
Persianization, Englishization, to name the best known, as discussed by Braj
B. Kachru in the volume’s introduction).

There are a few editing issues to be noted. First, some of the articles appear
to be out of date for a volume with a 2008 imprint; thus, chapters 1, 6, and 7 all
draw on 1991 census data; the works cited in the volume’s extensive list of refer-
ences were nearly all produced prior to 2001; and there are two references (pp.
33, 308) that indicate Parpola’s work connecting the Indus Valley “language” to
Dravidian is the current standard (now much debated). Additionally, at least
three articles in the volume have appeared elsewhere; in one case, an article con-
tains the note that the chapter is a revision of a previous publication (Deshpande’s
“Sanskrit in the South Asian Sociolinguistic Context”), but two other articles have
no such notation (Sridhar’s “Language Modernization in Kannada” and
“Language Contact and Convergence in South Asia,” an odd omission given
that Sridhar is one of the volume’s three editors). The intent behind some of
the section titles is not always apparent, and the collection seems a bit unba-
lanced; thus, while there are separate articles discussing Persian, Sanskrit,
Hindi-Urdu, and Kannada, many of the other South Asian languages appear
only in the context of broad discussions (e.g., “Major Regional Languages”; “Min-
ority Languages and their Statuses”)—though again, the breadth of the subject
matter must be taken into consideration here, and certainly not every element
of South Asian languages can be discussed in a single volume (even one as
hefty as this one).

There are other minor editorial matters to be noted: there are no author bio-
graphies; abbreviations are not standardized throughout the volume (an unwieldy
chart of chapter-by-chapter abbreviations appears as part of the volume’s front
matter); and systems of transliteration are not regularized throughout the
volume. However, these are but unfortunate distractions from an otherwise sub-
stantial collection of essays, and certainly should not keep curious readers (gen-
eralists and specialists alike) from delving into these fascinating studies of the
languages that, as the essays in this volume ably show, are the cultural anchor
for the lived-in world of one-quarter of the earth’s population.

HERMAN TULL

hermantull@gmail.com

Religion and the Specter of the West: Sikhism, India, Postcoloniality, and
the Politics of Translation. By ARVIND-PAL S. MANDAIR. New York:
Columbia University Press, 2009. xviii, 516 pp. $55.00 (cloth).
doi:10.1017/S0021911810003621

Scholars working on South Asian religious traditions have increasingly
come to accept the proposition that the category of “religion” as we commonly
understand it today resulted, for the most part, from the imperial encounter
between the West and the East. While unpacking the intellectual and
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epistemological genealogy of the category of religion was the easy part, we still
do not have a convincing explanation as to why the people in the East
responded so enthusiastically and in such great numbers to the category of reli-
gion. Arvind-Pal S. Mandair’s brilliant book seeks to provide an answer to this
vexing problem.

While he acknowledges the recent historical narratives advanced by Gyan
Pandey, Vasudha Dalmia, and Peter van der Veer, Mandair is not interested
in what we view as the classic sites of modern Indian religiosity: the colonial
census operations, print capitalism and the vernaculars, polarizing polemics in
the bazaar, the din of street processions and atavistic cow protection associ-
ations. Instead, by using continental philosophy (particularly Martin Heideg-
ger), psychoanalytical literature (namely Jacques Lacan), critical theory
(largely Jacques Derrida), and translation theory (predominantly Naoki Sakai)
in heavy doses, Mandair responds to the question of modern Indian religious
consciousness by insisting that British colonialism entailed the rise of a new
subject, and this new colonial subject felt psychologically deficient because it
acutely lacked what the colonial masters possessed in abundance: the matrix
of religion, the original trope of the West. Thus, according to Mandair, the colo-
nial subject went about the task of diligently constructing and possessing what it
most lacked: the category religion and all of its elaborate codes, mechanics, and
ornamentations. In the end, this complex trajectory rooted in Western hege-
mony produced in the subject a mimetic consciousness that readily identifies
and responds to the category of religion as manifested in modern Hinduism,
Islam, or Sikhism.

Having constructed an elaborate and fecund theoretical framework in part I
of the book, Mandair proceeds in part II to test his hypothesis concerning the
inventiveness of the category religion and its traumatic lack within South Asia
through a close reading of Sikh materials produced in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. He demonstrates how Orientalist scholarship as represented
by Ernest Trumpp andMaxMacauliffe and leading Sikh reformers such as Kahan
Singh Nabha, Bhai Vir Singh, Jodh Singh, and Teja Singh were all complicit
in attaching Sikhism to the world religions panoply. This exercise in what
Mandair calls modern “religion-making” (p. 17) was activated through a
complex circuit made up of theology, exegesis, scriptural translations, Anglo-
vernacular schools, hermeneutic framing, recasting symbolic orders, and metro-
politan scholarship.

Having committed himself to a position that views contemporary Sikh identity
as an artifice of modernity, in part III of the book, Mandair begins a project to
retrieve and reconceptualize what the Sikh tradition may have looked like if the
West had not intervened. He suggests a radical reinterpretation of Sikh theology
and its sacred lexicon in order to free Sikhs from the traumas of colonial subjuga-
tion and inscriptions. Besides delineating the intricate patterns of “religion-
making” in modern South Asia and providing the Sikh community with new ima-
ginaries, Mandair has also provided us with a sketch of a postsecular theory that
promises to vigorously decolonize the mind and negate identity politics, for such
politics, according to the author, are merely a replay and retrieval of colonial space.
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Undoubtedly, Mandair has written an ambitious book, and he asks many bold
and fascinating questions that will be of considerable interest to historians of reli-
gions, cultural anthropologists, and critical theorists. But, as often happens with
works of such magnitude and scope, he at times overlooks issues of historical
detail. For instance, Mandair is quite correct in identifying Ernest Trumpp’s
imperial commission to translate the Sri Guru Granth Sahib as the basic
impulse behind subsequent Sikh efforts at scriptural exegesis and engagement
with Orientalist scholarship. However, the response to Trumpp did not start as
late as the 1920s, as Mandair would have us believe. As early as the 1880s, the
Sikh ruler of Faridkot commissioned a council of Sikh scholars under the chair-
manship of Giani Badan Singh Sekhvan to produce an appropriate rebuttal to
Trumpp. One wonders why Mandair overlooks the Faridkot intervention and
starts his account of modern Sikh exegetical practices only with Teja Singh and
Bhai Vir Singh in the 1920s. Would the inclusion of the Faridkot commentary
and annotations disrupt his linear account of Sikh modernities? Similarly, at
the theoretical level, although Mandair is persuasive about how the neocolonial
elites captured and ran with the Western category of religion, we do not get a
clear idea of how mimesis and cultural translation occurred at the popular
level. In South Asia, the popular is always the final test of theoretical rigor.

HARJOT OBEROI

University of British Columbia
oberoi@interchange.ubc.ca

Strı̄: Women in the Mahābhārata. By KEVIN MCGRATH. Boston, Mass.:
Ilex Foundation, 2009. 217 pp. $24.95 (paper).
doi:10.1017/S0021911810003633

Audiences of the Mahābhārata have long considered the epic’s female char-
acters as among the text’s most fascinating and lively personalities. In Strı̄:
Women in the Mahābhārata, Kevin McGrath conducts an extensive study of
the epic’s heroines. In addition to an entire chapter on Draupadı̄, McGrath dis-
cusses many of the epic’s other main female characters in considerable detail,
including Kuntı̄, Gāndhārı̄, Damayantı̄, Sāvitrı̄, Ambā, and Śakuntalā.

Sensitive to the phonic and poetic dimensions of the Mahābhārata, one of
McGrath’s stated interests is the way in which female characters speak and the con-
sequences of their words. As he suggests, “Men and women are . . . very different in
how they speak and the effects of their language” (p. 25).McGrath’s book sets out to
examine the speech of female characters “through a close reading of speeches in
[the] Mahābhārata—not only the explicit and substantial content of speech, but
also the metaphors and metonyms that women deploy both socially and privately;
it analyzes the underlying systems of reference to which these tropes refer” (p.
21). This is a worthy goal, and throughout his discussions of each female character,
McGrath brings attention to a number of interesting details that surely contribute to
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