fi rst part (aptly named ‘Peripheries’) is a brief introduction to the language for 
the beginner, explaining the lexicon, language history, the script and sound system, 
and some morphological features. Much of this part is useful as a reference tool, giv-
ing Bengali terms of individual letters, rules of vowel harmony, etc. Some elements, 
however, are superfl uous. The rest of the book is clearly aimed at the more advanced 
student, who will be familiar with the basics. By introducing the sound system to 
English speaking readers, available in so many ways in elementary textbooks, Thompson 
achieves little beyond proving again that English did not emerge as a world lingua 
franca because of a versatile sound system.

Part 2 deals with word classes, mostly familiar stuff (nouns, pronouns, etc.) but 
with a plethora of very enjoyable examples. This is one of the particular strengths of 
the book. All examples, Thompson writes, are taken from real-life conversations or 
from works written by Bengalis (p. 4). This has prevented the somewhat unnatural 
style sometimes found in older language textbooks. Part 3 is more advanced, dealing 
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with functions. It presents and explains all the constructions one would expect while 
paying particular attention to the very Bengali construction of the compound verb. 
These examples are very useful and I did learn a lot.

Part 4 deals with sentence constructions, and explains quite admirably features 
such as word order fl exibility, impersonal structures and aspects of compound sen-
tences. Part 5 was to me the most interesting. It deals with semantic features, including 
double negatives, pairings and doublings, onomatopoeia, idiomatic expressions, and 
approximate numbers. The chapter on idioms is particularly enjoyable. It gives the 
very varied usages of 13 different words. Although there may be others that could have 
prolonged the list, these words have been chosen with great care. Among the appendices 
the reader will fi nd a list of common verbs, of 200 adjectives, extended and causative 
verbs, compound and conjunct verbs, and the numerals. At the end there are two useful 
indices, one in Bengali (lexical terms) and one in English (keywords and grammatical 
terms). These are necessary for manoeuvering through this dense book.

For the advanced student, the book is certainly welcome. It builds quite neatly on 
existing textbooks, such as William Radice’s Bengali: A Complete Course for Beginners 
and Clinton Seely’s Intermediate Bangla. Students reasonably comfortable with the 
language will enjoy this addition to their collection. These are students Thompson 
surely is familiar with, in her capacity as Bengali teacher at the School of Oriental 
and African Studies, University of London. One gets a sense of it being this particular 
experience that has made her see the need for a book of this kind and that has guided 
her hand when composing the neat categories and explanations.

To investigate whether the book is as comprehensive as the title claims, I put it 
to the test of three features that baffl ed me as a student and that for long remained 
unexplained. The fi rst is the compound verb constructions with phelā (to throw), 
which sometimes did not seem to express the suddenness I thought it conveyed. This 
is explained and shown with examples. The second is reduplication of adjectives, where 
in some cases it is diffi cult to make out what the reduplication adds. (For example, 
dūre-dūre rather than just dūre, ‘in the distance’.) The very brief explanation (p. 663) is 
adequate, although one might have desired more. The third test is the unusual verbal 
noun ending-bār (as in bhālobāsibār mānush, ‘a lovable person’). The ‘Bangla Index’ 
at the end of the book greatly facilitated these sorts of searches, but I did not fi nd an 
explanation for this admittedly very rare phenomenon. 

There will be some small lacunae in any description of a living language, however 
systematic the endeavour. Thompson has produced what is above all a useful and 
reliable reference work that will be of great interest to the advanced student of Bengali, 
whether foreign or native, including the comparative linguist in search of a thorough 
description of this language. 

Arild Engelsen Ruud
Dept. of Culture Studies and Oriental Languages

University of Oslo



190 South Asia Research Vol. 31 (2): 183–194

Shalini Shankar, Desi Land: Teen Culture, Class, and Success in Silicon Valley (Durham 
and London: Duke University Press, 2008), xi + 263 pp.

DOI: 10.1177/026272801103100208

This study of Asian American teens and their families in Silicon Valley, California 
(Desi Land, as Shankar calls it) during the hightech bubble of the 1990s reads at times 
like a compelling novel. Prose mixes with conversation and social theory to create an 
ethnography that is extremely accessible outside of academia, without undermining 
the research-focused context. Many of the fi nest and most exceptional moments in this 
book stem from the author’s ability to recognise and present, verbatim, the Desi teens 
she studied. This is extremely important in a world where many voices of diaspora are 
ignored or lost, particularly in the post 9/11 west, where paranoia of the brown ‘other’ 
has meant that ‘being Desi is once again connected to racially charged ideologies of 
religion, class, and comportment’ (p. 199).

Focusing on Asian American teenagers from three schools in Silicon Valley, Shankar 
introduces an emerging world of Desi teen culture, in which ‘populars’, ‘FOBs’ (‘fresh 
off the boat’) and ‘geeks’ organise themselves into groups according to complicated, 
often unspoken, social rules which help defi ne who they are as individuals and as Desis 
in America. Shankar argues that ‘the emergence of the category “Desi” is a signifi cant 
moment for South Asian diaspora studies, for it signals the shift from South Asians as 
immigrants longing to return to a homeland to public consumers and producers of 
distinctive, widely circulating cultural and linguistic forms’ (p. 4). Examining success, 
ethnicity, social class, language, religion, caste, family and other matters among these 
new ‘countrymen’, the study reveals how this Hindi term has come to defi ne a whole 
new generation of Asian Americans, for whom tradition and economic liberalisation 
merge and confl ict to create new cultural realities. Opportunities and obstacles must 
be carefully managed and negotiated within the context of community and family ex-
pectations. One does not simply start afresh in a new locality, but remains linked in.

Chapter one fi rst sets the historical scene in Silicon Valley. The rise of the high-tech 
industry and relaxed American immigration laws allowed more South Asians to pursue 
jobs in this burgeoning industry. Desis migrated in search of success, settling into certain 
neighbourhoods and transforming their status, ‘from being undesirable, racially non-
White immigrants to sought after residents whose ambiguous racial status skews closer 
to White’ (p. 26). Desis soon ‘organise themselves into communities based on shared 
religion, language, nationality, class status, geographical proximity, and sometimes 
caste’ (p. 36) and the chapter concludes that the highest achievable success for Desi 
teens tends to be successful long-run integration within the Desi community.

Chapter two shows Desi teen culture as a relatively new construction out of a mixture 
of economic liberalisation, satellite television and a range of local and global infl uences 
(p. 54). Taking the reader into three Silicon Valley schools where Desi populations 
organise themselves into groups as identifi ed above, Shankar examines in detail how 
underlying mechanisms of class, wealth and family life inform the construction of 
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these groups. There is no single model which serves as the Desi teen ideal. Faced with 
a plurality of shifting notions of what it means to be a Desi, individuals must therefore 
manage their own situation and identity based on their unique circumstances.

Chapter three briefl y examines Desi teen style. Shankar argues that ‘material culture 
is one of the most tangible and immediate ways of signifying success and style to one’s 
clique and community’ (p. 98). It functions as a tool which ‘enables both adults and 
teens to create alliances and differentiate themselves from others’ (pp. 98–9). Chapter 
four demonstrates that language use plays a crucial part in defi ning what it means 
to be Desi. Observing that choice of language and ability to use multiple languages 
shape Desi teen social interactions, Shankar argues that ‘language use and class are 
closely linked’ (p. 103). Language use acts as a signifi er for class status and affects the 
dynamics of power within and outside of the school system. Hence Desi teens must 
constantly evaluate appropriate language use within the context of overlapping cultural 
boundaries of interaction.

Chapter fi ve focuses on two separate school multiculturalism initiatives to examine 
the politics of representation across racial groups as well as ideas of cultural authenticity. 
This captures well the frustrations faced by particular racial groups resulting from 
their exclusion from Multicultural Day. Carefully examining processes of exclusion, 
Shankar shows that such initiatives simply pay ‘lip service’ to multiculturalism while in 
fact perpetuating inequality, highlighting socioeconomic differences, and reinforcing 
the dominant hegemony.

Chapter six demonstrates how Desi teens must manage the expectations that come 
with the model minority stereotype which, we are told, casts Desis as innately capable 
of achieving success (p. 143). Shankar problematises this stereotype by investigating a 
cross section of the three student groups. Identifying underlying factors such as access 
to cultural capital and linguistic ability, she shows how these factors serve to uphold 
or undermine the accuracy of this stereotype.

Chapter seven turns attention to the social lives of Desi teens and the ‘numerous 
social rules and systems of control’ (p. 168) that govern them. Perhaps the most inter-
esting point here is that ‘Desi teen narratives about these topics illuminate the tense 
meeting between their community’s values and the contemporary California context’ 
(p. 169). Desi teens face various constraints around dating, sex and marriage (p. 170), 
and many relationships outside of community acceptability must be kept hidden. The 
familiar double standard of boys having more fl exibility in dating than girls is clearly 
brought out. The fi nal chapter considers shifting notions of what it means to be a Desi 
in post-9/11, post-high-tech-bubble America. This highlights just how much the world 
has dramatically changed also for Desis in the new millennium, where ‘discourses of 
multiculturalism have been replaced by those of fear and suspicion’ (p. 197). How 
familiar from a British perspective!

The importance of this study, then, lies ultimately in the positive contribution it 
makes to counter-posing such discourses of fear and suspicion. In a world that is truly 
global and multicultural in its makeup and where ‘the other’ is now our next-door 
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neighbour, it becomes increasingly important to understand what motivates people to 
form and articulate their identity in certain ways. Shankar switches smoothly between 
participant, observer, peer and recorder. Doing so, she captures the various tensions that 
Desi teens must engage with and the sacrifi ces they must make to position themselves 
agreeably within a variety of different community settings. This is a really enjoyable 
and instructive read, highly recommended.

Kiran Morjaria
School of Oriental and African Studies

University of London

Anna Bigelow, Sharing the Sacred: Practicing Pluralism in Muslim North India (New 
York: Oxford University Press 2010), x + 314 pp.

DOI: 10.1177/026272801103100209

In an immensely plural region often scarred by communal or other violence, divided 
not just by borders but also caste, religion and language, this study of Malerkotla, 
Indian Punjab’s only Muslim majority town, presents an intriguing analysis. It focuses 
on a balancing act of peace primarily orchestrated by the very element that all too 
often is blamed as the root of all hatred: religion. In six chapters, this book explores the 
intricacies which propagate and manage peace in Malerkotla, discussing them within 
the wider context of secularism and communalism debates of India today.

Malerkotla was the only place in Punjab that did not experience intense violence 
during Partition and has been projected ‘in fi lm and in print...as the poster child of 
communal harmony’ (p. 6). Yet, as pointed out in the introduction, Malerkotla is 
not an isolated utopia. There are specifi c reasons, residents claim, that lie behind the 
general peace in this town, particularly the settlement by Haider Shaykh, a Sufi  saint, 
the haah da nara (cry for justice) by the local nawab, and the blessing of Guru Gobind 
Singh during the otherwise deeply scarring Partition. 

Titled ‘The Saint: Shaykh Sadruddin Sadri Jahan’, chapter one explores the various 
narratives about Haider Shaykh and his settlement. Discussions of hagiographies 
written by the descendants of the Sufi  and others emphasise the use of language in the 
hagiographies. Comparative analysis explores the plurality created by the texts through 
mixing words from the various local languages.

The second chapter, ‘The Nawabs: Good, Bad and Ugly’, traces the history of the 
ruling family and their governance, discussing both the internal problems of the ruling 
family and the external relations between their kingdom and neighbours. A com-
parative analysis of the historical cry for justice (haah da nara), given by the Nawab 
Sher Muhammad Khan to save Guru Gobind Singh’s sons, in Sikh and Muslim sources 
along with popular culture, forms the majority of this chapter.
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Confl ict in Malerkotla is mentioned at various points. Chapter three, aptly called 
‘Before Partition: Challenges to the Plural Kingdom’, discusses this issue at length 
and presents an era punctured with confl ict, not just between different religious com-
munities but also within different sects of the same religion. This demonstrates that 
Malerkotla is not impermeable to confl ict, especially triggered or fought on religious 
grounds, but also shows that what manifests as religious strife is not always a true or 
complete projection of the confl ict. While the aarti-namaz issue, which lasted several 
years, was based on grievances related to religious activities, a similar confl ict involving 
the Shia and Sunni communities arose actually according to one account because of 
the tense relationships of the Nawab with his own extended family (p. 106).

Chapter four, ‘Partition and Beyond: Peace, Politics and the New India’, examines 
the effects of Partition on Malerkotla in comparison to the whole of Punjab. While 
vicious violence was triggered on both sides of the new border, and by every community, 
Malerkotla miraculously remained unscarred. Factors that maintained peace during 
Partition, and religious harmony over the years, are examined here in relation to larger 
events. Right-wing extremism is woven into this analysis, as is the town’s method 
of shielding itself by recalling the sacred and shared histories, as ‘through continual 
repetition and reinforcement, this metanarrative of peace becomes a hegemonic dis-
course, silencing opposition and dominating all accounts of Malerkotla’ (p. 149), 
which seems to have ensured that Malerkotla remained largely unaffected by the 
raging violence all around it.

The fi fth chapter explores the plurality of worship at the tomb of the Sufi  saint. 
Enhanced by inclusion of oral interviews, this brings forth the daily reality of sharing 
the sacred and explores ritualised worship and spiritual experiences. The last chap-
ter focuses in more breadth on the harmonious relationships among Malerkotla’s 
various communities, discussing confl ict resolution and mediation through sacred 
pathways.

Bigelow concludes that while it is important to study areas where confl ict abounds, 
examining the daily life of areas where confl icts are resolved productively is equally 
essential (p. 239). Much exploration and further work is required to understand 
whether what has been learnt from and in Malerkotla can be applicable elsewhere. 
Finally, she describes a recent trip to the town, where much remains as described in 
the book, but much is also changing as Malerkotla, being an industrial town, copes 
with growing pains and social change. 

An incredibly realistic and appealing volume, combining oral interviews and his-
torical documents along with fi eld research, this book should not be misinterpreted as 
a simple celebration of plurality or an idealising tribute to the last glimpses of the pre-
Partition Punjab. The book itself is quick and unequivocal in criticising Malerkotla’s 
media image as an ‘Oasis of Tolerance’ (p. 3) and demonstrates that historically, even 
in the recent past, Malerkotla has had its own share of social confl ict, whether triggered 
as a result of external events or internal strife, between families or communities. But 
such confl ict has always been resolved through sharing and forming a unique sacred 
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balance. Sharing the Sacred should be read and shared with much benefi t by not only 
those interested in the study of religion, particularly Sufi sm and Sikhism, modern 
South Asian Studies, but also researchers interested in post-confl ict scenarios. 

Sheherbano Ahmed
School of Oriental and African Studies

University of London
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