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This is an extremely ambitious and often abstract work, which, as its title and sub-
title indicate, draws on a wide variety of fields: the history and theory of religions, 
cultural studies, South Asian studies, postcolonial and postmodernist studies, and, 
minimally, translation studies. Its main thesis can be stated as follows: The general 
concept of religion, and with it, of the secular, came to India through colonial-
ism, which imposed a general translatability, i.e. universal applicability, of such 
concepts to South Asia for the purpose of ensuring the power, domination and 
superiority of the colonizers. What seems new in this work is its focus on the con-
stitution of Sikhism as a “religion” and its attempt to demonstrate that globaliza-
tion essentially repeats the hierarchies and exclusions that characterized colonial 
relations. In a passage quite representative of the form the argument takes, the 
author notes:

…the theoretical relationship between the concept of translation and the concept 
of religion, what Jacques Derrida has called the ‘theology of translation’…can be 
usefully applied to the colonial (and postcolonial) context, where, for example, 
the concept of religion may not have existed in the lexicon of a particular culture 
prior to its encounter with European colonialism, but ‘suddenly’ enters into their 
[sic] idiom as if it were their [sic] own. In such a case, ‘religion’, inasmuch as it 
emerges or takes shape in the language of the colonized, is better considered a re-
sponse to the imposition of a certain concept of translation, which surreptitiously 
obliterates the gap between there not being a lexical term ‘religion’ and there being 
‘religion’. Apart from signaling the birth of a new subjectivity, this gap reveals the 
active forgetting that replaces the real work of translation with a representation of 
translation (and contact) construed as a one-way process of transmitting ideas, 
doctrines, or values. (p. xiv)

Under colonial rule, Mandair argues, translation played a role in the transforma-
tion of Indian practices, languages and society, by assuming that languages and 
meanings were comparable, rather than incommensurable, and by requiring fixed 
rather than fluid identities. Thus, one of the first tasks of the colonizers was to 
reduce the complexity and hybridity of the languages, laws and customs of India 
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to a standardized form, in the image of the colonizers themselves (the specter of 
the West). The desire for mastery and the fear of heterogeneity were clearly the 
motives behind this reduction, by means of the creation of “an imagined com-
mon platform or grid”, and thereby of “a particular mode of social relation” (p. 91) 
through which hierarchies could be imposed and maintained. According to the 
author their reduction of the other through the imposition of a European grid 
continues even today, and makes impossible any real access to or acknowledge-
ment of difference, and in addition limits theory to being a repetition of itself and 
its Western origins.

The complexity of the author’s multi-pronged approach is evident in the fol-
lowing statement of his aim:

The ontotheological matrix1 effectively took on the role of a blueprint for domi-
nation encoded in the structures of thought, practice, and order necessary for 
the maintenance of Empire in the nineteenth century. Contrary to what is often 
thought, this very matrix continues to be replicated and repeated in the post-
modern incarnations of Empire, such as global capitalism. Specifically my aim is 
to trace the circuit of this repetition to the nexus of ideas feeding one particular 
site where the subjectivity of South Asians is formed, namely the site where reli-
gious tradition is retrieved and reproduced, projected and introjected. To do this 
the book pursues an oblique and often impossible engagement between several 
discourses not usually thought to be connected: (i) the theorization of religion 
and ‘world religions’ in relation to the specialist discipline of Indology; (ii) the 
secular form of postcolonial theory inspired by Edward Said, particularly as it 
impinges on modern South Asian formations; (iii) a study of the relationship be-
tween the religious reform movements and the enunciation of the colonial subject 
in nineteenth-century South Asia; (iv) the role of translation as a site of colonial 
hegemony and as a site of anti-colonial resistance; and (v) underpinning all of the 
above, the continuing influence of European philosophy, especially the writings of 
G.W.F. Hegel, whose spectral presence was thought to have been safely exorcised 
by postcolonial theory. (p. 2)

Religion, then, is given the central role and focus in this work, and through an 
analysis of the reasons behind the possibility that it could be generalized to a South 
Asian context, with particular reference to Sikhism, the author’s argument opens 
out onto a wider range of fields and concerns: “What can the deconstruction of 
religion as a cultural universal teach us about the history of colonialism in India, 
about India’s decolonization, and about the task of postcoloniality in an era of 
globalization?” (p. 11) Most notably his claim is that the self-reference of the West 
and the hierarchy it enables did not end with the colonial period, but rather con-
tinues to the present day and is inherent in the process of globalization and flows 
of translation that characterize it:
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…the very effect that makes Western ideas seemingly ubiquitous, namely its [sic] 
globalization, paradoxically, makes the very ground of theory itself unstable. Cur-
rently this ground is one on which European languages continue to be privileged 
despite loud assertions of equivalence, reciprocity, dialogue, interaction, etc. By 
way of reflection on Derrida’s question — ‘What if religio remained untranslat-
able’ — I speculate on whether the power relationship between the West and ‘the 
Rest’ may not change when changes in the global political economy produce par-
allel changes in the economy of language (and cultural) relations. When European 
texts are translated into non-European languages, might it be possible, under a 
geopolitical economy different from the one that exists now, the one that is slowly 
but surely running out of breath, as Derrida would say, for non-European host 
languages to displace the very power differential that keeps theory supposedly on 
its own ground? (pp. 41–42)

It would be extremely difficult to attempt an engagement with the full range of ar-
guments presented by the author, due both to limitations of space and to the wide 
variety of fields the author draws upon. Thus, I will limit myself to the question of 
translation. As has already been mentioned, the author’s focus is on the implications 
of the translatability of the general concept of religion. In this context he deals with 
a particular case of translation, “a language event that had far-reaching implications 
for the development of modern Sikh ideology. This event was the commissioning of 
an official translation of the Sikh scripture (Ādi Granth) by the colonial administra-
tion in Punjab, a task that was carried out by the German Indologist Ernest Trumpp” 
(p. 29). The importance of this translation, published in 1877, was that it “effectively 
demarcated a field of translation (to use Bourdieu’s term), that is to say, a discursive 
regime that provided the conceptual framework within which the future discourse 
on modern Sikhism would be received” (p. 176). Much of the discussion of this 
translation, or to be more precise, of the twenty-page long “Sketch of the Religion 
of the Sikhs” with which Trumpp prefaced his translation, centers on the manner 
in which any discussion of Sikhism was framed in terms of the Western intellectual 
and religious tradition, “where all propositions and statements on the Sikh religion 
were automatically rerouted through the question concerning the existence of God 
as the ground of rational thinking” (p. 191). The author argues that if translation 
takes place it does so at a cost to the original and to Sikhism itself: they are trans-
formed in the process; it also takes places under an illusion: that the translation is the 
result of exchange or dialogue presupposing at least a degree of equality. Making the 
text conform to the target language and culture is the driving force of this translation 
undertaken in a context of colonial administration, for an audience consisting of 
policy makers and European orientalists (p. 185). The author notes in relation to an-
other project of translation, whose purpose was also to “render familiar”, that of Max 
Arthur Macauliffe (1909): “The key point…is that the final authority in determining 
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the transference and relocation of the native meaning not only happens in English, 
but rests with whatever conforms most closely to the English self ” (p. 201).

This argument in relation to these colonial translations is not particularly new; 
indeed, it can safely be said to characterize much of the work published on trans-
lation in colonial and postcolonial contexts, as well as on translation in relation 
to globalization. The author would have gained from referring to these works, by 
scholars such as Susan Bassnett, Michael Cronin, Rita Kothari, Harish Trivedi and 
Lawrence Venuti, to name only a few. The theme of appropriation, and the forms 
of resistance to it, which runs through much of Religion and the Specter of the West, 
has been dealt with extensively in work in Translation Studies over the past twenty 
years. These works too are absent from the discussion. Even more pertinently, Mi-
chael S. Dodson (2007) has examined these issues in relation to India, covering in 
part the same ground as the work under review, and dealing more thoroughly with 
and providing more context for the question of language and translation as they 
related to colonial India. Mandair, unfortunately, does not seem to have had an op-
portunity to consult this work. All in all, Religion and the Specter of the West casts 
its net very wide — perhaps with a loss of clarity and focus, while bringing new 
light to certain contexts of translation — most notably in relation to Sikhism and 
the way in which globalization continues rather than transforms the structures 
and ideas already informing colonial relations.

Note

1. Footnote 75 on page 457 provides what can be considered the ‘clearest’ statement of what is 
understood by the key term used in this work, “ontotheology”: “The term ‘ontotheology’ was 
first used by Kant and then, following him, by Hegel. Here in my text the term is meant to depict 
two related things: (i) following Heidegger’s essay in the volume Identity and Difference, it refers 
to the entry of the Deity into any discourse based on reason, i.e., the circular dependence of the 
principle of reason on God; (ii) the essential continuity of the Greeks (onto), mediæval (theo), 
and modern humanist (logic) traditions as components of the broader Western religio-cultural-
philosophical traditions. In this sense it is essentially continuous with the term ‘metaphysics’ ”. 
This attempt at clarification, in its double reference and failure to actually define, points to the 
difficulty readers will face in coming to grips with the author’s arguments.
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