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In this article, we define communal conflict as violent conflict between non-state 

groups that are organized along a shared communal identity. This definition deserves some 

further clarification. Violent conflict refers to the fact that the parties use lethal violence to 

gain control over some disputed and perceived indivisible resource, such as a piece of land or 

local political power. This follows a generally accepted conceptualization of armed conflict 

(Galtung 1965:348–349). The groups involved are non-state groups, meaning that neither 

actor controls the state and armed forces (although state actors may be involved as an 

important supporting actor in a communal conflict). Finally, the groups are organized along a 

shared communal identity, meaning that they are not formally organized rebel groups or 

militias but that the confrontation takes place along the line of 

of group identities. 

Shashi Tharoor’s Riot sets in a dusty town called Zaligarh(Utter Pradesh).The riots 

break out between Hindus and Muslims over Ram Shila pujan. It is called, Riot: A Novel. 

And it came at a very crucial time in Tharoor’s life, which he hints at in the novel’s 

acknowledgements. The instant appeal of the novel to readers can be fathomed by the fact 

that all the leading English newspapers in India were found replete with different reviews of 

the novel, immediately after it was launched. Additionally, this novel found some critics and 

reviewers abroad too. A reading of this novel, supposedly, makes it clear that Tharoor seems 

to be living his life on two levels. On one level, he appears to be ‘the quintessential 

international civil servant keeping the peace and dousing the flames in the world’s 

flashpoints’ and on the other, he seems to search the way-out of pacifying communalism and 

violence plaguing Indian awareness to a great extent. 

Shashi Tharoor says that Riot focuses on collisions of various sorts between 

individuals, between cultures, between ideologies and between religions. He goes on to say 

that the novel by focusing on one place, one time, a small group of people helps to illuminate 

the kind of issues I want to talk about-our identity and communalism and so on.  

The first striking point about the narrative is that the whole novel is divided into 

seventy-eight sections of varying length. These sections help in unfolding the story of the 

novel in a two- tier system. The first strand runs through records, entries and letters whereas 

the second one unwinds through interviews, conversations and interrogations. The various 



JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL ACADEMIC RESEARCH FOR MULTIDISCIPLINARY 
Impact Factor 2.417, ISSN: 2320-5083, Volume 4, Issue 1, February 2016 

 

197 

www.jiarm.com 

sections give the novel a feeling of an encyclopaedia where each section brings a perspective 

about Priscilla Hart’s multidimensional personality, her universe and also the tragic flaw of 

her character, if any, which might have contributed to her death. Further, many of these 

sections also try to explore the socio-political condition of the time in which she lived and 

worked in India and finally got trapped in its whirlpool leading to her death. In addition, as 

discussed earlier too, one of the great merit of this novel is that though each section is an 

independent whole in itself, we can find interrelatedness among them. Besides, like an 

encyclopedia, we can take the liberty of reading it in any order without missing the crux of 

the story. The novel contradicts Nicholas Marsh’s view of a novel that every novel should 

starts with exposition and then go on to resolution via complication. (41) Here, the novel 

begins with resolution, if gone by the spatial arrangement, and then keeps on alternating 

between exposition and complication. Tharoor’s one of the two main characters, 

administrator cum author, Lakshman writes in his journals: 

• I would like to write a novel that doesn’t read like a novel. Novels are too easy – they 

tell a story, in a linear narrative, from start to finish… I would do it differently…in 

which you can turn to any page and read… .They are all connected, but you see the 

interconnections differently depending on the order in which you read them (135-36). 

On the close scrutiny, we discover that Tharoor, through Lakshman expounding his 

own philosophy of life. Tharoor appears to have echoed Andre Gide’s idea of a transposition 

of the theme of a work to the level of the character. The whole novel is set in 1989.This year 

has been selected because of its history – a time which led to the major Ayodha episode. 

Going by all the entries of the novel, we discover that the events of this novel start on 2 

February 1989 and end on 16 October 1989. So, it uses an actual time span of only eight and 

a half months. However, going by the references of various historical events of the book, 

readers gets a bigger canvas of time encompassing the events of pre and post 1989, for 

instance, Hindu-Sikh riot in 1984, and the Ayodha incident in1992/93. Tharoor advocates the 

importance of historicity of time in Riot: 

• I think the best crystal ball is the rear – view mirror... It is part of the      writer’s job 

to recapture moments of history. My novel stands as portrait of time, of tendencies 

that were brought to the fore, the genie that was let out of the bottle and could not be 

put back. I felt we should take that genie by looking it squarely in the eye. 

Firstly, when taking the subject matter of the novel seriously, one realizes that they (different 

narrators) help in weaving the plot of the book. A young American lady researcher doing her 
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doctoral degree at New York University spends ten months in a small town of U.P. working 

for female population control awareness programs. Just before she is set to leave   is 

institutionalized and men’s superiority is asserted as natural for New York, she is murdered. 

All the narrators try to piece together events that could against temple on the site have 

possibly led to her murder. So, naturally the more perspectives we get about the murder of 

Priscilla Hart, the greater is the chance of getting the root of the heinous event. Though the 

irony of the situation is that no one – from the local politicians to civic and police authorities 

including a foreign correspondent – has been able to come to the truth. These narrators 

instead of resolving the mystery ask unresolved questions like: who are we? By what do we 

define ourselves? What do we hate? Why do we hate? These existential questions concern all 

the readers and, supposedly, are left to them to find the answer. 

Secondly, coming back to the issue of several unresolved questions, this novel 

suggests the difficulty of telling the untold. Even the told sounds like a provisional category. 

The helplessness on the part of narrators as regards to the untold is ,perhaps ,inevitable. 

Besides, sometimes narration itself complicates the category of told and untold. We may also 

agree with Wallace’s idea that what gets told depends very much not only on who asks for 

the story, but also on what motivates the telling. Catharine Hart’s interview bears the 

testimony to this fact:  

• Katherine Hart: … I am not trying to embarrass you, Mr. Lakshaman. I just want to 

understand everything I can about my daughter’s death. 

• Lakshaman: I wish I could help you, Mrs. Hart. But there was nothing between us. If 

you will permit me to say this, sometimes it is best not to assume we can know 

everything. Your daughter led a good and admirable life .She worked for others; she 

was popular and respected .She died a tragic, senseless death. You know the old 

Greek adage, the good die young. That was all there was to it. 

• Katherine Hart: But there was more. There was something else, something that might 

explain why she was there, in that out-of-the-way-place. Perhaps it had to do wit of 

her life we don’t know about. 

• Lakshaman: Perhaps. But does it matter what we do not know?  

• Katherine Hart: I suppose you are right.(253-54) 

    Riot is based on of the true event, the demolition in 1992 of the Babri Masjid mosque in 

Ayodha by Hindu fanatics who wished to erect a temple on the site. In the riots that followed 

throughout the country, thousands of lives, Muslim and Hindu, were lost, the worst outburst 
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of sectarian violence since partition. On the night of the mosque’s destruction, a fictional 

American aid worker, the idealistic feminist Priscilla Hart, is murdered, apparently in the riot. 

But as the story unfolds, through an ingenious sequence of newspaper, articles, notes, letters; 

conversations, diary entries by Priscilla Hart and the different people who knew her ,we 

discover her secret love affair with a local official and piece together another explanation of 

her death. This is not a war against Islam but terrorism. It would be tragic if we started 

discriminating against, people on the grounds of race and religion. 

     The book is a departure from his previous works – less satirical, and more of an 

exploration of religion, cultural differences and human relationships. Another departure for 

the first time he introduces an American character in this book. It’s about love, hate, cultural 

coalition, the ownership of history and the impossibility of knowing the truth. To learn about 

the mechanics of a communal flare up, Tharoor accessed a report written by a college friend, 

who was the top IAS officer during a similar riot in Madhya Pradesh. But Tharoor sees no 

inconsistency in creating a fictitious world, set in Uttar Pradesh, from his apartment in 

Manhattan’s Upper East Side. He may have lived away from India for substantial lengths of 

time, but his memories are clear and fresh. Riot chronicles the mystery surrounding the death 

of an American Social worker in the Indian town of Zaligarh during a riot through the 

contradictory accounts of several characters who knew her. In terms of prose, this is the most 

experimental of his novels. Tharoor several different styles, ranging from poetry, report 

writing, letters, newspaper, articles, radio scripts, interview transcripts and journal extracts, 

all of which serve to lend an air of authenticity to the narrative such variety adds versatility to 

the story, doling the narrative in bite-sized chunks that make it a joy to read. Riot is a potent 

social commentary of India, yet it is also a poignant tale of love and betrayal that’s told in a 

wonderfully unconventional way. It’s somewhat less allegorical than his previous novels, and 

therefore less subtle in its message, but true to his word, Tharoor has fulfilled his 

commitment to do something new each time. 

    Riot was written at a difficult time in Tharoor’s life and perhaps this influenced the mood 

of Riot, which is more somber than his other novels. Still, I had a whale of a time reading it, 

and alternated between deep contemplation and shouts of laughter – something to be 

expected from reading a Tharoor’s novel. 

     Riot has proved extraordinarily prophetic and penguin has repackaged it with a cover of 

the Gujarat riots. Tharoor did not see himself as Lakshman not even as the hard-drinking, 

fun-loving Sardar police officer Gurinder Singh. Lakshman’s Stephenian fellow-



JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL ACADEMIC RESEARCH FOR MULTIDISCIPLINARY 
Impact Factor 2.417, ISSN: 2320-5083, Volume 4, Issue 1, February 2016 

 

200 

www.jiarm.com 

administrator and friend in godforsaken Zailgarh. But he does acknowledge that characters 

like Lakshman and Gurinder of the IPS were based on people he knew well in college. 

      Tharoor loves love and sex. There are several graphic scenes in the strand which traces 

the progress of intimacy. But the trip of eroticism is unpalatable at times. Two things worked 

as the immediate source of inspiration behind this book. A friend of Tharoor who is an IAS 

officer sent a report about a riot in Madhya Pradesh. At that time, there was a newspaper 

report about an American woman who was killed in a racial riot in South Africa. In a riot, a 

lot of issues come to a head. Riot tries to of examine them in a fictional format. The narrative 

structure of Riot is an innovative one comprised of newspaper reports, poems and personal 

narratives like diary excerpts. 

      In Riot, The American character tells the Indian one that you have too much history and 

you use it like a battle axe. In Riot the important thing was to showcase a multiplicity of 

perspectives, since people are disputing the ownership of history and trying to uncover the 

truth behind a certain event. He has attempted to visualize the 1989 UP riots through a 

collage of individual voices collected from newspaper reports, diary entries and 

conversations. 

      With news of a slain American in India, and an epitaph of a remembrance in reminiscing 

over the death of an idealist, Tharoor’s Riot prepares you for a novel that flows and ebbs like 

the tide. Intriguing how Tharoor is able to bring us the diary of  Priscilla Hart with a 

perception that is so utterly feminine -  and then in the very next chapter he brings us the 

entries of chauvinist Lakshman – the flip in the two personas is tidily written Voices abound, 

as well as historic details of typical behavior, Tharoor takes us back in time to the days of 

Maulana Azad and the Indo-Pakistan division. But he also positions in the contemporary 

context to explain the hard-liner approaches of some Muslims as well as some Hindus. But it 

is Lakshman to Priscilla which sizzles in terms of understanding the confusions of the truly 

Indian mind set. Between the moral miscreants, the gullible believer and the seductive 

satiation of a white woman and a babu who writes poetry, it is the raw plot of jealousy, and 

the bitterness of revenge that keeps the story on the crest of an emotional wave. Lakshman’s 

reactions to the death of his lover are such a well hidden secret – the diabolism in his voice is 

thick with deceit and when Tharoor gives us the death of Priscilla Hart – it is like a glass –

wall breaking into a thousand threads of deadly splinters. Emotions ferment like the curd that 

bubbles on a hot summer’s day and deep within the psyche of the Hindu Muslim riots is rot, a 

rage of revenge that is quite obvious but so mysteriously inexplicable. This is the hallmark of 
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historian in Tharoor, as an Indian who lives an abroad he gives us the observer’s penchant 

and also an outsider’s view of the little indecisions and the little hatreds those we all carry 

within us. 

       Riot jolt the reader back to a year that change the face of contemporary Indian politics, a 

year Tharoor feels has been conveniently forgotten, both by the individual and by the nation. 

The novel does not give anybody easy escapes. Everybody in the book is grappling with 

some kind of dilemma or the other. I have used the novel as a vehicle of ideas to provoke the 

reader to think. All the characters ask unresolved questions. The reader must find the 

resolution. Riot is about is collision between issues, collision between individuals, and 

collision between mobs. The novel raises issues beyond the specificities of time, place and 

culture to illuminate larger questions: who are we? By what do we define ourselves? What do 

we hate? Each character in the novel raises these complicated questions and it is for the 

reader to find the answers because the questions concern each one of us. 

      Although Riot touches a rat he raw nerve of contemporary Indian politics, Tharoor places 

immense faith in India’s vibrant democracy. Democracy is sufficiently entrenched in India 

Often there is a tendency to run down democracy. It’s not democracy that’s at fault but the 

way we practice it. What emerges finally is not so much a portrait or whodunit about the 

murder of Priscilla Hart, but a snapshot of contemporary India struggling with the forces of 

communalism, violence and the best intentions of decent men and women gone awry. The 

novel is not about a torrid East- West encounter in a colonial setting; it’s about today’s people 

in our increasingly globalize world, where collision and confluence seamlessly cross national 

and ethnic boundaries. It’s interesting that Priscilla Hart’s father is depicted as the person 

tried to bring Coke back to India. The novel is about a number of forms of collision and 

penetration, and the attempts to inject Coke into India worked as a useful metaphor in various 

ways. Indians have too much history, which they use as a weapon against each other, whereas 

Coke does not care about the past; it is the future they want to command - - a point that’s vital 

for the kinds of reflection the novel seeks to provoke in its readers. The depiction of Muslim 

scholar Mohammad Sarwar is of a liberal Iqbal quoting historian. On the other hand Hindu 

leader Ram Charan Gupta is a more extremist fire band chauvinist who feels even the Taj 

Mahal is actually a Hindu temple. 

      The novel’s greatest virtue is that without being pedantic or didactic, it presents an 

accurate picture of the thinking of the various forces that are competing for supremacy in 

contemporary India. The secular administrator’s view of a benign India; the militant Hindu’s 
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view filled with grievances of the past, some real, some imaginary; the secular Muslim’s 

view of believing in a united India; the police officer’s view of an ungovernable yet 

functioning anarchy. It is a complicated reality. His characters are often stand-ins for 

particular points of view – the Radical Hindu, the fundamentalist Muslim, the American 

trying to bring Coca Cola to India, the secular administrator – but Tharoor knows that’s the 

downside of writing a novel of ideas. 

      Hatred, especially the religious kind, sparks the book’s central event. How we hate and 

why, how we build things up in our minds to justify the hatred is a point of fascination for 

Tharoor. The moment you get behind collectivity, you have a problem. Group hatreds make 

people forget the individual and demonize whole collectives. 

      One of the difficulties with religions is that there proponents think they have a monopoly 

on the truth. It is Tharoor’s responsibilities as a senior official at the United Nations even 

more than as an author that will be increasing his workload. Even the isolationists in America 

are starting to get the point: a fire that starts in a tent in one part of the world can melt the 

steel girders of two buildings in another .Terrorism is emblematic of world problems without 

passports. Terrorism is not based in one country, its perpetrators are not based in one country, 

its victims are not based in one country. And so neither are the solutions. The story unwinds 

through a double helix, one strand through records, entries and letters, and the second strand 

through interviews, conversations and interrogations. Appearances blur and events reshape 

themselves into all too easily recognizable forms. Lakshman and Priscilla are passionately in 

love, not withstanding his wife Geetha and daughter Rekha. Priscilla finds his mix of warmth 

and alien intelligence attractive – fatally so in the circumstances. 

      Shashi Tharoor’s novel is a dark elegy to India. The plot, very simply  Priscilla is an is 

who killed Priscilla Hart? Priscilla is an idealistic young American who works in the unlovely 

Uttar Pradesh district capital of Zaligarh. During a riot between local shilanyas celebrsants 

and Muslims, Priscilla is found dead of stab wounds in a romantic ruin. Her divorced parents 

return  to India ,which they left in 1977  when her father, a Coca Cola executive ,had 

necessarily to wind up  operations in the market up in the house, thus not letting her to enter 

into any kind of had planned to sweep  Her lover the local DM ,is a south Indian IAS officer 

from St Stephens college. The Hindu-Muslim protagonists are part of the course. The story 

moves through disclosure after disclosure on the situation, motives and personal histories of 

the main characters. 
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To conclude, the arguments outlined above suggest that understanding communal conflicts is 

extremely important and we therefore make a call for further research into the field of 

communal conflicts. Core dynamics of communal conflicts are still not understood by the 

research community. Numerous anthropological studies have revealed detailed knowledge 

about some cases of communal conflict. Research based on a clear understanding of the 

different types and causes of conflict will be better able to provide theoretically coherent and 

policy relevant results. Finally, it is important to allocate resources to attempts to prevent or 

limit the scale of communal conflicts, and much more policy-oriented research in how to do 

this in the best manner is needed. 
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