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Abstract
This article provides a detailed discussion of Arvind Mandair’s new work Religion and the Specter 
of the West. Written from a sociological vantage point, which is informed by a long commitment 
to Sikh Studies, the argument presented here focuses on three organizing concepts of Mandair’s 
work: (1) repetition and how it is to be read within the process of subject formation, (2) trauma 
as a conceptual tool to rethink postcolonial identity, and (3) aesthetic sovereignty as providing a 
possible exit out of hermeneutic dilemmas of ‘translating religion.’
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At a historical moment in which forms of religious and cultural pluralism are 
met with renewed skepticism and in which the voice of intercultural philoso-
phy is called upon as mediating voice, Religion and the Specter of the West 
(hereafter Specter) intervenes into a field of public debate and humanistic 
thought that in many cases has left intact key predicaments about the translat-
ability and controllability of cultural and religious difference within a broader 
framework of Enlightenment thought. In his work, Arvind Mandair reflects 
the now widespread critique of a liberalism, a model that has tacitly reinforced 
enlightened ideas around cultural and religious difference. In the context of 
Mandair’s study this is connected to the various ways in which notions such as 
“Indian philosophy” or “Sikh theology” have been demarcated as inherently 
knowable and translatable. By focusing on the traditions associated with the 
teachings of the Sikh gurus and their Western translation as “monotheistic 
Sikhism,” and by deconstructing the Hegelian influences on the discipline of 
Indology and the implicit repercussions of Orientalist discourse on the Sikh 
reformist elites’ reinterpretation of Sikh scripture, Mandair’s work reflects the 
contributions by other eminent South Asian historians such as Romila Thapar 
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(1979) or Harjot Oberoi (1997). However, the significance of Mandair’s work 
moves us beyond the narrow confines of “area studies.” In fact he offers a pro-
found critique of the models of the cultural encounter and translation, models 
scrutinized for the evidence of epistemic violence that he sees embedded in the 
“communicative arch” spanning from the colonial translation of the other to 
the neo-colonial repetition of past imperialisms. By pursuing a postcolonial 
perspective that aims at undoing inherited imperialisms, Mandair is at the 
same time opening new territory by pushing the boundaries of what is cur-
rently a widespread poststructuralist critique of power, especially when it 
comes to the question of religion and secularism in the public sphere. In fact, 
his book could be described as moving away from a Foucauldian genealogical 
approach (e.g., Talal Asad) towards a “decolonizing postsecular theory” based 
on what he refers to as Jacques Derrida’s “oblique meditations on religion, 
violence, and law” (Mandair 2009: 9). Derrida’s work is well chosen to illumi-
nate the conceptual aporias of all groundings of 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 obliga-
tion to it, which according to Mandair, has been inscribed in ‘the postcolonial 
psyche’ through the colonial encounter, has had immense repercussions.

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 the rejec-
tion of granting Sikhism the status of a moral deism, which led to a fierce 
debate between Sikh and western scholars around the question of onto-theol-
ogy as the defining moment 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”, that predetermined 
future notions of religious boundaries and the construction of a Sikh national 
consciousness (p. 192). A new Sikh subjectivity was, in Mandair’s view, gener-
ated at a critical conjuncture when the “inner mechanism” of distinguishing 
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. Thus, identifications with 
ethno-national idioms around Sikh sovereignty in response to the 1984 anti-
Sikh riots and state violence in Punjab, the affective response to “heterodox” 
interpretations of Sikh scripture, or the recent moves towards race-based self-
categorizations in the 2010 US census could all be meaningfully understood 
within such a notion of an “ineluctability of the response.”
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Mandair’s analysis is not limited to Sikh theological discourse or the debates 
that have ravaged between ‘Western’ and ‘indigenous’ Sikh scholars, a binary 
that his work implicitly disrupts. He goes much further when he argues that 
the move to a historicist-secularist narrative underwriting various projects of 
“emancipation” in their Marxist, neo-Marxist, or postcolonial versions are still 
bound to a secular-religion dialectic that is also inscribed in the discourses of 
Indian nationalism and religious reformism. Mandair identifies here an “inner 
mechanism” of a secular, postcolonial theory that is invested in the question of 
cultural pluralism and recognition (e.g., in reference to R. Inden and G. Spivak), 
and that “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” (Mandair 2009: 111).

At first glimpse it seems dazzling that the book formulates a critique against 
scholars for whom the problem of the devaluation and de-signification of non-
Western cultural and religious formations as second-order, particularized ver-
sions of an emergent and constantly re-signified “universal humanism” has 
been at the very heart of their (postcolonial) critique (e.g. Spivak). Mandair 
would not deny the importance of these interventions, but instead argue that 
at the foundation of much of postcolonial thought lies an unstated belief in 
the “translatability of religio.” This, he argues, leads to a successive logic 
through which “religion” becomes both de-ontologized and simultaneously 
re-invested with new metaphysical meanings.

To illuminate the core of this problem that Mandair identifies here via 
Hegel’s philosophy of religion, one could quote Adorno on the failure of sat-
isfying absolute truth claims by metaphysics in the context of secular moder-
nity. In Adorno’s reading of Hegel, this insight has implicitly also meant a 
“redemption of metaphysics precisely in its failure” (Menke 1998: 217). This 
is drawn from an insight into Hegel’s ‘absolute’, which, even though it implied 
“a secularization of the deity, it was still the deity’s secularization” (Adorno, 
Negative Dialectics p. 405, cf. Menke ibid.). In Christoph Menke’s reading, the 
modern experience of crisis that is indicated in Adorno’s statement, has far-
reaching implications:

The modern occurrence of its fall does not mean a complete departure form the 
metaphysical, but quite the opposite, unveils and grounds for the first time its truth 
contents. For precisely the modern experience that makes metaphysics obsolete as 
the positive satisfaction of infinite claims, is “in solidarity” (Adorno) with meta-
physics, because it, for the first time, grounds the interminable claims of meta-
physics in terms of the internally irresolvable crisis of finite cognition. In this way, 
metaphysics was forced to wait until the moment of its irreversible breakdown to 
legitimate itself for the first time (1998: 218, emphasis added ).
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If, in such a reading, Hegel would stand for the secularization of Western 
metaphysics and Adorno for the implicit redemption of an altered meaning of 
metaphysics, Mandair’s objective is—in the spirit of Derrida—to expose the 
underlying assumptions of precisely this translation and (second ) redemption 
of secularized religion into the universal grammar of historical dialectics.

Mandair is rather unambiguous in his claim that much of left-secularist 
critique is still based on this unacknowledged conceptual move. Once read 
within a context of the (neo/colonial) engagement between the West and non-
West, it appears that the Hegelian influence continually reproduces binary 
schemes of exclusion that rest on a profoundly mistaken idea of this “funda-
mental translatability between religion and secularism that continues to struc-
ture unholy alliances between academic theory, media, and the state” (Mandair 
2009: 17). At times, Mandair equates this with a “European conceptuality” 
(2009: 8) which, as a meta-ideological framework, has not only had a lasting 
impact on discursive categorization (language, translation, representation) 
and affective identification (identity politics), it also accompanied the entry 
of humanist thought into the practical politics of state sovereignty and the 
regulation of internal difference within the modern state structure. According 
to Mandair this requires an investigation of the very structure of ideas, or 
better, of the profound level of language as the “law of thinking” (Mandair 
2009: 10).

Among the numerous contemporary examples that Mandair cites to illumi-
nate 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 counter-
part, 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 it that universality as the ultimate “barricade against the onslaught 
of new [Asian] spiritualisms” (pp. 412-13) and other presumed dangers associ-
ated 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 inter-
nal inconsistency of the modern subject, which rules out a concrete and stable 
idea of what would constitute such a universal. Mandair also agrees with 
Zizek’s reading of St. Paul as subverting universality based on a “negation of 
negation” through which the structure of binary differentiation (whether in 
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religious classification or elsewhere) is achieved from within an “exceptional” 
position. What Mandair to are the “short circuits” according to which “post-
colonials” are denied the very same move of stepping out of such logics of 
identification (Mandair 2009: 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. Accordingly, in what follows, I would like to think through some of 
the implications of the postulated “ineluctability of the response,” which 
appears as a pathology at several levels of identity formation (religious, nation-
alist, diasporic) and for which a therapeutic solution (or decolonizing strategy) 
is sought toward the end of the book. The key to this solution is what Mandair 
identifies in the teachings of Guru Nanak as the estrangement of the self-
conscious ego mind (man) (2009: 372ff.). This older, mystic metaphor that 
can be found in Sufi texts or Kabir’s poetry, acquires in the Sikh texts a specific 
resolution in the form of “satguru as sabda-guru” (Mandair 2009: 375), that is, 
as an experience of self that is not annihilating difference in relation to the 
other (or to “God” or an other world ) but internally destroys any narcisstic 
self-love and property-driven self-fulfillment (Mandair 2009: 377). Mandair 
does not drift into metaphysical speculation here, but resituates the “sabda-
guru-nam nexus” as an orientation of practical “spirituality” within a concept 
of finitude. It is embodied in the form of the daily self-inscription of the 
Guru’s hymns through practices such as kirtan (musical recitations of the 
Guru Granth Sahib) or nam simaran (experience of the “unstruck sound” in 
the recited mantra of Vaheguru) (Mandair 2009: 374-75). Both of these prac-
tices and the ways of shaping sensibilities of the mind (man) that they require 
are based on a concept of aesthetic negativity.

Furthermore, it seems to me that the conceptual move from the deconstruc-
tion of language (translation) to the trauma of repetition (of a narcisstic ego-
self ) leading to aesthetics, parallels the move between aesthetic negativity and 
aesthetic sovereignty that for Derrida’s has been defined by a discourse-subvert-
ing logic of aesthetic experience. Christoph Menke pointed out long ago that 
Derrida was interested in moving away from traditional aesthetics to a revised 
notion of the aesthetic that becomes sovereign when “the experience of its neg-
ativity at the same time uncovers the hidden negativity also found not in art, 
but rather in functioning discourse” (Menke 1998: 165, original emphasis).

This is important, for in such a reading there is also no place for a fixed 
notion of the subject (constituted in discourse). Mandair seems to aim at a 
similar effect when it comes to the aesthetic sovereignty of the sabda-guru. 
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His aim is double-fold: He subjects the aesthetic notion of the “unstruck 
sound” that roots in Vedic thought to a heterodox critique that would link this 
concept to its sociopolitical context (see also Dhawan 2007 on this issue). At 
the same time, he conceptualizes aesthetic sovereignty in Sikh devotional prac-
tice as effectively exposing and breaking through the ego-centered articulation 
of the hegemonic Sikh subject in its modern political dimensions. Even though 
I believe he follows the right intuition here, his argument might be read as 
contradictory in some respects, as he seems to evoke the idea of mimetically 
reproduced, fixed subject positions that could only and lastingly be destabi-
lized by the “deeper reflection on the relationship between language and sov-
ereignty in Sikh thought” (Mandar 2009: 262). Mandair is of course interested 
in a philosophical question, but he cannot make any serious claims without 
anchoring it in concrete sociological realities, which are consistently evoked 
throughout the text. This is why, when we read his text through a sociological 
lens, it becomes necessary to caution him against some generalizations and 
draw specific attention to how he links traumatic repetition to the sovereignty 
of art as based on a specific reading of aesthetic experience.

I. From Servile to Sovereign Repetition

What cannot be lost sight of is the need for political and theoretical interventions 
that can change this system and, more important, enable those ‘captured’ neoco-
lonial subjectivities to break out of the repetition of identity in order to salvage a 
different mode of repetition that does not respond to the politics of identity

—Mandair 2009: 308-09.

This quotation helpfully crystallizes two distinct notions of repetition: one 
that is servile to the demands of identity and a second that is sovereign in its 
subversion of precisely these demands. I think it is safe to say that the first 
concept of repetition has played a formative role within a poststructuralist 
analytic of power and subject formation. After all, Mandair asserts here that 
the neocolonial subject remains captured by this repetition, which is set against 
a liberal reading of subjectivity and agency. In that sense we are confronted 
with a precarious concept of subjectivity that, to use Judith Butler’s terminol-
ogy, maneuvers between: (1) the assumption of clear-cut “subject positions,” 
as the “consummate moment of politics,” and (2) the complete “dismissal of 
the subject as a philosophical trope” (Butler 1997: 29). Like Butler, Mandair 
rejects both extremes. However, the paradoxical grounding of the subject 
requires a different meaning than the one theorized in Butler’s work.
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For Butler (1997) the ambivalence of modern subject formation is deter-
mined by the unstable conditions in which voice-articulation and self-
reflexivity (in and through language) must occur. The very figure of a reflexive 
turn to the self (as the key trope of how the subject is inaugurated ), she points 
out in reference to Althusser, is defined by a passionate attachment to the law/
norm/power (subjection), which paradoxically, in its very moment of self-
recognition is also defined by a partial denial of those conditions that threaten 
the “I” (Butler 1997: 8-9). This move is constantly repeated in the process of 
forming the “I.” By engaging Freud, Butler also reads this repetition as “trau-
matic repetition” through the notion of foreclosure. This occurs the context in 
which she evokes the concept of the “bind of agency” which highlights both 
the conditions of power that precede the subject, and the fact that “agency 
exceeds the power by which it is enabled” (Butler 1997: 15). The subject that 
emerges at the site of such reiteration is per definition unstable and potentially 
destabilizing: “repetition [. . .] is never merely mechanical” (Butler 1997: 16). 
Butler thus evokes agency (clearly against a humanist reading of positivist 
agency) and repetition as a way out of some of the conceptual impasses identi-
fied in Freud, Foucault, and Althusser, thinkers she otherwise relies on.

Against the background of Mandair’s own critique of such secular forms of 
critique (Marx, Foucault, Althusser), it is interesting, if not challenging, to 
situate his repetition against the notion of repetition in Butler’s work. Terms 
such as the “mechanism of identification” that repeats “past imperialisms” 
stand waiting to be read against Butler’s dismissal of seeing repetition in mech-
anistic terms. It is evident that Mandair has no motivation whatsoever to 
reproduce any mechanistic concepts. He ties repetition to an ambivalent con-
cept of subject formation and like Butler, he searches for an idiom or, “middle 
ground” (or non-dual ground, Mandair 2009: 360ff.) that, while acknowledg-
ing the profound impact and the formative role of a colonial logic of subjec-
tion (as tied to foreclosure and the response to an ascribed lack of universalism) 
allows to see reiteration and repetition as exits (though maybe not a perma-
nently fixed exit) out of the impasses of (nationalist-normative) identification 
and the binary schemes defining the assimilative incorporation of monothe-
ism into modes of religious self-representation (e.g., Mandair 2009: 372).

Yet, there seems to be a tension here in the way that repetition is linked to 
subjectivity. Mandair refutes repetition as a neocolonial automatism through 
which an “imperial past” or “colonial past” is mimetically reproduced. This 
kind of repetition is grounded in two specific presumptions. First, it is the idea 
of a “generalized translatability” that defines the movement from inner experi-
ence to communication and hence from particular “religion” to a universal 
language for all religions. Second, it is the dominance of a “mimetic logic” 
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within humanist interpretations of (Sikh) religion (i.e., McLeod’s reassertion 
of a binary structure between historicism and the theological) that entail a dif-
ferentiation between the (secular) historian or analyst of religion and the prac-
titioner of religion as defined by the need “to repeat the origin” (Mandair 
2009: 295). It is on the basis of these two conceptual predicaments, operating 
at the heart of the philosophy, history (and phenomenology) of religion, that 
exclusionary effects are enabled within a humanist language of universalism to 
which the Sikh subject is compelled to respond (by “re-inventing” the mono-
theism of Sikhism or in more recent times, by a need to defend a “privileged 
[non-violent] repetition” Mandair 2009: 296). The argument clearly implies 
that repetition is not merely of some abstract theological concern, but that it 
has social and political ramifications. Moreover, it propels the “religious sub-
ject” into modes of affective repetition, which in other parts of the book are 
read as “traumatic repetition.” This is significant in itself, as Mandair later 
asserts that what is needed in an effort to repair the damage done by false 
(ideas of ) repetition, is more than a “new hermeneutic,” but instead a thera-
peutic revisiting of the field of practical orientations, hence a new kind of 
repetition (Mandair 2009: 357-59).

The various moves suggested here between the conceptual and traumatic 
moments of repetition, which not only pertain to the originary moment of 
colonial translation (and the logic of mimesis), invite a more complex under-
standing of the temporality of events. What is required here is to read the re-
iterative effects of “past imperialisms” within the contingencies and multiple 
material and discursive effects resulting from the Partition in 1947 or the 
1984 Punjab crisis, to take two prominent examples tackled by Mandair.

First of all, this would require a more careful reading of historiography than 
could possibly be achieved within the scope of a single work. He does provide 
a very detailed critique of the historicism inherent in the work of Hew McLeod 
as a leading figure in writing Sikh history, but Mandair’s engagement with the 
subaltern school’s critique of nationalist historiography remains somewhat 
limited, also and does not entail a broader perspective on other vernacular 
sources. Despite his criticism, Mandair does adopt a key idiom of subaltern 
history writing when he refers to the alternative idioms of a cultural pluralism 
that he sees lurking “behind the facades of nationalism,” and which he, signifi-
cantly, imagines to be the ground from where to restage a different kind of 
repetition. One might point out here that among the important insights of the 
subaltern school was that this alternative universe, in its practical and imagi-
nary dimensions, remains intertwined and internally altered by the very hori-
zon of critical events and their large-scale impact on social life worlds. Mandair, 
being skeptical about the historicizing approach, does of course recognize the 
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shifting horizons of a post-Partition discourse on multiple levels, but his argu-
ment lacks here where it otherwise excels: in acknowledging the complexities 
of vernacular narrative and memory in relation to the uniformity of elite identity 
discourse.

This brings us to a second point. Whereas Mandair is very sensitive to the 
issue of temporality in respect to the key idioms of Nanak’s thought, it seems 
that he does not read a similar temporal complexity when it comes to reper-
cussion of the event in the ordinary. In her work on the violence of the 1947 
Partition and the 1984 anti-Sikh riots, Veena Das (2007) has distinguished 
between different kinds of temporality that emerge from the witness’ narrative 
and that, she argues following Bergson, can be best distinguished by the prin-
ciples of translation and rotation, depending on the way memories intersect 
with political presence in the aftermath of violence. Following Das and like-
minded scholars, we must therefore read the theoretical mediation between a 
“repetition of past imperialisms” to “traumatic repetition,” as necessarily chal-
lenged by, for instance the somatic memories of brutal violence, the complici-
ties in pain, and the recovery of “voice” not as the ideal of communication, but 
as a vulnerable claim on belonging and on being heard. The re-mappings of 
the social and religious imaginary would hence also appear as more complexly 
interwoven and tethered to the politics of place and space than Mandair’s 
notion of repetition potentially allows one to recognize. Part of the problem in 
Specter is the collapsing of epistemic violence into ‘violence.’ However, from 
a sociological vantage point, one cannot see violence in ordinary life as sec-
ondary to the ongoing discursive violence that is the main target of Mandair’s 
critique. Zizek’s template of distinguishing structural or epistemic violence 
from “mere” physical violence unfortunately obstructs Mandair’s analysis at 
this point. The same can be said for the way in which trauma enters as a 
qualifier to read this violence.

II. From the Traumatic Real to the Traumatic Sublime

To create a position in the battleground of decolonization necessitates a form 
of theoretical intervention that does more than simply resist the repetition of 
tradition—what is involved is a rethinking of repetition itself in a way that pro-
duces [. . .] a “solicitous mutilation” within the “body of tradition”

—Mandair 2009: 27.

If decolonization aims at producing such a mutilation within a ‘body of tradi-
tion’ that today perceives itself as mutilated (as in the case of Sikh identity 
politics), it becomes immediately clear that this move is a difficult endeavor 
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that runs the risk of being misread by those who perceive themselves as the 
prime victims of mutilation. Mandair relies here on a notion of trauma that 
has recently helped to shape a new grammar of the (violent) event (Fassin & 
Rechtman 2009; Leys 2000). Trauma has become deeply entrenched in the 
contemporary politics of human rights and the latter’s tendency to translate 
contingent forms of social suffering into a highly medicalized, legalized and 
politicized language of victimhood and political recognition. Mandair is cer-
tainly aware of these political reframings (e.g., 2009: 306ff.). However, there 
is more to say about the discursive reorientation around (testimonies of ) 
trauma—an issue that has also been addressed by a number of recent anthro-
pological studies on political violence and suffering (e.g. Das & Kleinman 
2000; Das 2007: 205ff.). Beyond this specific engagement with violence, and 
the critique of traumatism, trauma has also acquired a key function in the 
broader field of postcolonial and poststructural theory, specifically in the field 
of art & aesthetics. Building out from Hal Foster’s seminal work “The Return 
of the Real,” Jill Bennett points out that, at least in an aphoristic sense, “trauma 
discourse continues the poststructuralist critique of the subject by other 
means” (Bennett 2005: 5). It paradoxically allows us to conceptualize the sub-
ject as both “evacuated and elevated” (ibid. 5), so that the paradoxical co-
presence of overwhelming affect and the absence of any such affect can be 
distilled as a constitutive aporia. In such fashion, it suits itself ideally to post-
structuralist critique, as it can be conceived of as both, a “force of the real” and 
“chimera of the real” (Bennett 2005: 6).

Reading through Mandair’s careful analysis, one would anticipate the para-
doxical figure of the witness-subject in trauma art as both “evacuated and 
elevated” to be seen with some ambivalence. In fact, is not the “elevation of 
the (Sikh) subject” into the realms of onto-theological reassurances something 
that, according to Mandair, would effectively create a conceptual closure to 
the “guru/shabd/nam nexus” (e.g. Mandair 2009: 262) and hence leading to 
“traumatic repetition”? And is the repetition of the “evacuated subject” (the 
subject being numbed by trauma) not precisely useful in reproducing a theory 
of generalized translation, evoking the traumatized body as that limit under 
which the transfer between inner experience, affect, and communication 
would normally operate? Does the post-avant-garde rearticulation of trauma 
(in art) in effect share the predicaments that Mandair has identified for post-
secularism; and if this is correct, is the employment of trauma discourse not 
counterproductive to the task at hand in Mandair’s work?

I would like to add a few points of clarification in regards to what could be 
taken to be Mandair’s response to the idea of the “evacuation of the subject,” 
even if this is not directly articulated. We can infer this from his interpretation 
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of the specific transactions and translations that have unearthed a homoge-
nized Sikhism within the epistemological and political space of modernity. It 
is in this context, where repetition (as discussed above) turns into “traumatic 
repetition,” thus evoking deeper layers of vulnerability, displacement, loss, 
shame and other modes of affect. Trauma signifies an original moment (e.g., 
the colonial event of submission to the British Raj, the linguistic event of 
translating the GGS into English), so it does play a role in a language of the 
event. Configured as the compulsive repetition of (re-)origination—resignifying 
religion as sui generis, and Sikh religion as an “ethical monotheism” belonging 
to the the league of “World Religions,” etc.—it is then identified as a psychic 
mechanism, modeled upon the concept of “traumatic repetition” that mirrors 
Lacan’s “traumatic real” (“the subject is formed around a lack and in the face 
of trauma” Mandair 2009: 10). Based on this Lacanian understanding of sub-
ject formation, Mandair employs the notion of trauma to re-assess the “rela-
tion between language and response” for the “Indian” or “Sikh subject” for 
whom the self-naming in terms of religious categorizations of self and other 
(“I am a Sikh”) is read as a repetitive, traumatic re-insertion into the language 
games of mono-theo-lingualism:

This traumatic entry into the enunciation of religion, the response as religion, 
religion as the response is concomitant with a depoliticization of India and every-
thing associated with it. Consequently “religion” does not constitute the same 
“reality” for South Asian as it does for those who identify themselves with the 
formation called the West. Rather, the enunciation “religion” enjoins South Asians to 
hide the traumatic real and to instead identify with the fantasy of social reality created 
by nationalism (Mandair 2009; emphasis added ).

I want to elaborate on these dynamics of enunciation that “hide a traumatic 
real” as opposed to what Mandair suggests is the “far more traumatic” passage 
“of the mystic into subjectivity” (Mandair 2009: 368). The latter notion is key 
to his conceptualization of sovereignty in Nanak, which is “linked not to sub-
jectivity as self-accumulation but to a form of subjectivity that erases the self ’s 
tendency to return to itself (an aspect of auto-affection)” (Mandair 2009: 
363). Moreover, it is a passage that is enabled through the organizational 
structure of Indian music, which rests on two “stark empirical facts:” that of 
the musical structuring of the Adi Granth and the performative repetition or 
“reiteration of key themes throughout the text—themes that not obey any 
theological or transcendental structure” (Mandair 2009: 361). If music is 
identified here, within the framework of an “Indian aesthetics,” as a modality 
through which to gesture non-conceptual thinking beyond transcendental 
frameworks, his point seems to also apply to art more generally as providing 
“rules for a kind of thinking that resists being reduced to representation, or 
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self-reflective thought” (Mandair 2009: 362). That is, we are back to the prob-
lem of how to read aesthetic negativity into aesthetic sovereignty.

III. Negativity and Sovereignty: The Affect of Aesthetics

Mandair’s book invites us to explore the relation between aesthetic negativity 
and aesthetic sovereignty by moving the focus from Sikh religious music (kir-
tan) to what might be seen as continuities in (religious) art and aesthetics 
when it comes to the body being affected by art. It is not my aim here to rein-
troduce the religion-secular binary that Mandair’s work rightly dismantles. 
And yet, there are implications for a theory of art that become especially obvi-
ous when we draw attention to the Singh twin’s artwork that serves as the 
jacket image of Mandair’s which has been subject to a powerful representation 
regime of commemorating Sikh suffering! The choice of this artwork is not 
accidental. In contemplating about its significance in the light of arguments 
presented in Specter, my objective here is to identify the subversive moment 
in the experience of art that guarantees the break with automatized repetition 
without simply seeing in art a secular replacement for the spiritual or religion.

At first glimpse, it seems somewhat astonishing that it is exactly the “1984” 
artwork that covers Specter. For it could be rightly argued that this image, 
which is unmistakably “about” the event of the Indian army’s violent intrusion 
into the “Golden Temple” in Amritsar, is haunted by precisely the specter that 
Mandair wants to exorcise. Thus, on a semiotic level the image’s investment in 
a heavily gendered, spectacular visibility of violence and suffering with a pre-
dominant frame of Sikh martyrdom fits in with what Mandair has identified 
as the “necrophilic tendency of the modern Sikh imaginary” (Mandair 2009: 
237). Among the multiplicity of figures drawn, we find Indian soldiers, tanks, 
historical and mythical figures, whose significance can only be understood 
from the dominant narrative of how the 1984 story is told in the Sikh context. 
Take for example the 18th century saint-soldier Baba Deep Singh, popularly 
venerated and shown in the favourite iconographic rendition with his decapi-
tated head placed on the palms of his hand; or Indira Gandhi, former Indian 
prime minister, who was responsible for Operation Blue Star and who was 
later assassinated by her two Sikh bodyguards. Her counterfeit enters the scene 
on a tank and is portrayed like the demon Ravana, as a five-headed monster 
showing the counterfeits of other political leaders, including the “iron-lady” 
Margaret Thatcher. Indian soldiers are shown brutalizing civilian pilgrims, 
such as in the scene in the lower left part of the image, where a grim-faced 
soldier pierces his bayonet into helpless bodies.
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Such scenes, which resonate with popularized accounts in Sikh storytelling 
genres, make sense within a broader enemy horizon in which the “tyrants” come 
from the outside as they keep changing their faces. Signs from violence within 
are clearly omitted, no matter how one would interpret such violence (as resist-
ance or militancy). One could go on to talk here about the institutionalization 
of this piece of art (it is currently shown in the “Legacy of Punjab” exhibition at 
the Washington Smithsonian) and its entry into a regime of representation from 
which it can only be pulled away with great difficulty. In fact, in this strategic 
placement in the Washington exhibition, the picture can be read as an example 
of the “ineluctability of the response,” for the institutionalization of art responds 
here to the desire to monumentalize “1984” in public memory. The enthusiastic 
welcome of their art-work, not only by the Sikh diaspora, but also by British 
and North-American multi-cultural liberalism and related interfaith platforms, 
only further serves to indicate a successful entry into a translation regime 
through which Sikh suffering is universalized and written into dominant West-
ern frameworks of conceptualizing collective suffering.

Mandair’s suggested way out of this impasse, as I pointed out above, was 
linked to the aesthetic sovereignty of the Sikh text in its musical dimension. 
The question I want to raise here as a concluding thought is whether “1984,” 
as a work of art, can be read alternatively in such a way that it resonates within 
the kind of aesthetic sovereignty that Mandair seems to outline. I do so by 
drawing the reader’s attention to the transition between two moments of art 
production and reception. For the jacket image “1984” has a predecessor in 
the small-scale painting titled “The Storming of the Golden Temple” that the 
two artist created in the wake of the violence witnessed in the 1980s Punjab. 
This opens a temporal perspective that remains otherwise inaccessible.

As works of art, both paintings have to speak of an experience in time that 
allows the viewer to make meaningful references between the materiality and 
form of the artwork and the way it touches one’s subjectivity in the act of see-
ing. The original image employs a perspectival lens that connects it to a mod-
ern optic and temporality. What is so surprising is the very intensity of colour. 
It is the experience of red, the vivid detail of the faces that draws us in. The 
choice of the frame is also interesting. From the specific angle in which the 
picture is drawn one can only see part of the architecture that has been ruined 
by the heavy shelling. The image offers us a glimpse at an omission. In offering 
a birds-eye view, this photographic perspective seduces the viewer into the 
position of a distant onlooker. What are we looking at? What are we looking 
for? The image is a silent witness to a time full of sorrow.

In the capture of the new commission that was exhibited at the Smithso-
nian the artists write that “1984” expresses their own “mixed feelings” and the 
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“personal sense of suffering and injustice felt by Sikhs worldwide.” In this 
context the bird’s eye view is self-reflexively chosen to acknowledge the physi-
cal distance of the diasporic subject, whereas close-up views on the atrocities 
are meant to convey emotional proximity by the very same viewer—this is 
self-reflexively realized in the young man with the Manchester United sweat-
shirt at the bottom of the picture. Compared to the original work, the guns 
and tanks have multiplied, whereas indications of an active, militant Sikh 
resistance from within the site remain omitted. The image is now populated 
by many more bodies and atrocities. In fact, there is much more happening on 
the scene. But whereas the artists retain the overall stylistic frame of the earlier 
painting by populating the same scene with a myriad of beautifully drawn 
figures, there are some decisive alterations. The ornamental style in drawing 
the outskirts of the religious architecture now stands contrast to the three-
dimensional centre and the consistence of the perspectival lens of the original 
image. The artists have paid meticulous attention to detail. Sikh bodies dressed 
in colourful garments can be seen wounded and in agony. Of course, there are 
also the tanks intruding into the sacred site. The place becomes a heterotopic 
site. In classical miniature style, the figures would also be drawn in great indi-
vidual detail, but instead of the detached or sublime expression of a courtly 
figure, we are confronted with fear and sorrow in each individual face. There 
is something entirely distressful in this intimate moment.

In his analysis of Sikh diaspora representations on the event of 1984, Brian 
Axel (2005) makes the point that the circulation of the Sikh martyred body on 
calendar art, paintings, and photographs circulating on the Internet has had 
the paradoxical effect of producing a totalized image of the “Sikh homeland” 
and the Sikh self. He theorizes this moment of recognition as “sublime,” or 
more precisely as a “diasporic sublime” which is constituted “by means of an 
irruption of what has not been lived into a moment that comes to be lived” 
(Axel 2005: 128). The Singh twins’ art work figures crucially within such 
constellations of proximity and distance. However, as I have tried to recapture 
in my interpretation of the 1984 artworks, aesthetic sovereignty is neither 
necessarily bound to this totalizing effect, nor is sufficiently explained within 
the institutional context through which a particular egocentric self is repeated. 
If traumatic repetition is key to the continuation of a Sikh subjectivity in 
need of metaphysical assurances (e.g., Mandair 2009: 372), it could be also 
argued that trauma art, in the way it is configured in this transfer between 
two moments of the image, is able to internally rupture precisely such assur-
ances. In such a reading it is after all a well-chosen image for a jacket cover. 
Rather than being an ornamental addition to a complex theoretical oeuvre, it 
shows the paths toward a future philosophical investigation that will take on 
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questions of temporality, subjectivity, and the aesthetic in their mutual consti-
tution in the ordinary realms of Sikh lives.
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