
degree are the philosophical resources of the

West � especially in their quintessence (e.g.

Hegel) � useful resources for postcolonial

theorizing and positioning? What cautions

and qualifications are in order when engaging

such thinkers as Hegel and Derrida for the

purposes of thinking beyond them? Close

readers of Religion and the Specter of the

West will find responses to these questions in

the book, but I would like to take this

opportunity to push Mandair to give us a

crisp account of his thinking on this important

issue that will be accessible to readers across a

range of subfields within postcolonial studies.

GREG JOHNSON

UNIVERSITY OF COLORADO AT BOULDER, USA

# Greg Johnson

..........
A Brief Response .........

I want to begin by thanking Anne Murphy,

Mark Elmore and Greg Johnson for their

nuanced readings of Religion and the Specter

of the West (RSW). I would also like to thank

the editors of Interventions for giving space to

this review symposium and for allowing me to

respond to the constructive questions that the

reviewers have raised.

Let me begin with the questions posed by

Anne Murphy, who has invited me to elabo-

rate on two issues in particular: the relation-

ship throughout the book between history and

theory, and the ‘slippery’ role of such terms as

‘the political’ and ‘sovereignty’. Murphy notes

that ‘while the book critiques the history of

religions as a field, it is at the same time itself

very much a history’. This might suggest that I

am simply contradicting my own theoretical

stance � that while I engage in a critique of

history (of religions), I can do so only by

deploying historical materials. I should add

here that within the field of Sikh and South

Asian studies there has been a prevailing

misconception about the seemingly ‘ahistori-

cal’ stance of my work. This misconception

became apparent to me when, some years

ago, I gave a lecture at the University of

Michigan’s Center for South Asian Studies in

which I presented a draft of what eventually

became chapter 3 (‘Sikhism and the Politics of

Religion-Making’). I was somewhat perplexed

when, at the end of the lecture, the convener

remarked to the audience that ‘this was a

surprisingly historical piece of research’, sug-

gesting of course that the audience had braced
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itself for, dare I say it, ‘postmodernist’ non-

sense. So when Murphy remarks that my book

is among other things ‘an intimate history of

the production of South Asian and western

modes of modernity as deeply tied’, I feel

somewhat relieved of the charge of being a

theorist lacking empirical grounding.

Nevertheless, the book is not about the past

as such, but rather about how Sikh and Hindu

elites developed a certain relationship to the

past that continues to interdict the possibility

of speaking ‘freely’ in the present, and in so

doing, also robs these communities of alter-

native political futures. Indeed, a more realis-

tic motivation behind my critique of history in

this book is to highlight, and at the same time

to contest, the seemingly transparent relation-

ship between three intellectual formations:

(1) historical consciousness, (2) the assumed

secularity of critical thinking (or critique,

the critical attitude, etc.), and (3) western

civilizational identity (or what I have termed

the comparative imaginary of the West). Ta-

ken together, these three structures embody a

historico-philosophical continuum that consti-

tutes the intellectual and political heritages

and investment in which projects of religion-

making are grounded (Sikhism and Hinduism

being two prime examples). As I have argued

at length in this book and elsewhere (e.g.

Markus and Mandair 2011: introduction), the

most succinct and potent form of this argu-

ment is to be found in Hegel’s speculative

lectures on the philosophy of religion. By

identifying reason with Christianity, Hegel,

more than anyone else, closed the circular

relationship between historical consciousness,

the assumed circularity of critique and western

self-identification, by identifying tangible

others (Asian, African, etc.), as ‘religions’,

followed by their simultaneous exclusion�
inclusion within the order of knowledge and

existence. Thus what Religion and the Specter

of the West contests is the dominant method of

enquiry (especially within South Asian studies)

that relies on the nexus history/critique/

secularity, that has become intertwined with

Marxist, or more recently, Foucauldian modes

of inquiry. In short the critique of history in

RSW has two main targets. It aims to pro-

blematize, on the one hand, the way in which

scholars have narrated the movement between

religion, secularity and the postsecular; for it is

this narrative that continues to underpin the

political consciousness of the global Left and

Right. On the other hand it attempts to lay the

ground for more productive ways of under-

standing the contemporary map of religion

and the secular (without completely debunk-

ing these terms) with a view to hosting

alternative sources of the political from within

Sikh and/or South Asian sources.

This last point brings me to Mark Elmore’s

question: will Sikh and Hindu advocacy

groups in the West see my reformulation of

Derrida’s call for ‘religion to remain untran-

slatable’ as a threat to their existence? Is this

very idea of religion’s untranslatability even

practical? The answer to Elmore’s question

(and this will also partly help to address

the other questions posed by Murphy and

Johnson) will depend on exercising a certain

free play in the terms ‘sovereignty’ and ‘the

political’. In fact I quite agree with Murphy’s

description of these terms as ‘somewhat slip-

pery’. As I am sure she will agree, to have

definitively demarcated these terms would

have moved the book’s emphasis into the

realm of political science, and would thereby

have foreclosed the possibility for Sikh and

Hindu postcolonials to renegotiate the mean-

ings of ‘sovereignty’ and ‘the political’ from

within indigenous cultural and linguistic

sources. Rather, my deployment of ‘sover-

eignty’ and ‘the political’ has more to do

with contesting the formation of public space
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and the continuity of this space with past

imperialisms � in particular, the religion�
secular binary. Let me explicate this a little

further.

Apart from its more obvious meanings, I use

the term ‘political’ to refer to the public sphere

as a discursive space, a space that can be

fruitfully examined according to the logics of

a variety of interpretative schema, western

and non-western. In the first part of the book

I show how the architecture of this public

space (which is synonymous with what I call

the ‘comparative imaginary’ or the dominant

symbolic order) was prefigured during the

colonial period through the development of a

Euro-Christian conceptuality that gravitated

around the nexus history/critique/secularity,

which in turn repressed or abjected cultural

articulations deemed non-modern, foreign or

strange. This abjection is concomitant with the

process of religion-making, that is, ascribing

religion to cultures deemed incompatible with

the secular West. Though the process of

religion-making can also be understood as

the formation of a political unconscious � a

term that describes those cultural meanings

and peoples who are denied the ability to

transform indigenous meanings and inchoate

affects (the ability to do this is effectively what

I understand as ‘sovereignty’)1 � into mean-

ingful articulation within a designated public

sphere. In other words, they are excluded from

shaping the dominant symbolic order, the

discursive public sphere that colonialism

brings into being.

Now, the process by which ‘sovereignty’ is

denied through the ascription of religion-

making is by no means limited to South

Asian cultures. As David Chidester (1996)

has argued, the ‘discovery’ by various Eur-

opeans of local or indigenous ‘religion’ in

Africa correlated precisely with the establish-

ment of political control over African polities

and their territories. In South Asia and Africa,

colonizers at first found ‘no religion’. In their

early accounts, the reported lack of ‘religion’

was often coupled with other dehumanizing

ascriptions (lack of law, language, political

organization, etc.) at a time of rising uni-

versal humanism. Then, Chidester tells us,

when the native polities were broken by

warfare and territorial annexations, various

groups were suddenly credited with religion.

The similarity with which this process oc-

curred in Africa and South Asia is striking.

Only with the eradication of indigenous

sovereignty in the face of a practical and

intellectual assertion of Euro-Christian mono-

polization of the structural nexus history/

critique/secularity (a process in which native

elites were entirely complicit � and the

demonstration of this is central to my book)

could ‘indigenous religiosity’ become visible

to the colonial eye.

Bearing this in mind, my aim throughout

the book has been not simply to re-enter the

currently globalatinized discursive space of

the public/political sphere (which colonized

groups managed quite well!), but to renegoti-

ate the terms of entry and to renegotiate the

meanings and articulation of indigenous con-

cepts. It is to allow the contents of what might

be called the political unconscious to seep into

and thereby contaminate the political con-

sciousness that constitutes public space.

Among the many concepts within the Sikh

lexicon that harbour the potential to unsettle

the dominant symbolic order or modern socio-

linguistic imaginary of public space (and

hence contest the meaning of sovereignty and

the political by competing as universals), I

1 Thus ‘sovereignty’ can be regarded as the freedom to

simultaneously say ‘I am not’ and ‘I am’ (religious, for

example), thereby remaining free of the objectivizing
process of identification and identity-making. The logic of

this sovereignty is inclusive (A�B) rather than either/or.
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chose the extraordinarily significant term

shabad-guru. In its literal sense the term

shabad-guru means that the Guru (as the

locus of sovereign power and authority) exists

as Word (language-in-general) and that this

identification between a human guru and

language-in-general occurs through the event

of death, sacrifice or self-surrender in lieu of

the emergence of a form of speech which is

free from the traces of ego-formation (in the

sense of an absolute return to self). The

potential of this concept resides in its complete

ambivalence to interpretation and translation.

It can either be interpreted conservatively, as a

key concept of a doctrinal belief system that is

central to modern Sikh orthodoxy (e.g. Sikh

nationalism), or it can be interpreted as a

radically subversive concept in so far as it

ruptures the very horizon of time and lan-

guage. Thus, in the discourse of modern Sikh

apologetics, shabad-guru is transcendentalized

so that it became a boundary marker of

nationalist sovereignty and was used to re-

move associations with ‘Hindu’ signification

(‘we are Sikhs, because we are not Hindus’,

etc.). But it could also be used � in a manner

that would be far more ‘authentic’ � as an

empty signifier � an ‘absent centre of political

ontology’ to use Žižek’s term. The emptiness

of shabad-guru comes from its association

with a death, self-surrender, ego-loss, and

most importantly the experience of a god

that is simultaneously absent and present,

existent and non-existent in this very moment.

This paradoxical property of the concept

shabad-guru � radically conservative yet radi-

cally subversive, the very element of what

eventually became ‘religion’, yet at the same

time the very element of disenchantment or

secularization (without there being a separa-

tion between religion and the secular) � this

aporetic quality of shabad-guru enables it to

be translated, to circulate and eventually

compete within the dominant symbolic order

of public space. It therefore possesses the very

qualities that proponents on the global Left

and Right of Euro-American political dis-

course claim can only come from Christian

or western sources � hence why it cannot be

ignored (easily) either by Continental religious

philosophers or by atheistically inclined secu-

lar liberal theorists.

So, should Sikh or Hindu advocacy groups

see this kind of discourse as a threat? I think

the answer to this, as Johnson might also

agree, depends on whether the representatives

of these groups are willing to (or even capable

of) seeing the limitations of their current

discourses and its continuity with colonial

formations. Already many Sikhs, laypersons

and intellectuals, are beginning to wake up to

the problems of enunciating through the sig-

nifier ‘religion’, and I suspect similar processes

are occurring for Hindus. Moreover, in the

Sikh diaspora there are now many different

advocacy groups with differing points of view.

Sikhs in Europe and Canada are more resist-

ant to the ascription ‘religion’ or ‘religious’,

whereas Sikhs in America (for the time being at

least) seem uncomfortable moving away from

such identification. This may be due to the

different orientations of the public spheres in

Europe and America.

However, a more telling challenge to the way

advocacy groups think and represent themselves

may come from their counterparts in South Asia.

There is increasing evidence that people who

write in native languages of South Asia are

beginning to revitalize the native literary idioms

in a way that is beginning to reverse the effects of

nationalism. This kind of decolonization is

especially evident in regard to Punjabi literature,

which until recently was dominated by Marxist

discourse. The most likely result, as more and

more Sikh writers begin to wrestle with the

possibilities of alternative signification, and
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begin to appropriate the potential for unravelling

dominant discourses that already exists within

their native lexicons, may be that advocacy

groups learn from and eventually fall into line

with these movements, thereby opening them-

selves to different ways of negotiating meaning

within the public sphere.

ARVIND-PAL MANDAIR

UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN, USA
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Wives, Widows, and Concubines: The Con-

jugal Family Ideal in Colonial India. By Mytheli

Sreenivas. Bloomington: Indiana University

Press, 2008. Pp. 192. ISBN 9780253351180

$55 (hbk) ISBN 9780253219725 $21.95 (pbk)..........

This text seeks to redress a gap in the

historiography of south India � the study of

the family � and collapse the false distinction

between the public nation and the private

family. Rather than viewing the family as

either isolated from the world or merely a

product of larger historical forces, Sreenivas

historicizes both the family and the nation at

the same time and sees the family as not simply

an effect of political causes but an integral part

of the development of Tamil politics in the late

colonial era, roughly the first half of the

twentieth century. Colonial era debates about

the nature of the family, the conjugal ideal,

property, nationalism and economic change

all contribute to historical change in the Tamil

region, she argues, and taking her cue from

Benedict Anderson, the ‘imaginary’ familial

ideal both animates and is animated by the

history and politics of south India during

this late colonial period. One implication of

Sreenivas’s study is that the acknowledgement

of the critical role women play as important

actors in the construction of family ideologies

goes some way to recovering otherwise mar-

ginalized voices in the archive and claiming a

substantive role in the development of Tamil

identity, community and nation.

Sreenivas successfully mines a wide variety

of sources from the colonial archive, from

unpublished manuscripts and old colonial

legislative debates to judicial department pro-

ceedings and obscure south Indian newspapers.

She explores the ‘familial imaginary’ in a

diverse range of arenas. Chapters follow za-

mindari interrogations of authority, the new

merchant-class production of property rela-

tions, the diverging Dravidian and Indian

imbrications of the family and nation, and the

subject formation through the conjugal couple

as found in Tamil women’s publications.

This study is an excellent piece of scholarship. It

never strays from the historical record; it fully

realizes the familial imaginary; and it engages with

a rich rangeof theoretical currents. Sreenivas takes

full advantage of the tension between the family as

a livedexperienceandasan ideal to interrogate the

critical questions of the colonial period. Although

I know that it is hardly fair to ask an author to

expand the focus of a well-defined and thought-

fully structured study, I nevertheless would like to

have seen a fuller understanding of how the

shifting idea of family in Tamil Nadu intersects

with contemporaneous discourses about the
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