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Abstract
In this paper I examine Arvind Mandair’s retrieval of the posttheistic ontologization of language 
in early Sikh thought, an aspect which is fundamental for his argument for Sikh postcolonial 
secularity. However, he frames his argument by drawing—implicitly and explicitly—on a paral-
lel modelling of the ontological function of language found in Lacanian psychoanalysis. Whilst 
finding much to affirm in Mandair’s argument, I query the extent to which its subterranean reli-
ance on psychoanalysis runs the risk of replicating the Lacanian marginalisation and ultimate 
exclusion of female subjectivity (paradigmatically the mother) as a figure of alterity and of lack. 
I argue that a model that promotes the ontology of language as a liberatory and inclusive politi-
cal tool must also account for the gendered and thus potentially exclusory nature of language.
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Arvind Mandair’s Religion and the Specter of the West (hereafter, Specter) invites 
us to rethink the uneasy relationship between religion and secularity. He 
reminds us of the continuities of ontotheology, even as it simultaneously 
divides religion and the secular—producing both as universals fundamental 
to the clarity of modernity—revealing the ethnocentrism and imperialist 
dynamics of the division. His call to recognise the correspondence between 
the representations (and productions) of “religious” violence by state, media, 
and religious studies holds to account the intertwined knowledge constella-
tions that continue to domesticate the “religious” other to debilitating effect. 
His retrieval of elements of the Sikh tradition that produce a discourse of the 
secular which is not reducible to the bifurcating impulse of western ontothe-
ology outlines a shared task for the fields of continental philosophy, the study 
of religions, and postcolonial theory—namely, the creation of a “global 
humanities.” Finally, his retrieval of a foundational element of Sikh tradition 
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in the figure of Guru Nānak offers a model of subjectivity intended to resolve 
the catachrestic impasse of postcolonial identity politics. It is this latter aspect 
that I want to address via a constructive questioning of the Lacanian frame-
work that stimulates Mandair’s identification of Sikh secularity founded on 
its recognition and performance of the ontology of language. Whilst in agree-
ment with his reformulation of key Sikh teachings in this respect, I want to 
probe the extent to which the model proposed by Mandair—due to its 
implicit reliance on Lacanian psychoanalysis as an explanatory framework—
runs the risk of repeating the erasure of the gendered specificity of subjectiv-
ity that one finds in Lacanian thought.

I. “Postcolonial Exits”: Mandair’s Lacanian Retrieval of a Post-theistic 
Gurmat

In Chapter Five of Specter, Mandair turns to one of the questions that provides 
the propulsive force of the volume: is it possible for Sikhs to escape the repeti-
tion of the “sacred origin” consequent upon the nineteenth-century Sikh Sab-
ha’s “encounter, collaboration with, and appropriation of the colonial idiom”? 
It was this encounter that demanded both the translation (and theologization) 
of Sikh scripture and the subsequent internalization of gurmat into the catego-
ries of Western conceptuality and Sikh traditions into a version of sui generis 
religion. Acquiescence with the apparent necessity of translation (in effect the 
colonial demand for translatability) resulted in what Mandair claims was the 
“deontologization of language,” that is, conformity with the Cartesian model 
of the individual generating language. In order to locate a possible “properly 
postcolonial exit” for contemporary Sikhs, one that for him must necessarily 
reontologize language, Mandair examines the constitutive role of lack in the 
formation of both colonized subjectivity and the traditions it produced (2009: 
355-356). Earlier Mandair argues that colonized subjects” accounts of their 
own conceptual and cultural frameworks are figured by the colonizing regime 
as lacking universality, a lack which subsequently provokes a desire amongst 
native elites for the seeming plenitude of those western epistemologies that 
trade in universals. However, the response to this apparent lack is both mimetic 
(affirming sui generis essence) and negating (refusing absorption on the basis 
of difference) and it is this response that settles into a production of Sikh iden-
tity: person, tradition, and “world religion.” As Mandair notes, rather than 
unsettling the colonial bind, this play between mimesis and negation remains 
embedded in the binary logic that forces the choice in the first place. To move 
beyond and behind this impossible choice, to “exit the colonial repetition,” he 
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argues, requires a negation of “the first negation of lack,” one that can “invert 
the colonizer/colonized relationship” with respect to its demand for universal-
ity—for translatability—but also undo the repression of “nonmodern mean-
ings and understandings . . . in Sikh scripture and modes of existence that are 
incompatible with modernity” that are “an affect of shame” (2009: 356-358).

It is here that Mandair advocates a psychoanalytic examination of (and later 
a psychoanalytic cure for) the Sikh Sabha’s negation of lack in order to rescue 
forms of signification that were deemed “incompatible with colonial moder-
nity” but which “survive as an undercurrent in certain strands of Sikh oral 
exegesis and in the lives of many Sikhs” (2009: 358). Against claims that 
would align this project with hermeneutics—itself complicit in the ontotheo-
logical demand for universality—or would reinforce Sikh specificity, Mandair 
wants to undertake what becomes the focus of the remainder of the chapter, 
namely a psychoanalytic revisitation of the scene of lack wherein a “different 
kind of repetition” is made possible. As he notes:

Central to this reinterpretation is a recognition that the universal itself is funda-
mentally lacking . . . is always constituted by empty signifiers. If lack or emptiness 
is constitutive of the universal, this allows for that universal to be shared. By 
allowing for other oppressed particulars to stand in for that universal but without 
negating it, reinterpretation will aim to be part of the broader process of significa-
tion and therefore has an inherently political function (Mandair 2009: 359).

Here, Mandair argues that the Sikh tradition preserves the ontology of lan-
guage insofar as it recognises that language precedes the self-as-ego, a concept 
enshrined in the claim that “the text is Guru” (śabda-guru). Thus, “śabda-guru 
has to be seen as an empty signifier rather than a signifier of fullness or pres-
ence” (2009: 359). This startling insight enables Mandair to offer an alterna-
tive, internal rendering of lack that answers (back) to the colonialist demand 
for universality and the translatability of “religion” acquiesced to by the Sikh 
reformists and then repeated by historians of religion. He aims to interrupt the 
“moment of the colonized native elites’ ‘original’ entry into the symbolic order 
imposed by the colonizer, in order to relive that moment as though it had not 
yet taken place.” It is such a move that invokes a different repetition, one that 
offers a postcolonial exit in the very same moment that it “changes the . . . 
meaning of the ‘post’ ” (2009: 359-60).

His return to this moment in order to overturn it is doubly resistant: it 
refuses both the affirmation of monotheism (and homolingualism) assured by 
the Sikh Sabha’s translations of the Sikh scriptures into a universalising colo-
nial vernacular and the ‘Vedic theo-ideology of “eternal Sanskrit” ’ (2009: 361) 
that absorbs Sikh innovation into a narrative of Aryan socio-linguistic and 
ideological unity. He does so by examining the hymns of the Ādi Granth to 
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draw out: first, the ways in which the structural arrangement of the text is 
embedded in the aesthetic measures and rhythms of North Indian musicology, 
performatively articulating “the nature of existence in time” and “self-erasure” 
consequent upon such temporal configurations; and second, those reiterated 
themes in the text that refuse ontotheological assertions of transcendental, 
sovereign subjectivity through a movement away from eternity (thus stasis and 
ahistoricity) to contingency (temporality). What follows is a retrieval of a “spi-
raling thought that does not return to any self or subject who may have pro-
duced [it],” wholly submitted to śabda/nām which in turn materializes the 
gurmukh subject (2009: 364). It is Guru Nānak who acts as the performative 
exemplar in this respect and his inaugural epiphany provokes Mandair’s for-
mulation of an alternative postcolonial Sikh ontology, one cognisant of the 
ontological function of language.

Mandair thus proposes a post-theistic reading of Guru Nānak’s gurmat 
(teachings) at odds with the Singh Sabha’s that was extended and consolidated 
in religious studies scholarship. He begins by recounting the early life of Nānak 
as found in the hagigographical Purātan janamsākhīs focusing particular on 
his move to Sultanpur where he participates in nightly performances of kīrtan. 
His failure to return from bathing one day leads his friends to assume he has 
drowned but he returns three days later, announcing that “There is no Hindu, 
there is no Muslim.” He subsequently leaves Sultanpur and wanders for twelve 
years during which he composes what later become the hymns of Sikh scrip-
ture (2009: 365-366).

The Sultanpur event is conventionally interpreted as a pivotal event in 
which Nānak encounters God who reveals to him the important task of 
spreading the Name. As Mandair argues, this convention:

sets up a sacred origin that constitutes the meaning for all future Sikh experience, 
repetition, and history. . . . [W]hile traditionalist historians see this as legitimizing 
the break with the Hindu past . . . and the start of “Sikh history,” Western histori-
cism posts a sacred origin for the purpose of demarcating a separation between the 
“religious” . . . and the secular . . . (2009: 366).

In order to resist these two interpretive moves, Mandair proposes a reinterpre-
tation that is intended to move from the particular—a specific event happen-
ing to a unique individual that elevates him to a transcendent status—to the 
universal, that is to recognise Nānak’s experience as reflective of ordinary 
human experience and therefore “shareable with the rest of humanity” (2009: 
367). In order to do so, he argues that we see the “basic phenomenological 
elements” of the Sultanpur event as a psychological performative by which he 
means “a simultaneous process in which Nānak undergoes an experience with 
language (Word=Guru), and subjectivity emerges as a result of this experience. 
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The evidence of this subject’s emergence is the spontaneous enunciation of the 
Word (bānī).” Mandair here suggests that the conventional relationship 
between language and subjectivity (we speak language) is reversed (language 
speaks us) leading him to claim that “Nānak becomes a subject only on the 
condition that the Word (language as Unconscious) speaks” (2009: 367).

Mandair’s claims in this respect are clarified when he analyses Nānak’s Japji 
in the Ādi Granth, particularly its opening stanza known as the mūl mantar. 
He focuses on the opening phrase ik oaṁkār (“One whose expression emerges 
as Word”) and parses it as follows:

[it] consists of the numeral 1 standing for the Absolute—and universally recog-
nizable across cultures and languages—followed by the sign oaṁ (lit. “the unfold-
ing or emergence of the Word”), and completed by the extended sign -kār, which 
connects oaṁ to the next two words in the mūl mantar: sat(i) (from the Sanskrit 
satya, meaning “existence” or “being”) followed by nām (lit. “the Name”) (2009: 
368-369).

For Mandair the question is the extent to which Nānak’s experience of the 
“truth of the Absolute One” can be repeated. What follows is a meditation on 
the deceptive nature of the (numeral) One according to Nānak, which appears 
to be analogous to the nature of the Phallus in Lacanian thought, although 
Mandair seems reluctant to make the connection between the two explicit. 
The parallels it presents will be explored below, but first we must examine the 
intricacies of Nānak’s conception of the Absolute One and its relationship to 
ego (self ) as Mandair understands them. Mandair suggests that for Nānak:

The numeral One is not [one amongst others]. Rather, One is simultaneously the 
most unique and the most deceitful. One is most unique . . . insofar as it names 
the truth of existence itself (satnām); it is a “1” that cannot be owned or appropri-
ated and thereby made part of a series of numbers (1+n). On the other hand, “1” 
is the most deceitful. This “1” is the basis of knowledge as calculation that evalu-
ates . . . each “1” against every other “1” and thus sets up a difference between them 
based on this evaluation. It is the “1” that . . . is . . . mediated through the structure 
of the ego, the self that asserts its being on the basis of individuation (haumai, or 
self-attachment, as the mechanism of a subject that returns the self to self, gener-
ating the sense of “I am my own self ” or “I am self-existent”). This oneness makes 
ego the prior basis of all relationality. The fundamental problem with the “1” is 
that it projects itself as an infinite proximity between the numeral “1” as the signi-
fier of unity and identity, and the word “I” as the signifier of the self ’s identity. For 
Nānak, the correspondence between numeral and word . . . is deceitful in that it 
reproduces this self as an identity that sets itself up in opposition to anything that 
is different. The ego thereby maintains its existence by erecting barriers against the 
outside world. It sees itself as a subject fundamentally separated from everything 
else, which becomes an object for it (2009: 369-70).
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Hence for Nānak it is egotism which prevents experience of the Absolute. The 
assertion of existence through self-naming oneself as an “I” is what creates the 
illusion of self-sufficiency that must be broken “by orienting the self toward an 
imperative that is always already inscribed with(in) the self ” (2009: 370) if an 
encounter with the Absolute is possible. Such a reorientation concerns a com-
prehension of the true nature of the ego and its derivation in man, (“the total-
ity of human experience prior to its being split through the function of the 
self-conscious ego” [2009: 370]).

It is the mind-as-ego which asserts its existence as separate and autono-
mous and thus becomes estranged (man pardesī) from its “beloved object” 
“mind-as-non-ego” (the unconscious) which is excluded as other. Mandair 
then moves to establish the non-theistic nature of Nānak’s teaching concern-
ing the man, suggesting that Nānak’s utterances are addressed to his own 
mind” . . . as a form of supplication beseeching his conscious ego-mind (the 
mind which has become a stranger to itself ) to join together in union” (2009: 
371). Mandair here delineates the divided nature of the subject (man)—
divided between ego and non-ego—which he characterises as a relationship 
between beloved and lover, outside and inside respectively. Reunion with the 
Absolute One is facilitated by a “gesture of renunciation” of the self-naming 
of the ego as “I” and he points to its traumatic and yet necessary nature, one 
that involves the ego-mind crossing its own boundary and dying to itself. 
This “death” is a “capitulation to the embrace of the lover (unconscious 
mind )”—rather than annihilation—consisting of “a realization that our sin-
gularity is punctuated by the presence of other existing beings . . . a fact that 
opens up the possibility of ethics and politics based on a state of mind that 
keeps its two halves fused together in a state of balance” (2009: 372). This 
balance (sahaj) paradoxically maintains the dual identities of self and other, of 
ego and non-ego, only immediately to negate their differentiation through 
fusion. This oscillation between union and separation (birhā) is figured in the 
tradition through the images of the bride who longs for her husband and the 
ecstasy of their reunion. As Mandair puts it: “The pain [of separation] signi-
fies the minimal link to the self that cannot be broken, for otherwise fusion 
would mean annihilation of self and world. Hence, self and therefore separa-
tion always remain, but within ecstasy. Alternatively, the ecstasy of fusion is 
always there but tinged with [pain]” (2009: 373). The individual who inhab-
its the state of birhā is named gurmukh, meaning “one whose speech is cen-
tered around the Guru-Word, the Unconscious Word, the satguru” (2009: 
374), contrasted to the manmukh (one who is self-centred ). The movement 
from manmukh to gurmukh is due to the link provided by the Name (nām). 
The nām “is inscribed within, yet manifests as, speech in which traces of ego 
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are constantly erased as they arise” (2009: 374). It arises due to the favour of 
a guru which for Nānak is an impersonal principle śabda, or the Word. The 
Sikh conception of śabda (also its variants satguru or anhad śabda, literally 
“unspoken Word”) indicates, according to Mandair, “a mode of communica-
tion in which ego no longer controls the production of words, nor . . . the 
process of making words into things” (2009: 374). Thus Nānak reveals the 
transition to gurmukh to be fundamentally a reorientation of consciousness 
derived from the (impersonal) śabda. As Mandair notes, this reorientation 
must occur “primarily at the level of language or Word . . . such that one’s 
ordinary relationship to language, which is based on self-naming . . . is trans-
formed by its attunement to the Word as nām. Nām is the link by means of 
which all existing things acknowledge their nonexistent source, as well as the 
means by which each self acknowledges its link to its voided other” (2009: 
375). It is here, then that Mandair consolidates his claim—pivotal for the 
assertion of a post-theistic gurmat—that the Sikh tradition preserves a recog-
nition of the ontology of language.

The crucial subtext that runs through Mandair’s interpretation of Sikh 
foundations is the Lacanian framework—filtered through Slavoj Žižek’s idio-
syncratic interpretation of Lacan’s oeuvre—which informs both the identifica-
tion of the ontological problem and the analytical method by which a 
rereading of Sikh origins is pursued. This subtext emerges initially in the ques-
tion that Mandair poses as central to the requirements of the exit he seeks, one 
imbued with the basic Lacanian lexicon: “[is it] possible to accept lack as 
inherent to the formation of subjectivity and repetition and therefore reon-
tologize the question of language?” (2009: 356). Indeed much of the subse-
quent discussion is inflected by Lacanian framing, not only in the way that 
Mandair lays out the constitution of colonized populations as lacking univer-
salizable conceptuality and their consequent mimetic and negationary 
response, but also in his analysis of postcolonial Sikh ontology as found in 
Nānak’s teachings just surveyed.

One might here raise questions about the appropriateness of psychoanalysis 
as an analytical tool and therapeutic device for the postcolonial condition that 
Mandair has identified, not least on the grounds of its empirical veracity and 
the specificity of the cultural situation to which it responds and in which it is 
developed. Further, to employ Lacanian theory to provide the conceptual 
vocabulary to explain what is in effect a Sikh performance of the ontology of 
language runs the risk of implying that the Sikh tradition is unable alone 
to provide a universalizable framework in which both Nanak’s exemplarity 
and the retrieval of a postcolonial Sikh secularity can articulated; that is to 
say, it requires translation via the positing of coincidences between Sikh and 
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Lacanian ontological modelling. Whilst these are bigger questions than I can 
do justice to here, in Mandair’s defence one could argue that psychoanalysis 
(at least the Lacanian variety because it is well attuned to meta-theoretical 
reflection) provides a performative opportunity in which the stakes of ontol-
ogy can be probed and the relationship between desire, enunciation, and self/
other constructs explored imaginatively.1 A more significant difficulty, how-
ever, is the extent to which the use made of psychoanalysis calls into question 
Mandair’s project itself: the attempt to articulate a Sikh secularity liberated 
from the debilitating and distortive effects of the colonial demand for the 
adoption of western conceptuality. Put rather crudely the question is why a 
project concerned with dismantling the hegemony of western discourses, spe-
cifically ontotheology, is using western theory as an explanatory tool. Here we 
might echo Radhakrishnan’s question when he asks “Isn’t it more than likely 
that the indigenous political project is quite capable of articulating its own 
philosophy, its own epistemology of the ‘subject’ ”? (Radhakrishnan 1993: 
759). I do not mean to suggest here that Mandair is in fact substituting a ver-
nacular “epistemology of the subject” with Lacanian psychoanalysis but rather 
querying why the latter serves to explain the former and what implications 
this might have for Mandair’s articulated concern for a recognition of the 
coeval status of Indic knowledge traditions with those of the West.

Nonetheless, one can see why Lacan appears to be a helpful interlocutor 
insofar as his model affirms the priority of language (more specifically the 
structure of language) with respect to the subject; his theorisation of the sover-
eign nature of language reaffirms what Mandair claims is “prevalent [notion] 
within the Ādi Granth,” that is that śabda-guru is equivalent to the Heideg-
gerian notion of “language [speaking] prior to its being spoken by man” (2009: 
359). What is absent from the claim to coincidence between pre-colonial 
Sikh conceptuality and Lacanian theory, however, is both a recognition of and 
challenge to the masculine privilege that Lacan grants to the Symbolic register 
of language (in which full subjectivity is achieved ). This lacuna leads one to 
question the extent to which the Sikh model might itself not run the risk 
either of invoking or complying with a problematic gendered prioritisation 
that designates what is symbolically “feminine” mute or absent and thus 

1 My attitude regarding psychoanalysis is similar to Gayatri Spivak’s who sees value in psycho-
analytic practice at the performative level of ethics but is uneasy both with the cultural specificity 
of psychoanalysis provenance and avoidance of transferential dynamics when it is abstracted: 
“Without the risks of responsibilities of transference, at least implicitly diagnostic and taxo-
nomic, ignoring geopolitical and historical detail in the interest of making group behaviour 
intelligible, and not accountable to any method of verification, the brilliance of psychoanalytic 
cultural criticism has always left me a bit suspicious” (1993: 19).
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 doubly disenfranchised with respect to the sovereignty of language. The prob-
lem is a complicated one partly because within the Lacanian schema “mascu-
linity” and “femininity” are not concrete identifications but rather structural 
positions with respect to the divisory and compensatory function of the Phal-
lus. “Femininity,” because of its association with the mother (a cipher), is 
designated as that which precedes the Symbolic and which is necessarily 
repressed and absent, representing the corporeal, pre-linguistic register of the 
Real.2 Language thus requires that the individual take up a masculine speaking 
position on entry to the Symbolic which necessarily implies that language is 
aligned with masculinity, indeed is masculinity par excellence: visible, con-
crete, definitive (insofar as it embodies syntactical regulation) and separated 
from corporeal entanglements and loyalties.

Mandair’s reading of the trauma that Nānak as mystic undergoes in his pas-
sage to subjectivity (to the attainment of the Absolute One or the nām) seems 
to imply that Lacan’s account suggests that once the subject has entered the 
Symbolic order, the “I” that is secured in the moment of that arrival now 
wields language as a transparent communicative tool rather than being spoken 
by language. However, Lacan’s model does not quite suggest such an inversion 
of the order of language and self but, in my view, rather undermines it. What 
is underplayed in Mandair’s presentation is Lacan’s stress on the illusory nature 
of the appearance of the subject to master language, on the misperception of 
the subject who views itself as master and who thus patrols the rigid distinc-
tion between silent other and enunciative subject. Mandair is able to contrast 
Nanak’s account with Lacan’s because he does not address either the signifi-
cance of the order of the Real and the mirror stage that Lacan suggests precede 
entry into the Symbolic order or the contradictory nature of the Phallus as 
“signifier of signifiers.” In my view, the problem with Lacan is not that he 
believes that accession to the mastery of language by the subject (ego) in the 
Symbolic is wholly secured (he does not and so is relatively compatible with 
Mandair’s concern to reveal the Sikh ontologization of language), but rather 
that the conclusions Lacan subsequently draws with respect to figures of alter-
ity—specifically his implicit affirmation of the phallocentric denial of femi-
nine subjectivity consequent upon the matricidal foundation of the Symbolic 
register—are incompatible with the orientation of the “authentic” or gurmukh 
subject open towards otherness as exemplified in the teachings of Nānak. In 
order to clarify the problem here, and the dangers it presents to Mandair’s 

2 In Lacanian thought the Real is a psychic “place” prior to the acquisition of language in 
which a small child experiences no sense of the loss, lack, or absence that later comes define and 
constitute the self. See Lacan 1981a:55. 
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account, let us examine in some detail the Lacanian schema, highlighting its 
points of coincidence with Mandair’s modelling of Nānak’s concept of the 
Absolute One and of the desired union of the two aspects of the man.

II. The “Name-of-the-Father”: Gendered Divisions of the Self

Lacan proposes that the movement of an infant through the Real and Imagi-
nary registers into the Symbolic is provoked through the law of the “name-of-
the-father” (“nom-du-père”; Lacan 1977: 73-74). This constitutes the Lacanian 
equivalent of the Freudian Oedipal crisis where a male child’s father intervenes 
to break up the archaic mother/child dyad, prohibiting (sexual) access to her. 
Lacan translates Freud’s essentially anatomical understanding of this process 
into a symbolic register, substituting the “actual” father of the Freudian model 
with the “Symbolic Father” as a “paternal metaphor,” “the place of the father,” 
“the law of the name-of-the-father”—in short, a linguistic function or posi-
tion rather than a discrete identity (Lacan 1982: 39). The implication of 
Lacan’s view is that all individuals, whether male or female, in conforming to 
the “law” necessarily take up a masculine speaking position. The “name-of-
the-father,” for Lacan, represents the system of nomenclatures or kinship 
wherein the child is prohibited from sexual access to those identified—
named—as family. As Elizabeth Grosz suggests, “the question of paternity 
is . . . in fact a matter of naming, of the Father’s Name, not his blood” (1990: 
70), which requires that the child submits to its norms of behaviour and iden-
tifications. The “father” for Lacan is the structure of language which demands 
an individual’s subjection to its order of differentiation as the basis of concep-
tuality and identification. It is the structure of language (the Symbolic) which 
enables the constitution of the individual to occur.

The child has to sacrifice its desire for its mother (the Real) and internalise 
the name-of-the father: only by doing so is the child able to acquire subjectiv-
ity (in that it is subjected to the law—language—but also is able to take up a 
position as subject). The name-of-the-father essentially becomes a substitution 
for the loss of the mother insofar as language itself is a system of substitutions 
where signifiers stand in for signifieds—thereby constituting the appearance 
of a coherent and whole order of meaning. The law of the name-of-the-father, 
of what meanings and relations are permitted in language, takes up the space 
left empty by the sacrifice of the mother. Language as a system of differences, 
and therefore as the opposite of the non-differentiation of the Real, represents 
the cutting off (i.e., castration) of the child from its phantasies of fusion with 
the mother whilst substituting the loss of the mother with a sense of wholeness 
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and plenitude, through the ability to name oneself in language as an “I.” Here 
we might recall Mandair’s suggestion that the union of the two elements of the 
man are represented by the bride’s longing for and reunion with her husband, 
referred to as birhā. The realized individual (gurmukh) in the Sikh tradition 
has achieved a form of equipoised existence (sahaj) that balances self-other or 
separation-fusion through the efficacy of the Name (nām) (2009: 374). Lacan’s 
and Mandair’s accounts might appear to be at odds here. The Sikh tradition as 
Mandair presents it appears to advocate the necessity of the fusion between 
the Real and the Symbolic whereas the Lacanian model insists on their irrepa-
rable separation.

However, when one recalls that one of Mandair’s objectives is to establish 
the recognition of the ontological function of language within the Sikh teach-
ings, the coincidence of the two accounts becomes clearer. For Lacan, the 
achievement of subjectivity is ensured through alignment or identification 
with the name of the father, that is, with the structure of language which is 
other to the self. Thus, the apparently fixed meanings offered in language as 
based on relations of difference offer an ostensibly stable sense of identity; 
within the Symbolic the child is able to identify with the certainty and coher-
ency of meaning in language which appears to grant the stability and distinc-
tion (conceptually and linguistically) of the signifier “I.” However, subjectivity 
in the Symbolic is not as coherent or as stable as it appears because the subject 
in language (necessarily) misperceives itself as the autonomous author of 
its utterances when in fact it is spoken by language insofar as identification 
proceeds via language through the conflation of the self with the signifier “I.” 
The conceptual image of the self is thus founded on alienation—on the indi-
vidual’s subjection to an impersonal order of signs which leads Lacan to claim 
that “I identify myself in language but only by losing myself in it like an 
object” and his theorization of divided subjectivity (we are other to ourselves) 
(1977: 86). One might thus argue that this identification shares a kinship with 
the separation-fusion that Mandair suggests is characteristic of the gurmukh 
subject where the ego “dies” in its embrace with the non-ego, and where nām 
is a signifier of emptiness or an empty signifier (2009: 376) in ways similar to 
the Lacanian Phallus.

For Lacan, subjectivity is predicated on the ability to recognise difference—
between oneself and others (although interestingly not between oneself and 
one’s own self-as-other which the structure of language in fact obscures), but 
also between masculinity and femininity, maleness and femaleness. For Lacan, 
sexual difference is an arbitrary construction predicated on the concept of the 
Phallus as a primary and singular signifier, as the “signifier of signifiers” (1977: 
104). It is the first sign that a child recognises whose meaning enables the 

Downloaded from Brill.com02/19/2020 08:08:11PM
via University of Michigan



 S. Hawthorne / Method and Theory in the Study of Religion 23 (2011) 160-176 171

child to negotiate all the other meanings that are symbolised in language. It is 
both the signifier of (sexual) difference and the signifier that appears to repre-
sent totality (the lack of lack) and therefore, paradoxically, effaces difference: 
it is, as Serge Leclaire suggests, “a copula . . .the signifier par excellence of 
impossible identity” (in Lemaire 1977: 86). The Phallus simultaneously signi-
fies presence and absence, as well as wholeness and (sexual) division. Here the 
parallel between the Lacanian theorisation of the Phallus and Mandair’s inter-
pretation of Nānak’s experience of the Absolute should be clear. As an image 
of totality and singularity, both the object of desire for all individuals and, in 
Lacan’s thought, a substitution for the original unity with the Real. The recog-
nition of the paradoxically divisionary and unificatory status of the phallic 
signifier within the context of the fear of castration facilitates the acquisition 
of language by operating in the same symbolic way. By means of the joint 
entry into language and to sexual ordering and identity, the small child gains 
an identity and becomes an individual capable of identifying with the singular 
“I” of, and gendered self within language and it identifies with the sense of 
coherence and self that these conceptions impart. However, although both 
male and female children enter the Symbolic in the same way, Lacan’s theory 
suggests that only males appear to become subjects because the apparently 
gender-neutral “I” and the Phallus on which it is based are associated with the 
male body. Women become the excluded other, figured as lacking the tangible 
sign of a masculine subject position.

The entry into the Symbolic, inaugurated by the law of the name-of-the-father 
and the installation of the Phallus as the primary signifier, produces a constitutive 
sense of lack which is translated into desire. As Rosalind Minsky suggests:

Desire is the searching movement of language, an endless appeal to the Other 
for the meaning to end all meaning. Having lost access to the mother’s body 
during the Oedipal crisis we are . . . caught up in a constant search for linguistic 
substitutes . . . words with which we try to paper over the cracks, plug the gaps 
at the core of our being, never able to regain the paradise of unity and self-
completion which we phantasised with our mothers in the Imaginary (1996: 147).

Desire is thus a desire for totality which goes beyond conscious articulation; it 
is necessarily repressed in the aftermath of the Oedipal event and as such is the 
constitutive element of the unconscious. Whilst essentially antisocial, it is 
desire that regulates and marks the entry of the child into the Symbolic order 
of language and it achieves this through the mechanism of repression. Here 
again, we might note the strong parallels with Mandair’s presentation of the 
nature of the man where the desire for union between the unconscious and 
the conscious self drives the self towards self-realization and that such a union 
is definitive of the Absolute.
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Mandair presents this yearning positively. However, for Lacan, such a union 
is not only impossible but dangerous. Union with the unconscious would 
signify a merging with the place of non-differentiation, the totality of the Real 
and therein lies psychosis and refusal of identity. This, in Lacanian terms, 
would amount to the refusal of otherness, or the structural possibility of oth-
erness and so I am curious to know how such a union might promise what for 
Mandair is “the possibility of ethics and politics based on a state of mind that 
keeps its two halves fused together in a state of balance” (2009: 372). One 
could instead draw on the model of the dynamic interrelation between the 
semiotic and symbolic elements of language suggested by Julia Kristeva (1984: 
22 ff.) in order to resolve the problem here or retrieve the subterranean 
resources present in the Sikh tradition to challenge the basic assumptions of 
psychoanalysis with respect to the nature of the unconscious. Mandair does 
neither although in my view it is important that he does so in order to clarify 
or overturn the extent to which the Lacanian framework informs not only his 
analysis but also his use of psychoanalytic vocabulary such as “unconscious” 
and “ego.”

What emerges from the differentiated relations that Lacan identifies with 
respect to the Phallus in terms of gender, is a contradictory image. On the one 
hand the Phallus is the Symbolic representation of wholeness—redolent of the 
Real—predicated on its appearance (defined against the feminine “castrated” 
body) of not “lacking.” However, it also entails, as part of its meaning, exclu-
sion and absence, particularly the absence of the mother. The Phallus repre-
sents the moment when the Father’s prohibition of the child’s desire for the 
mother signals to the child that having a viable, socialised identity can only be 
achieved at the cost of unity with the mother and that being a subject is only 
possible as a direct consequence of division—between subject and object, 
alignment with the father against the mother, and between the conscious and 
unconscious. So, as well as wholeness, the Phallus also a signifies a division—
like the Father, the Symbolic, and language. All effect a symbolic castration by 
dividing the child from what it most desires; but simultaneously they ensure 
that the child becomes a subject in language.

However, Lacan claims that it is only males who are able to assert a subjec-
tivity that is seemingly fixed, autonomous and whole, on the basis that they 
are able more easily than women to identify with the Phallus. It is this idea in 
particular that has led many feminists to reject Lacan’s psychoanalytic model 
as one that replicates patriarchal values by assigning femininity as a sign of lack 
and negativity. Where Freud construed the anatomical penis as a guarantor of 
sexual difference, Lacan suggests instead that this difference is produced by an 
abstracted distinction between having and being, insofar as masculinity might 
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appear to possess (avoir) the phallus, whereas femininity might appear to be 
(être) the Phallus (1977: 289). Within the logic of the differential nature of 
language the male can be affirmed as phallic to the extent that there is an other 
who desires (and therefore lacks) what he “has.” But what of his own desire? 
Lacan suggests that because the Phallus is the signifier of desire (for totality/
unity) men conflate women with the Phallus insofar as they “desire” women. 
Lacan also insists, however, that the suggestion that boys possess the Phallus is 
based on a misrecognition or misidentification. The significance granted to 
the possession of the Phallus, via its conflation with the actual penis, is, in 
many respects, specious because no one can actually possess it. The penis takes 
on the function of the Phallus only because it is able to signify possession/
presence rather than dispossession/absence. Thus the penis becomes, in Laca-
nian terms, an imaginary object that divides the sexes on the basis of its pres-
ence or absence—possessed by some, desired by others. It can subsequently 
function as a symbolic object (of exchange or union) between the sexes. By 
implication, therefore, because the Phallus signifies both division and unity, 
the penis (as imaginary Phallus) is not the only “object” that is able to serve as 
the Phallus’ metonym. This is one of the reasons why it seems reasonable to 
me to read Mandair’s Absolute One (and Nānak’s conception of man) as Phal-
lic insofar as it replicates the simultaneous signification of totality and division 
and is the (impossible) object of desire and equilibrium. Although identifi-
cation with the Phallus is the product of a misrecognition, Lacan believes that 
it is a necessary one in order for the individual to acquire subjectivity. For 
Lacan, the Phallus seems to offer the only possibility of stalling or repressing 
the individual’s endless longing and yearning for the lost object of its desire. 
The Phallus thus functions as a structural concept which, as a signifier of dif-
ference and of unity, appears to be an absolute guarantor and propulsive origin 
of all meaning within language. Indeed the Phallus appears to be a metaphor 
for the structure of language itself: differential and yet absolute.

The significance of the Phallus for feminine subjectivity is that girls enter 
language “negatively” insofar as they “lack” the sign and guarantor of subjec-
tivity. They enter a Symbolic order that defines them as “other” rather than as 
a subject in their own right. Lacan suggests that the only means through 
which a female can obtain a relationship to the Phallus is by being what the 
Phallus signifies—a substitute for the mother (totality). The phallic power 
cannot be sustained without women because in the economy of difference 
which is the basis of signification “woman” constituted as other, as lacking, 
enables the construal of “man” as whole. Women are necessarily reduced to a 
projection of male lack within the (patriarchal) Symbolic order. “Woman” is 
subjected in language only to become a passive receptacle of male  projections. 
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Woman as “nothing,” as the site of men’s unconscious projections, allows 
men, in contrast, to look like “something”—positive, whole, potent, and 
meaningful. In the Symbolic order where no one in fact has a whole and 
stable identity, women represent a double lack—they lack the Phallus, 
and are a projection or symbol of male lack that is produced by men’s sym-
bolic castration.

Numerous feminist commentators have objected to Lacan’s brutal denial of 
female subjectivity and have challenged the status of the Phallus in his account. 
Grace Jantzen, for example, challenges Lacan’s claim that the Phallus is a uni-
versal signifier—and that the Symbolic order is necessarily “phallocentric”—
by using Lacan’s own presentation of the logic of signification to undermine 
his elevation of the phallic signifier:

There is not, and there cannot be, any single term which is itself fixed and which 
grounds every other term. All terms, as signifiers, signify in relation to the shifting 
range of other terms in relation to which they are to be understood, not as fixed 
or grounded in actual need, but in relation to other desires and deferrals. . . . In 
this shifting play of signifiers, no one signifier can be a constant. This is as true of 
the term “Phallus” as of any other. To affirm that it is universal would be to under-
mine the whole account of language and the unconscious which Lacan has pains-
takingly built up. He cannot have it both ways (1998: 52).

One further implication of the instability of the phallic signifier, therefore, is 
that if the Phallus is false and arbitrary, all the other oppositions that are mod-
elled on it must be as well—the division and valuations of “masculinity” and 
“femininity,” “power” and “lack,” “having” and “not having,” are brought into 
question and open to reconfiguration. There is fruitful terrain here for Man-
dair to exploit with respect to his own configuration of gurmukh subjectivity 
and postcoloniality. What might Mandair’s configuration of the Absolute offer 
that the Lacanian Phallus cannot?

The inherent would seem to suggest that the meaning and identity of women 
might be more solidly based or, at the very least, differently directed than those 
of men, and, strikingly, throughout the entirety of Lacan’s work, he never brings 
the mother (as woman) or woman-as-mother, as the one who inspires all desire, 
into question or even into thought. The desire for reunion with the mother 
(who signifies the Real, the pre-linguistic place of non-differentiation) is what 
drives language and it might be woman-as-mother therefore, who is able to 
produce the dislocations, subversions, and openings that reveal the coherency 
and stability of language to be illusory. Mandair’s neglect of what precedes the 
Lacanian mirror stage and the order of the Symbolic runs the risk of marginal-
ising not only female subjects in general but the essentially feminized position 
of the postcolonial subject when figured as lacking in particular.
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III. Conclusion

Given the clear parallels that exist between Lacan’s sketch of the authorising 
function and divisory power of the Phallus and Mandair’s description of the 
Absolute One, one is left with the question of whether the denial of female 
subjectivity that is found in Lacanian psychoanalysis is replicated in Mandair’s 
model. While at no point is there an explicit denial of gurmukh subjectivity to 
women in the account Mandair offers, and indeed Nānak is attributed with 
very enlightened attitudes towards the status and nature of women, to assert 
the ontological function of language without sufficient attention to its gen-
dered nature and to the subjectivity it engenders, runs the risk of undermining 
the legitimacy of the claim to offer a universal model of subjectivity from 
within the Sikh tradition insofar as it is reflective of ordinary human experi-
ence. One must always be attentive to whose human experience counts as 
ordinary or indeed normative and whose experience is counted as particular, 
as non-universalisable. Psychoanalysis, for all its imaginative insights, asserts a 
model of universal ontology that inevitably marginalises and elides female-
ness, amongst other forms of identification, on the very basis that it is not 
normative, that it is lacking or unknowable. In a project that seeks to chal-
lenge and to overturn the colonial demand for translatability, to fail to recog-
nise that psychoanalysis demands the translatability of female subjectivity 
insofar as it is a figure of alterity and lack, into a masculine speaking position 
seems to me to run the risk of repeating the chauvinism of coloniality. This 
having been said, I find much to affirm in Mandair’s post-theistic gurmat and 
in his advocacy for the coeval nature of the Sikh tradition. My questions are 
intended to push the model he advocates further than he takes it in his book 
because I agree with it. In asking what others his reformulation might mar-
ginalise, my aim is to encourage him to extend and to intensify the task of 
radical inclusion that his project demands for the very reason that the case that 
he makes for doing so is ultimately so compelling.
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