
will tell us much about why Mandair’s work is

both so powerful and so crucial to all those

who care about religion in our global present.
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My role in reviewing Religion and the Specter

of the West for this forum is to do so from the

perspective of someone working in indigenous

studies � American Indian and Hawaiian

contexts, in my case � in order to explore the

theoretical ramifications of Mandair’s work

for postcolonial contexts quite remote from

the history of Sikhism. This has been a

rewarding challenge in a number of respects.

I will declare at the outset that I find

Mandair’s conception of religion-making to

be penetrating and salient to the cultural

histories with which I am most familiar.

Translating the nuances of his theories to

specify their relevance to my subfield is,

however, somewhat difficult. Postcolonial

studies as engaged and inflected by scholars

of indigenous traditions tends, on the whole,

to be less theoretically inclined than related

scholarship emerging from South Asian stu-

dies and Islamic studies, not to mention the

ever-growing body of scholarship devoted to

theorizing secularisms and their genealogies.

This is not to say indigenous studies is bereft

of theory. It is to note that the field’s resources

for theorizing tend, by and large, not to

be drawn from the intellectual history of

the West. In contrast, readers of Mandair’s

work will see that he theorizes with western

thinkers � from Hegel to Derrida � as his

principal interlocutors. I will leave detailed

exploration of these interventions to the other

reviewers and focus instead upon points of

potential cross-fertilization between this book

and contemporary work in indigenous studies.

Much of Mandair’s illuminating analysis

centers on colonial realities and the ways

religion received enunciation in contexts con-

figured by various manifestations of western

ontotheological imperatives. Colonial impacts

upon American Indian traditions along these

lines have been well documented, of course

(e.g. Niezen 2000). Indeed, from the first

sentence of his book, Mandair’s observations

ring true for the ‘New World’ in an uncanny

way. And from the time of Captain Cook to

the present, the ‘certain repetition of the

colonial event’ (1) has been felt strongly in

Hawai‘i as well. In this respect, I have the long

arm of British colonialism to thank for closing

the geographical gap that might otherwise

cause me to miss many of Mandair’s incisive

points. I was especially attentive when I came

to the section of the book wherein Mandair

unpacks the history of colonialism vis-à-vis

the emergent enunciation of Sikh identities in

a religious key. His analysis smacks eerily of
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processes and policies that took hold through-

out the islands. Indeed, even one time period

Mandair emphasizes � 1790�1840 � is, give or

take a decade, the timeframe in which Hawai`i

experienced the combined forces of British

colonialism and the explosion of American

missionary activity. As Mandair shows with

regard to Sikhism, so too in native North

America and Hawai` i: a number of cultural

and intellectual elites were drawn into the

homolingual colonial orbit and began a

complex process of translating putatively

traditional knowledge in abstracted and gen-

eralized terms that fit the conceptual and

political needs of colonialists � namely, to

categorize, label and tame ‘religion’ so as to

sever its reach into the public sphere. Indigen-

ous studies scholars will find that Mandair has

analysed the mechanisms of this process in

considerable detail. In this respect, Religion

and the Specter of the West pairs well with

Webb Keane’s Christian Moderns (2007) and

Jean and John Comaroff’s Of Revelation and

Revolution (1991) in the project of mounting

a critical study of comparative colonialism.

Mandair’s work has challenged me to

return to colonial contexts in my own field

in order to pose fresh questions of such

well-known phenomena as Handsome Lake

religion, Mother Earth discourse, the Ghost

Dance(s) and peyote religion. Whereas I

regard each of these phenomena to have

emerged at the interface of indigenous imme-

diacies and colonial realities, I had never

adequately interrogated the ontotheological

frames that channelled their articulation.

Furthermore, I had certainly not taken the

next step to explore how a kind of ontological

drive reshaped indigenous specificities into

theologically abstract and therefore histori-

cally comparable forms of ‘religion’. Mandair

calls this form of made religion ‘dreamtime’,

which is defined by and doomed to repetition

of static origins. Getting to the crux of his

argument, Mandair writes:

The problem arises, however, when practi-

tioners of religion show signs, for whatever

reason, of breaking out of the static ontology of

‘dreamtime’. This might happen when such

practitioners refuse conformity to a repetition

of the same by assuming their historicity and in

so doing determine sovereignty in a different

way. Such repetition, which transgresses the

boundary of its ‘dreamtime’, would constitute

an entry into the political, and will therefore be

represented as violence. (296)

Each of the above-mentioned phenomena

has ‘transgressed the boundary of its ‘‘dream-

time’’’ in ways that have bedevilled scholars of

religion and, more significantly, have resulted

in state-sponsored reactions of a far more

violent nature than any of the movements

themselves. Speaking to this grim side of

religion-making, Mandair’s theorization of

dreamtime and its entailments offers an ex-

cellent resource for scholars of indigenous

traditions who consistently grapple with inter-

preting ‘religion’ as it ruptures the bonds

and bounds of dreamtime. In this respect,

Mandair’s work may be placed in fruitful

conversation with Elizabeth Povinelli’s path-

breaking book, The Cunning of Recognition

(2002).

Here I would like to suggest the relevance

of dreamtime analysis to two Polynesian

contexts. First, I am quite convinced that

Mandair’s philosophical explorations of

dreamtime-making could be profitably

coupled with analyses of Maori religion in

the context of British colonialism. Particularly

relevant here is the historicist work of

Jonathan Z. Smith, whose essay ‘The Un-

known God: Myth in History’ focuses upon
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the Maori ‘high god’ concept. Rejecting pre-

vious interpretations of the god Io that regard

discourse surrounding the god as exemplifying

a pre-European form of quasi-Platonism,

Smith argues that Io emerged in a politically

fraught moment that required novel forms of

communication with non-Maori audiences

and their expectations about the essential

nature of religion. The resulting Io tradition,

Smith argues, was thus enunciated ‘as a Maori

parallel to biblical tradition’ (Smith 1982: 80).

What is so revealing about Smith’s analysis is

his larger point: the principal consumers of the

Io narrative have been theorists of religion for

whom such a story undergirds and vindicates

their biases about what counts as ‘religion’.

This point converges with the spirit of

Mandair’s analysis, as does the work of Allan

Hanson, another scholar who has pursued

the ‘making of the Maori’. Notable for the

purpose of comparison with Mandair is

Hanson’s reliance on Derrida for his theore-

tical framework, a move that did not inspire

sympathy from those who wished to view

Maori tradition in more stable terms. Intellec-

tual politics have shifted a bit since the time of

Hanson’s (1989) article, of course, and so do

the terms of engagement with poststructuralist

theory shift when the author is an ‘insider’ to

tradition.

Though an ‘insider’ to tradition, Mandair’s

very definition of tradition is, shall we say, not

announced from within dreamtime. Indeed,

leaning on Benjamin, his view is that tradition

is best understood as ‘ceaseless contestation’

(23). I find this notion of tradition tremen-

dously productive and have written about

intra-Hawaiian repatriation disputes along

these lines (Johnson 2009). Inspired by what

I have learned in these contexts, my second

Polynesian example of the relevance of a

dreamtime analytic is contemporary Hawaiian

studies. A number of Hawaiian scholars,

including, for example, Këhaulani Kauanui,

Hokülani Aikau, Ty Käwika Tengan and

Ku`ualoha Ho`omanawanui, are currently

thinking and living their way out of dream-

time in a range of exciting ways. They are

being Hawaiian � religious, political, domes-

tic, diasporic � without being defined by

repetition of putative origins or reified expec-

tations about identity. Perhaps they have an

advantage insofar as ‘traditional’ Hawaiian

religion, so the story goes, was abandoned

with the fall of the ‘aikapu tradition in 1819.

In this sense, dreamtime ended nearly two

hundred years ago. But thereby so did claims

to authentic’ Hawaiian religious identity,

which was quickly subsumed by various

Christianities. Always already outside of

dreamtime in this sense, Hawaiian scholars

today reach back to the past not to repeat, but

to model and to learn, to add to their

repertoire of practice and engagement as

Hawaiians. These practices include open

ocean sailing, a renewed emphasis upon kalo

agriculture, an investment in repatriation

issues, and genealogical training, among

other activities. In my experience, few of

these Hawaiians call what they do ‘religion’.

Identity here is being made outside of the

ontotheological imperative. As Ty Käwika

Tengan elegantly describes in his recent book

Native Men Remade (2008), fulfilling dream-

time expectations has been abandoned in

favour of bodily practices and community

based memory work � here halting, there

precise � and the simple fact of putting in a

hard day’s work to live a life beyond the

spectre of the west.

I would like to close by posing two ques-

tions for Mandair by way of noting the

distance between his highly philosophical

scholarship and the sorts of embodied and

practical interventions of the Hawaiian scho-

lars I have briefly sketched. How and to what
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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.
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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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