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In his recent book, Arvind-Pal S. Mandair ranges widely through post-colonial
theory, Sikh history, and continental philosophy to show that aspects of the Sikh
tradition were recast in the colonial period in terms of the concept of religion
(conceived as a cultural universal) and in terms of the emerging discourse on religion
being manufactured by the nascent field of the history of religion. This is a masterful
work, perhaps less for the originality of its thesis than for Mandair’s command over
his vast body of sources and the scholarly traditions they represent and for his ability
to marshal them in support of his case. There was surely no longer any doubt that the
colonial project, in an early phase of the hegemonic globalization of western
concepts and values, decisively and substantially altered the South Asian religious
landscape, but Mandair has now authored an authoritative account of that dramatic
shift and its impact on Sikh traditions.

Space prevents a comprehensive review that could do justice to a work of this
depth and length, but as I am one object of Mandair’s attack on religious studies
discourses, particularly their routine deployment of the categories ‘religion’ and
‘dialogue,’ I will take the opportunity to respond here and orient the reader to
Mandair’s argument initially in terms of this one thread. In his first chapter,
‘Mono-theo-lingualism: Religion, Language, and Subjectivity in Colonial North
India,’ Mandair develops the position that the adoption of the concept of religion
by Indians during the period of British rule involved the wholesale transformation of
Indian subjectivities and cultural traditions as they were re-formed under the linguistic
and conceptual regime of the colonizer and his language. Indeed, the idea of
‘translation’ is central to Mandair’s project, figuring as a metaphor for the loss of
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polyvalence and the capitulation to an ill-fitting vocabulary that took place when
identities and subjectivities were forced to conform to European concepts and idioms.

Mine is among the work Mandair challenges for its alleged failure to perceive the
radicality of the conceptual violence that Indian traditions suffered during these
epistemic shifts in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Whereas I argued in
Was Hinduism Invented?: Britons, Indians, and the Colonial Construction of
Religion (2005) that there is overwhelming evidence of colonial Hindu agency in
the creation of modern Hinduisms, both reformist and traditionalist, Mandair
questions the very idea of agency, seeing in those individuals and movements that I
and others point to (he names Gyan Pandey, Peter van der Veer, and Vasudha
Dalmia) the already-colonized consciousness of the native elite. Just as India’s
polyglot linguistic reality was rationalized and purified by the colonizer to produce
Hindi, Europe’s conceptual regime demanded that ‘dialogue’ with Indian subjects
take place only by prior acceptance of the terms that its languages (especially
English) allowed. ‘Religion’ established the field on which Europe was willing or
able to conduct any exchange and compelled the native elite to accept the rules of
the game it established.

When Mandair proceeds in succeeding chapters to demonstrate that the discourse
of the history of religion has its roots in Hegelian opposition to Schelling and deism
(Chap. 2); to argue that Sikh nationalism and Sikhism as a ‘world religion’ came to
life in an environment thick with the theological vapors emanating from European
philosophical and conceptual regimes (Chap. 3); to trace how the understanding of
Sikhism as a religion and of violence as the marker of illegitimate religion has
penetrated the media, state, and academy (Chap. 4); and to challenge the history of
religion’s attempts to undo the conceptual violence of imperialism and resurrect
precolonial forms of subjectivity (Chap. 5), he does so with such nimble and elegant
command that one begins to imagine, with surprise, that he or she hears the faint
death rattle of ‘religion’…

…Or perhaps it was just clearing its throat. Maybe, as it turns out, the reports
of religion’s demise are, like Twain’s, greatly exaggerated. Mandair’s concluding
chapter signals the tenacity of the concept, perhaps, in fact, a capitulation to the
stark reality that even in a globalized future pulsing with a heterolingual
cacophony of competing universals and structured as a multipolar global order,
the absence of functional universals like ‘religion’ is unthinkable. When he
ultimately proposes, following Derrida, that we keep religion on life support by
leaving the Latinate ‘religio’ untranslated, thus calling attention to its historicity
and cultural specificity and, therefore, its untranslatability, Mandair explains that
this less-than-fatal thrust will ‘refuse the ruse of transparency that allows religion
(for example) to be translated perfectly; that is, … refuse the false belief that it is
possible to pass from one language/culture and back again without being
contaminated, a ruse/belief that constitutes the enunciation of religion as a
universal’ (429).

Behind these words, ostensibly an insistence about the limits of language, a
concession to the demand for the intersubjective and cross-cultural translatability of
experience is palpable. More significantly, however, they characterize better than I
might have the best work and highest aims of the discipline Mandair and others
censure as the crutch on which ‘religion’ has relentlessly lurched onward for more
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than a century. Historical shortcomings and blind spots aside, the history of religion
is a field that has evolved toward greater and more penetrating self-awareness about
method, the concepts and theory that inform method, and the difficult questions that
the tangled issues of cultural/historical specificity impose upon it. Mandair’s work
underscores the vital need for unflagging attention to those issues in the decidedly
undead study of religion.
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