
..........
Responding to Ghosts, or Religion-

Making and the Limits of Academic

Demonology .........
Religion, in the singular? Response: ‘Religion is

the response.’ (Derrida 1996)

At a recent seminar sponsored by the Reli-

gious Studies Program at the University of

California at Davis, I was given a gorgeous

glossy folder filled with well-designed flyers

and pamphlets explaining the ‘Hindu reli-

gion’. The press kit was developed and dis-

tributed by the Hindu American Foundation

(HAF), a well-funded group that describes

itself as ‘an advocacy group providing a

progressive voice for over two million Hindu

Americans’. Reading through the packet, I

was struck by the sophisticated strategies they

used to transform and translate the category

of religion and, more specifically, by their deft

transmutation of the so-called invention of

Hinduism. It has long been recognized by the

academic community that none of the ancient

languages of the South Asian subcontinent has

a word for religion, nor is the identity marker

‘Hindu’ of considerable age. What distin-

guishes HAF’s formulation is their selective

redaction of components of that thesis. On the

one hand, they mobilize arguments about the

absence of a centralized interpretative com-

munity or institutional basis in order to claim

the space of objectivity, asserting that HAF ‘is

not affiliated with any religious or political

organizations or entities’. At the same time,

they reframe this decentralization as the con-

stitutive core of the Hindu tradition, allowing

them to claim that Hinduism is the most

tolerant and pluralistic of religions. ‘While

tolerance and pluralism are valued by many

religions, these concepts are the very essence

of Hinduism . . . over their vast history,

Hindus have never invaded another land in

the name of religion . . . which has provided

the ideal environment for peaceful coexistence

and prosperity for at least eight major reli-

gions’ (HAF 2010a).

Interpretative moves like this have become

commonplace in our global present, but scho-

lars have tended to approach them as either

misplaced nostalgia unworthy of comment or

as insidious forms of cultural imperialism

promoting religious violence. Failing to under-

stand the generative logics that have made

such formulations commonplace, we not only

fail to hear these postcolonial voices, we also

abandon any space that could enable respon-

sible critical engagement. By contrast, Arvind

Mandair’s recent book, Religion and the

Specter of the West: Sikhism, India, Postcolo-

niality, and the Politics of Translation, offers a

more nuanced method for understanding and

engaging groups like HAF. In both its breadth

and its style, Religion and the Specter of the

West is dizzying. The work is not so much a

series of theses or historical excursions as it is a

transformative experience, which is less than

surprising when we learn Mandair’s ‘primary

intellectual debt’ is to Jacques Derrida (xvii).
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Moving from close textual analysis of Hegel

through reconstructions of modern Sikh theol-

ogy to Derridean deconstruction, Mandair

develops a set of interrelated theses that offer

novel approaches to the problem of religion,

the aporetic character of translation, and the

dynamics of India’s relations with the West. In

so doing, he offers substantial challenges to

much contemporary work in the academic

study of religion and postcolonial theory,

while never failing, page after page, to surprise

the reader with precious flashes of insight into

topics as diverse as the various editions of

Hegel’s Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion

and the sonic theology of Sanskrit grammar-

ians. Given the breadth and ambition of the

work, it could easily have disintegrated into a

series of unconnected reflections held together

by little more than a spine and a handful of

neologisms. Thus it is all the more remarkable

that Religion and the Specter of the West

succeeds on so many levels. It is a book that

repays careful, close reading and critical reflec-

tion, a graphic example of the rich possibilities

of interdisciplinary work.

Mandair self-consciously positions the book

between several disciplines rarely read to-

gether: Continental philosophy, history of

religions, South Asian studies and postcolonial

theory. At the intersection of these fields, he

discovers a shared logic in the ‘theology of

translation’. The theology of translation is

predicated on the idea that general translat-

ability is linked to natural language and here

that means that the translation of religion

occurring between the West and its others is

predicated on the acceptance of sui generis

religion. On colonial and postcolonial fron-

tiers, the theology of translation requires, in its

very address, that the colonized accept parti-

cular understandings of religion even as they

articulate their difference from it (e.g. mono-

theistic, reducible to a few belief propositions,

etc.). The resultant process of identity and

difference, of mimicry and innovation is what

he calls religion-making. In Mandair’s adept

hands religion-making refers both to the

processes by which traditions like Hinduism

and Sikhism are produced (in colonial gazet-

teers, vernacular texts, law, media and the

like) and the naturalized category (religion in

the singular) that guarantees their general

translatability.

In turning to religion-making, and the on-

going dynamics that link religion, enunciation

and the political, Mandair articulates a method

that takes seriously the best insights from

the genealogical critique of religion without

reducing the complexities of religion-making

to concerns of filiation and authenticity.

Religion-making is a theoretical and a political

process and Mandair is committed both to

disclosing the earliest formations of the on-

totheological schema religion/religions (for-

mulated as much in Hegelian theology as on

the colonial frontier), and short-circuiting the

mechanism that enjoins South Asians to see

themselves ‘as members of a particular ‘‘world

religion’’ (Hinduism and Sikhism) or as mem-

bers of a nation (Indian or Sikh)’ (7), which

forces them ‘to hide the traumatic real and to

instead identify with the fantasy of social

reality created by nationalism’ (11). In South

Asia, religion-making is an ongoing response

to the commands of ‘the specter of the West’ by

postcolonials to locate themselves within an

ontotheological schema, forged by Hegel and

his children, that limits them to having ‘deter-

minate religions’ � incomplete instantiations of

religion in general, or filling stations on the

road to ‘Consummate religion’. That is, in

accepting the task of framing South Asian

history in relation to ‘world religions’ like

Hinduism and Sikhism, they become subject

to what Derrida (1996) calls globalatinization,

a fiduciary that can never be fully satisfied.
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Mandair’s work is also a ghost story of

sorts. It narrates the tales of Orientalist ghosts

(chapter 1), of Hegel’s ghost (chapter 2), of

Sanskrit’s ghost (chapter 5) and the ghosts

of emancipation (chapter 6), among others.

As a ghost story, it is not only haunted by

these and other ghosts, it haunts its readers.

There is no demonology, scientific apparatus

or intellectual reflexivity capable of exorcising

Mandair’s ghosts. His deconstruction reveals

how the ‘theology of translation’ (434) con-

tinually (re)makes religion in discourses such

as Sikh theology and postcolonial governance,

but more unsettling, it also discloses what

might be called the metaphysics of secularism,

or ‘the spectral presence of the ontotheological

schema’ (171) that continues to exist as much

in contemporary academic production as it

did in the works of Macauliffe and Trumpp

(see chapter 3). It is present in contemporary

literature seeking to explain the ‘return of

the religious’ and the discourses of multicul-

turalism and anti-imperialism developed and

propagated by postcolonial studies (437�8).

Mandair argues that we must acknowledge

this continual mutual haunting and mutual

contamination if we are to move ‘from the

politics of comparison in the contemporary

global context toward a spectral politics of the

postcolonial’ (435).

What would it mean to discard the politics

of comparison, to rethink the impossibility

and necessity of translating religion? Or, as I

occasionally thought I heard him asking, what

could the post-secular study of religion look

like? Scholars have already written eloquent

genealogies of the category of religion, articu-

lated the ongoing metaphysics of secularism,

and even disassembled the edifice of ‘the West’

in the service of returning agency to postcolo-

nials; however, most of these scholars and the

fields within which they write still remain

tied to the politics of comparison that have

defined both the ‘science of Man’ and the

‘science of religion’ since the Enlightenment.

Their operative metaphors continue to rely

on structuring concepts like dialogue and

emancipation, concepts that reproduce the

ontotheological schema that makes them in-

telligible. To be clearer: Mandair’s argument

suggests that the radical critiques of ‘the West’

that are now the mainstay of postcolonial

studies and the assaults on sui generis religion

so thoroughly engrained in the academic study

of religion remain slaves to the theology of

translation and thereby repeat and perpetuate

that which they seek to exorcise.

To highlight the utility of Mandair’s ap-

proach, allow me to return to the example

that opened this response. When scholars of

religion read in HAF pamphlets and litera-

ture that tolerance and pluralism ‘are the very

essence of Hinduism’ (HAF, 2010a), they will

likely respond as if to nails on a chalkboard,

simultaneously screaming and covering their

ears. Yet to hear only the shrill tones of such

statements, and respond with our own, is to

miss their creativity and ensure the perpetua-

tion of such a call and response. To marshal

evidence of the absurdity of HAF’s claims or

to quibble over minor points of textual

analysis (the often quoted passage from the

R
˙
gveda should read RV 1.164.46 not 1.64.46)

is to perpetuate certain normative claims

about the nature of religion and the authentic

lineaments of Hinduism. Riding in on the

horse of historicism to adjudicate claims

such as these, we not only make groups like

HAF refuges in their own homes, we fall prey

to the same problems we sought to diagnose.

Mandair has suggested a productive way

out, attending to the way that HAF makes

religion, the way they produce constellations

of value and practice, we come to see not

only the creativity in their work, but also
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that such formulations are normative and

universalist.

Abdicating the theoretical high ground

claimed for so long by humanistic and social

scientific theory is not the same thing as

simply accepting vagaries dressed in the

clothes of truth. Rather, the enticement I

read in Mandair’s work is to resituate claims

such as these, choosing not to simply accept

the frame HAF has established. In this case,

that would mean understanding HAF’s claims

as the articulation of a competing universalist

assertion rather than a statement about what

Hindus believe or what they have done. In

their desire to correct ‘Frequent errors in

media coverage of Hinduism’ (HAF 2010b),

they define not only the contents of authentic

belief (‘one Supreme Being’) and practice (the

use of divine images as ‘aides in meditation

and prayer’), but more fundamentally the very

grounds for such claims. It is here that we can

turn to begin that critical work, first articu-

lated by Marx, of assessing the validity or

utility of a particular universalist claim. From

this position, we might, for example, be able

to assess the quality of tolerance they espouse

against those forms of tolerance held dear by

modern liberal democracy. So, when HAF

argues, as they did in a 2006 lawsuit against

the State Board of Education, that California

must change its textbooks to say that women

had ‘different’ (as opposed to unequal or

fewer) rights in the Vedic period we might

have a stronger position from which to say,

‘Yes, they were very different. And this is one

difference we shouldn’t respect.’

Despite my sanguine assessment of Religion

and the Specter of the West I cannot shake the

suspicion that many readers will not share my

optimism. In the spirit of ongoing dialogue,

I would like to raise a couple of the most likely

objections. For its part, I expect that the HAF

is more likely to see Mandair’s book and my

assessment of it as more akin to an ontological

threat than thoughtful engagement. For an

advocacy group speaking ‘in the name of’

Hindus, this book is just one more insidious

attempt to deprive them of their ability

to speak for themselves, the most recent

instantiation of the ‘spectral presence of

the ontotheological matrix’ (171). For them,

Mandair’s formulation of the untranslatability

of religion is not a respectful engagement but

a threat to their very foundation. Given such

feelings, I wonder how Mandair will respond

when members of the HAF or (more likely)

members of the Sikh community call to accuse

him of misrepresenting their traditions and

undermining their political viability. Is it

possible to simultaneously honour or extend

the work of HAF and so many others while

the assertion of religion’s untranslatability

eats away at their foundation? If not, is

Derrida’s call for religio to remain untrans-

lated more of an aspirational horizon than a

practical project?

Another community that Mandair ad-

dresses, Continental philosophers of religion,

will reject, out of hand, his thesis of the mutual

constitution of religion and his critique of the

prototype/translation logic that has grounded

so much thinking about the (western) origin of

religion and its translation by non-western

(derivative) religions. They feel little or no

need to read Ram Mohan Roy, Guru Nanak or

Jodh Singh, seeing the origins of modern

religion in Augustine and Luther or, among

the more progressive, in Feuerbach and Marx.

Why should they care about a few minor

corruptions in the purity of Hegelian concepts?

Religion and the Specter of the West offers

suggestions about why this view is so myopic

throughout its pages, but a straightforward

response to this issue might convince some that

there is as much Saṅ kara in Hegel as Plato.

I suspect that the answers to these questions
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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.

MARK ELMORE

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, DAVIS, USA

# Mark Elmore

..........
Religion and the Specter of the West.........

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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