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Biography, Partition, and Consociationalism

This book attempts to accomplish three seemingly
unrelated tasks: to tell a story about the life of one of
the foremost historical figures of colonial Punjab; to ap-
proach the history of the partition of British India from a
fresh historiographical perspective; and to add to the the-
oretical literature on consociationalism, an idea less cur-
rent among historians than perhaps among political sci-
entists. For the first and second tasks, Talbot takes a rea-
sonable middle ground between great men making his-
tory and the historical environment making men great.
In addition, Talbot makes clear his desire to have his work
read beside biographies of the greatest men of the era of

Indian independence, namely Gandhi, Jinnah, and Nehru,
to show

that some great men held visions of an independent
subcontinent that would not inexorably lead to commu-
nal violence on a massive scale. For Talbot, Khizr Ti-
wana was _the_ tragic hero of India in the 1940s, a man
whose intuitive political philosophy of consociationalism
and compromise stands in stark contrast to the aggres-
sive and unyielding tactics of politicians in both India and
Pakistan today.

Those familiar with the historical literature on Punjab
or with Talbot’s publication history will know that this
book is a second edition of Talbot’s book (with the same
title) originally published by Curzon Press in 1996. Lit-
tle if any of the prose of the Curzon edition has been re-
vised in the Oxford edition, and the really new prose con-
sists of the contributions of MacFarquhar and Lijphart
and Talbot’s Series Editor’s introduction. It is only fair,
therefore, to draw the reader’s attention to two reviews
of the Curzon edition. In a brief review, Tan Tai Yong
offered a general approval of the work but felt dissatis-
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fied with Talbot’s middle-ground position on Khizr’s “po-
sition in history” [1] In a longer review, Clive Dewey
identified Talbot’s chief accomplishment as laying down,
in clear and simple prose, an exposition that “makes a
quintessential loyalist comprehensible” [2] Dewey also
drew the reader’s attention to the wide range of sources
Talbot included in his research, and I must add that
reliance on interviews with Khizr’s son and grandson
means that, barring the existence of any audio record-
ing of these interviews, Talbot’s book will remain for the
foreseeable future the standard reading of Khizr’s per-
sonal history. Talbot’s access to written and printed mat-
ter is as comprehensive as imaginable. However, one is
mildly disappointed with Talbot’s unwillingness to revise
the Curzon edition to account for relevant material pub-
lished since 1996, in particular Raghuvendra Tanwar’s
account of the Unionist Party published in 1999. [3]

The three new sections of the book do not share equal
importance. While MacFarquhar, as a personal acquain-
tance of the subject of the biography, is an appropri-
ate choice for writing a foreword, his text adds little to
what Talbot writes elsewhere. However, it does empha-
size that the new edition “gives a Pakistani readership the
chance to revisit the traumatic politics of partition and to
meditate on the road not taken” (p. xiii); that is, the Ox-
ford edition has a pointedly Pakistani audience in mind.
At this point one should add that this volume is the first
in the “A Subcontinent Divided” Series, and to my knowl-
edge this is the first edited series of history monographs
from OUP Karachi. The Series Editor’s introduction

commendably draws attention away from marketing
strategies that reinforce the twentieth-century limits of
middle-class Pakistanis’ historical imaginations and to-
wards the methodological and theoretical innovations
of the series in the field of partition studies. In terms
of methodology, volumes in the series will explore a
much wider variety of written and printed documentary
sources than those used to construct the partition nar-
ratives currently available in Pakistan. Series volumes
will also use oral material to pursue the “history from
below” of partition, what Talbot calls its “new history”
(pp. ix-x). While writing against nationalist metanarra-
tives is certainly Talbot’s main theoretical agendum for
the series, the linkage of localized narratives of refugee
resettlement and land redistribution to the violent polit-
ical narratives of partition stands as the most promising
theoretical innovation of the series. Learning how ordi-
nary people cast their social and economic woes in reli-
gious terms is an intellectual key that could open doors
in studies of historical episodes of violence in almost any

part of the world.

Talbot has used Lijphart’s ideas of consociationalism
to make the Punjab case relevant to historical episodes of
religious and ethnic violence around the world. Lijphart
in fact provides a list of historical cases of consociational
political life in his epilogue (p. 238). More importantly,
Lijphart provides a definition of consociationalism that
has suitable detail (p. 237), while Talbot seems satis-
fied with terse definitions and references—a fair move,
in deference to Lijphart’s expertise. However, at least
two problems with consociational theory appear in this
book. First, in footnote number twenty-six to the intro-
ductory chapter, Talbot writes, “According to consoci-
ational theory, the maintenance of stable democracy in
societies riven by primordial divisions depends on elite
accommodation” (p.12). Why should Talbot use a theory
dependent upon the existence of “primordial divisions”
when the notion of “primordial divisions” has been the
object of intense scholarly criticism for at least the past
twenty years and when Talbot himself (pp. 6-8) takes
substantial measures to show religious divisions in Pun-
jab to be of recent construction? In several other places
in this book (pp. 149-50 for example), Talbot poses the
crucial question for political, administrative, social, and
cultural life in Punjab in the twentieth century: do Pun-
jabis organize themselves on the basis of kinship (in the
form of “caste,” “tribe,” or “clan”) or of religion (in terms
of “Hindu,” “Muslim,” and “Sikh”)? Talbot recognizes, to
an extent, the constructedness of kinship groups, so in
the end one is

left with two equally malleable vocabularies of social
organization, both claiming “primordial” origin. How
did Punjabis choose between the parties of the landed
and landless (the Unionists and the Communists) on one
side and the parties of the religious (the Mahasabha, the
Muslim League, and the Akali Dal) on the other side?
Bill Clinton’s 1992 campaign mantra seems to apply: it’s
the economy, stupid. In 1937, when Unionist leaders
could convince their peers, _pirs_, and petty landowners
that prosperity could flow from an outlet on a new canal
and from keeping their land out of the hands of stereo-
typed moneylenders, the Unionists formed a hyperma-
jority in the Legislative Assembly, or what Lijphart calls
an “oversized cabinet” (p. 239). When wartime admin-
istrative policies decimated the supply side of the econ-
omy and offered military veterans little compensation in
return for their service, religious party leaders found it
easy to pin the blame on the sitting Unionist leadership,
and the triumph of the religious parties in 1946 was a
foregone conclusion before the polls opened. Talbot’s



