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Book reviews

Religion and the Specter of the West. Sikhism, India, Postcoloniality, and the Politics

of Translation, by Arvind-Pal Singh Mandair, New York, Columbia University Press,

2009, 516 pp., US$55 (hardback), ISBN 978-0-231-14724-8

Arvind Mandair’s Religion and the Specter of the West: Sikhism, India, Postcoloni-

ality, and the Politics of Translation is perfectly suited to raise readers’ interest in

fields that stretch beyond area studies, as he engages in new and original ways with

contemporary debates in the philosophy of language and translation, as well as

culture and religion. A close reader of continental and Sikh philosophy and a

translator of the Sikh scriptures, Mandair is very well placed to address a

marginalized issue within current debates on cultural pluralism and religion in the

public sphere. That issue is the theoretical relationship between concepts of

translation and concepts of religion � in other words, the prevalent assumption in

much of Western social and political thought (leftist theory included) of the

fundamental translatability of religion, especially when addressing the translation of

non-Western articulations of religiosity into the grammars of metaphysics and

‘‘universal religion’’.

Mandair’s ‘‘case study’’ is Sikh theological and historical discourse. More

precisely, he analyses the impact that the translation of Sikh scripture during and

after colonial times has had on contemporary articulations of Sikh identity as a

newly defined ‘‘monotheistic religion’’ of universal scope that needs to maintain its

clear boundaries against pantheistic Hinduism. Mandair offers a close historical

analysis of exegetical commentaries on Sikh scriptures made in the context of

Orientalist translation projects, and carefully establishes the Hegelian influences that

marked these translation projects via the work of Indologists and Orientalists, who

arguably had a lasting impact on the Sikh reformist elites’ reinterpretation of Sikh

scripture in the early twentieth century. The period that preceded the emerging

nationalist and anti-colonial movement is widely, and correctly, considered essential

for understanding the formation of new religious and political identities in South

Asia around more clearly demarcated and exclusive boundaries.

Religion and the Specter of the West is divided into three main sections, Part I

being titled ‘‘Indian Religions and Western Thought’’ (Chapters 1�2), Part II

‘‘Theology as Cultural Translation’’ (Chapters 3�4) and Part III ‘‘Postcolonial Exits’’

(Chapters 5�6). In regard to the historical analysis that is the focus of Part II,

Mandair’s book reflects the work of well-known South Asian historians such as

Partha Chatterjee, Dipesh Chakrabarty, Harjot Oberoi or Romila Thapar. In Part I,

Mandair seems to echo the concerns of a critical philosophy of religion like the work

of Richard King, who forcefully opposed the idea that a canonical core of ‘‘Indian
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philosophy’’ can easily be identified under the benevolent regime of Western

philosophy. Yet beyond these continuities and a shared interest in the critique of

exclusive identity narratives and ideological orientations, Mandair offers a much

more profound analysis of prevalent models of the cultural encounter and cultural

translation, models scrutinized for evidence of the epistemic violence he sees

embedded in the ‘‘repetition of the colonial event’’ (p. 1).
By pursuing a postcolonial perspective that aims to undo inherited imperialist

configurations, Mandair paves new ground and pushes the boundaries of a currently

widespread postcolonial critique of power, especially when it comes to the question

of religion and secularism in the public sphere. In this regard, his book could be

described as moving away from a Foucauldian genealogical approach, as employed

by Talal Asad and others (p. 3), towards a ‘‘decolonizing postsecular theory’’ based

on Jacques Derrida’s ‘‘oblique meditations on religion, violence, and law’’ (p. 9).

Derrida’s work is well chosen to illuminate the conceptual aporias involved in all

attempts to ground Indian identities in notions of ‘‘religion’’. Paradoxically, no

lexical reference for that concept has ever existed in the broader context of Indic

thought � yet the internalization of an obligation to respond to it, which according

to Mandair has been inscribed in the ‘‘postcolonial psyche’’ through the colonial

encounter, has had immense repercussions. In Chapter 3, Mandair therefore

examines in great detail the language event of the first translation of Sikh scripture,

by Ernest Trumpp in 1877, as the key moment in the production of anxieties around

past and contemporary articulations of Sikh identity. Trumpp’s translation was
founded on a refusal to grant Sikhism the status of a moral deism, which led to a

fierce debate between Sikh and Western scholars around the question of onto-

theology as the defining element of Sikh identity (p. 191). Mandair argues in his work

that the imposition of this conceptual framework through the work of translation

was so far-reaching that it ‘‘effectively inaugurated [. . .] a framework for the future

politics of religious language’’, predetermining future notions of religious boundaries

and the construction of a Sikh national consciousness (p. 192). A new Sikh

subjectivity was, in Mandair’s view, generated at a critical conjuncture when the

previous distinction between the realms of religion and the secular had turned into

the apparently ‘‘ineluctable’’ response that compels Sikhs today to stress Sikhism’s

monotheistic and universalistic character.

Mandair’s analysis is not limited to Sikh historical and theological discourse or

the debates that have raged between Western and indigenous Sikh scholars � a binary

that his work implicitly disrupts. In Chapter 6, ‘‘Decolonizing Postsecular Theory’’,

Mandair argues that ‘‘lodged within the very movement by which western thought

appears to overcome itself, the so-called post- of postmodernity, etc., is an
ethnocentrism that keeps these newer stages of western thought effectively tied to

oppressive structures that were part of modernity and colonialism’’ (p. 385). In broad

terms, his argument criticizes the different ways in which critical theory and

postsecular theory have revisited the problem of religion, as seen, for instance, in the

ongoing overinvestment of historicism in critical theory (p. 384). While it is correct

that postcolonial theorists have provided a critique of the Eurocentrism in humanist

thought, Mandair notes that they have succeeded only in revealing its ‘‘outer

contours. Its inner mechanism remains remarkably resistant to exposure as the result

of a belief that underpins the very means by which these scholars seek to

conceptualize the break with imperialism’’ (p. 111).
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Mandair does not deny the importance of postcolonial critique, but argues that

much of postcolonial thought rests on an unstated belief in the ‘‘translatability of

religio’’. Here he follows Derrida’s analysis of the sequential logics through which

‘‘religio’’ becomes both de-ontologized and reinvested with new metaphysical

meanings. In Derrida’s spirit, Mandair tries to expose the underlying logics of the

translatability of religion, and demonstrates the extent to which much of left-

secularist critique is still based on these unacknowledged conceptual moves. Once
read within a context of the colonial and neocolonial engagement between West and

non-West, the originally Hegelian scheme turns out to continually reproduce binary

schemes of exclusion that rest on a profoundly mistaken idea of a ‘‘fundamental

translatability between religion and secularism’’. It is an idea, Mandair says, that

‘‘continues to structure unholy alliances between academic theory, media, and the

state’’ (p. 17).

Among the numerous contemporary examples that Mandair cites in Chapter 6 to

illuminate the ‘‘haunting’’ by this figure of translatability, we find Slavoj Žižek, who,

despite sharing Mandair’s Lacanian framework on identity and subjectivity, serves to

illustrate what Mandair sees as an impasse in critical theory today. Žižek has recently

suggested reappropriating the writings of St Paul as a ‘‘truth event’’, in line with a

leftist reading of the European political tradition insofar as it articulates a

‘‘paradigm of ‘concrete universality’’’. Like its Greek counterpart, this paradigm

of ‘‘universality is based on an exception (i.e. its exclusion from a preexisting social

structure)’’ (p. 407). Mandair puts his finger on the spot when he asks why Žižek, in
suggesting this radical move, simultaneously configures that universality as the

ultimate ‘‘barricade against the onslaught of new [Asian] spiritualisms’’ (pp. 412�13)

and other presumed dangers associated with non-Western traditions. But the

‘‘specter of religion’’ that seems to haunt Žižek’s recent work does not lead Mandair

to dismiss him (pp. 401�8). In fact, he largely accepts Žižek’s originally Hegelian

premise about the internal inconsistency of the modern subject, which rules out a

concrete and stable idea of what would constitute such a universal. Mandair also

agrees with Žižek’s reading of St Paul as subverting universality on the basis of a

‘‘negation of negation’’, through which the structure of binary differentiation

(whether in religious classification or elsewhere) is achieved from within an

‘‘exceptional’’ position. What Mandair objects to are the ‘‘short circuits’’ by which

‘‘postcolonials’’ are denied the very same move of stepping out of such logics of

identification (p. 405).

Colonial and postcolonial history are imbricated with the same conceptual

problems, which is why Mandair takes the time to track the schemes of onto-

theology in their impact on the conceptualization and practice of modern Sikhism.
As well as criticizing, Mandair points to potential transformations and pathways to

change. These pathways are outlined mainly in Chapters 5 and 6; they require a good

deal of willingness on the reader’s part to engage with Mandair’s complex translation

of the religious and cultural idioms that are key to the philosophy of the Guru

Granth Sahib, at the heart of Sikh religious practice. One of the reasons that he

invites his readers to undertake this exercise and abandon the familiar terrains of self,

subject and identity is his perception of global Sikh subjects as being caught in webs

of false self- and other-identifications. Mandair’s proposed new readings of key

idioms in the Sikh scriptures thus have a twofold aim. On the one hand, he attempts

to show how the notions of Sikh sovereignty that emerge from the Guru’s teachings

Translation Studies 113



in fact dismantle the ego-centred articulation of the hegemonic Sikh subject in its

modern political dimensions. On the other, he puts the Guru’s philosophical

contributions on a par with those of his Western philosophical interlocutors. This

levelling of philosophical schemes is deliberate, and is instrumental to understanding

where Mandair’s contribution to translation studies is situated. Initially, Mandair’s

convergence with post-Kantian theories of translation as propounded in Naoki

Sakai’s Translation and Subjectivity (1997) suggests a continuation of the critique of

monolingualism (that is, a focus on the hidden ideologies of translation as

transparent process of interpretation), but eventually, via Derrida and his own

meditations on the Sikh scriptures, he expands his critique to the construction of

translation as related to monotheism. ‘‘Why,’’ asks Mandair, ‘‘in the moment of its

formation, is the monolingualism of the other also the monotheism of the other?’’

(p. 100). That, indeed, is a crucial question of not only historical but also

contemporary bearing, and one might conclude here that Mandair’s book has

advanced us in the direction of finding more than tentative answers.

Michael Nijhawan

York University, Toronto, Canada

nijhawan@yorku.ca
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The Translation of Children’s Literature: A Reader, ed. Gillian Lathey, Clevedon,

Multilingual Matters, 2006, 264 pp., US$109.95 (hardback), ISBN 978-1-85359-906-

4, US$39.95 (paperback), ISBN 978-1-85359-905-7

Whose Story? Translating the Verbal and the Visual in Literature for Young Readers,

eds. Maria González Davies and Riitta Oittinen, Newcastle, Cambridge Scholars

Publishing, 2008, 141 pp., US$37.99 (hardback), ISBN 978-1-84718-547-1

The Role of Translators in Children’s Literature: Invisible Storytellers, by Gillian

Lathey, London, Routledge, 2010, 242 pp., US$118 (hardback), ISBN 978-0-415-

98952-7

Research on the translation of children’s literature is frequently introduced by

commenting on the marginalized status of this field of enquiry. This self-perception is

founded on a sense of double disregard, evident in comments like the following by

O’Connell (in Lathey 2006, p. 19), originally writing in 1999:

If children’s literature has suffered from problems of low status, it is only to be expected
that the translation of children’s literature would have to endure a similar fate. For one
thing, its very source material is considered of marginal interest and the professional
activity, i.e. the translation carried out on this material, is, in itself, undervalued.

In addition, I believe there is another contributing factor to the marginalized status

of this field: a lack of a clearly identified identity or position in relation to other

disciplines or fields of enquiry. The study of translated children’s literature primarily

draws on (at least) two traditions: that of literary scholarship (especially in the
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