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One of the “critical terms” in Religion and the Specter of the West (hereafter 
Specter) is ‘translation’ which simultaneously performs several functions. First, 
it weaves together discourses such as history of religions, philosophy of reli-
gion and post-colonial theory, all of which are linked by a theoretical matrix 
referred to by Derrida as the “Theology of Translation.” Secondly, the term 
translation tracks the emergence of this theoretical matrix not only in colonial 
discourses, but just as importantly, in the repetitions of this matrix in the 
resurgences of religious identity politics in lives of South Asians. Towards the 
end of the book I attempted to articulate a mode of postcolonial agency 
that could retrieve the positive and constructive aspects of the work of repeti-
tion but without succumbing to the usual problems of identity politics. The 
three preceding review essays have independently focused on at least one of 
these issues. What I find intriguing in all three essays, however, is how they 
point towards the problem of repetition. As such the figure of repetition will 
form a connecting thread around which my response to these essays will be 
focused.

* I want to express my sincere thanks to Michael Nijhawan, Ruth Mas and Sian Hawthorne 
for their very helpful and thought provoking review articles around the book. I also want to 
express my appreciation and gratitude to Ananda Abeysekara for organizing this symposium.
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I. Repetition

Let me begin with Michael Nijhawan’s piece which asks for clarification on 
three conceptual forms that appear in Specter. These are: (i) the figure of rep-
etition, (ii) the figure of trauma, and (iii) the figure of the sovereignty of art. 
With regard to the figure of repetition Nijhawan asks whether the two concep-
tual models of repetition—one due to an ontotheologic that gives rise to a 
neo-colonial automatism that mimetically reproduces a past imperialism (e.g., 
enunciation as ‘religion’) and the other due to identification with a non-dual 
logic of gurmat that in turn might allow for an exit from the impasse of nation-
alist identity politics—are ultimately reconcilable. If I read him correctly, 
Nijhawan seems to suggest that my understanding of the first model of repeti-
tion pertains only to the originary moment of colonial translation, and that its 
impetus comes from a purely conceptual move derived from the violence of 
discourse. It is in other words, a problem of language.

However, I think there is something crucially missing in Nijhawan’s reading 
of the figure of repetition in Specter and particularly with the moves that I am 
making. Whereas Nijhawan sees a purely conceptual move here, as early as the 
introduction I made it clear that the horizons of the conceptual/theoretical 
and that of the practical/historical/event could not be separated. Nijhawan’s 
reading appears to stem from a tendency to separate the realm of discursivity 
(seen as conceptual/theoretical) from the realm of action/history/event. If we 
follow the implications of this move, a move that can be traced to Foucault 
and has become embedded in the forms of sociology inspired by him, it leads 
to the setting up of an opposition between the discursive as purely subjective 
and the historical/action as the objective perhaps even in ways that Foucault 
never imagined. Reading this in term of violence and trauma results in yet a 
further opposition between subjective violence (which is purely conceptual 
and therefore imaginary) as opposed to objective violence (the violence of real 
events such as partition, 1984, etc.). From such a position it is obvious why 
Nijhawan would see my other form of repetition as something utopian, almost 
imaginary as it were, rather than as something that can be actualized. It is 
precisely this issue that I have been at pains to counter through my own 
treatment of repetition—which I have tended to distance from Foucault and 
from Butler’s Foucauldian model of psychic subjection—in favor of a model 
drawn from Lacan and Derrida but which reads these two thinkers against 
each other.

In my estimation, the source of Nijhawan’s discomfort arises not so much 
from my treatment of repetition of trauma and repetition, than from a “blind-
spot” within anthropological inquiry. A clue to this is to be found in the 
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almost casual remark he makes about Žižek, namely that “one could sense here 
[in Mandair’s analysis of repetition] Žižek’s template for distinguishing 
epistemic and physical violence . . .” However, a closer look at Žižek’s recent 
work would show that he does not oppose subjective (qua epistemic qua con-
ceptual qua theoretical) violence from physical violence (qua “real” violence of 
historical events).1 Rather, Žižek argues for going beyond the two opposing 
forms of violence by pointing to a third form of violence, namely “symbolic” 
violence, a violence that is not immediately recognizable due to the (objective) 
disciplinary standpoint from which scholars normally posit the distinction 
between them (and Foucauldian sociology is a prime example of this). Sym-
bolic violence, Žižek argues, may be embodied in language but it is at the same 
time present in the objective forms of social domination and violence that are 
reproduced in our customary forms of speech. That is to say, one cannot sim-
ply separate the subjective from the objective, the epistemic from the physical, 
the discursive from the historical/event, etc.

Relating this to the discussion of repetition in Specter, what Nijhawan’s 
reading seems to have missed is the emphasis that has been placed on develop-
ing a “theoretico-political” position—that my standpoint throughout the 
book is not (and cannot) be one of anthropological distance, but rather one 
that is fundamentally engaged with the question of agency from the stand-
point of a subjectivity that is in the process of being worked out. This process 
of subject-making, I should add, is not an insider position, but rather one that 
contaminates the opposition between insider/outsider, subject/object. Hence, 
events such as the 1947 partition, Operation BlueStar in 1984, or the backlash 
of hate crimes in the wake of 9/11, are not, and cannot be simply observed or 
read from a third person perspective, but are absolutely tangible in so far as 
they comprise part of my memory, and hence self in a way that cannot be the 
case for the anthropologist. In short, the reality of events and the politics of 
place and space are already “completely woven” into the figures of repetition 
that I deal with, even those that seem to be focused on or stem from the “more 
narrow frame of Sikh identity politics,” This narrow frame needs to be shat-
tered from within (but at the same time held in place) as it is internally trans-
formed into an alternative or “non-modern idiom,” And lest this ‘non-modern’ 
idiom be thought of as a utopian place, something that I have merely imag-
ined, I would urge Nijhawan to look more closely at prominent Sikh figures 
such as Darshan Singh Ragi, ex-Akal Takht jathedar or the late Harinder Singh 
Mahboob. In the late 1980s Darshan Singh tried to retrieve precisely such an 
alternative or non-modern idiom in his influential katha vachic (oral  discourses) 

1 Slavoj Žižek, Violence, Picador, London 2008.
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based on Sikh literature, particularly the Guru Granth. Besieged and threat-
ened by certain groups of Sikh religious nationalists on the one hand and the 
Indian state secularism on the other, Darshan Singh strove to produce an oral 
hermeneutics that challenged and deconstructed identity politics as a whole, 
even though it cost him his position—the highest seat in Sikhism. Darshan 
Singh’s discourse performed a symbolic violence that targeted the opposition 
of subjective (religious nationalists) and the objective (secular state) discourses, 
and through the use of such symbolic violence managed to mediate the purely 
discursive/conceptual/theoretical with the historical/event/political. This is 
only a very small example of the theoretico-political that weaves language and 
event together.

II. Translation

Let me now turn to Ruth Mas’ closely argued reading of Derrida on the ques-
tion of translation. Given that Mas raises many complex and interlinked issues 
in her essay, as well as the suggestion that I may have done some violence to 
Derrida’s own position on the relationship between religion and translation, it 
will be helpful for me to paraphrase some of her questions. Specifically she 
states that I have tried to make Derrida “productive,” to milk him as it were, 
by reading his cryptic remarks on “generalized translation” or “fundamental 
translatability” through the notion of co-figuration as it is developed in the 
work of Japanese translation theorist Naoki Sakai, who in turn locates it in 
Kant’s notion of schematism in his third critique.

As I have used it in Specter, the schema of co-figuration refers to a technol-
ogy of reflection (“reflecting translation”) which becomes operative especially 
in the work of colonial and neo-colonial translations such that configuration 
becomes the mechanism for the “repetition of past imperialisms in postcolo-
nial discourses.” Mas argues that to do this limits Derrida’s own understanding 
of “generalized translatability” to the function of homogenizing and in-differ-
entiating. Derrida’s notion of translatability, she argues, is broader in so far as 
it “possesses a differentiation and heterogeneity” due to the fact that (i) trans-
lators are “finite individuals,” and (ii) that there is only one “absolute world” 
for which “each of us gives a translation. . . . . an image (bild ) in his own way.” 
Thus one consequence of my reading is that it pushes towards a moment 
where in the context of colonial translation of Indic traditions, ‘religion’ 
becomes a mistranslation in which co-figuration gives way to the generation 
of power. And the upshot of all this, if I am following her correctly, is that 
Derrida’s enigmatic statement about the untranslatability of religion is not an 
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imperative (in the sense of ‘do not translate!’) but rather an affirmation that 
there is “another level of thinking about the origins, plural, of which religio 
itself is a one-sided translation.” Thus, un-translatability is itself an aspect of 
‘generalized translation,’ and it is an indicator that there can be a fundamental 
“equivocation between different religious traditions.” In other words, and as 
Derrida himself states, the concept of religion does not have to be solely Chris-
tian. So there could, conceivably be a Sikh, Hindu, Muslim concept of reli-
gion that might be quite different from the Christian.

Too much of this, and especially her reading of Derrida’s text, my response 
is quite straightforward: I agree, and whole heartedly so!! Indeed I am quite 
aware, at least at first glance, that my reading of “generalized translation” could 
be construed either as a lack of fidelity to the letter of Derrida’s text, or, as a 
pragmatic stretching of what Derrida actually meant. But there are good rea-
sons for this apparent lack of fidelity to the work of a philosopher to whom my 
book is otherwise indebted.

First, as far as I am aware, ‘generalized translation’ is hardly used by Derrida 
other than in “Theology of Translation.” Certainly it is possible to ascribe a 
similar function to other terms (un-translatability, un-decidability etc.) in 
Derrida’s lexicon, but this is one of the very few places he actually uses the 
terms ‘generalized translation’ or ‘fundamental translatability.’ Bearing this in 
mind, I applied the term quite deliberately and in a more limiting sense than 
Derrida may have intended in order to draw attention to two very different 
aspects of translation that revolve around very quite different processes that 
are often confused, namely, generality and repetition. There are, on the one 
hand, the processes that are tied to specific historical and philosophical con-
texts including, for example, the form of translation that is so central yet 
invisible in Hegel’s early nineteenth-century schematization of non-Western 
traditions in which religion and history (the secular) are effectively translatable 
categories; or to Trumpp, Macauliffe and Bhai Vir Singh’s adoption of the 
Hegelian schema in the production of Orientalist translations and reformist 
commentaries in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries; or to 
W.H. McLeod’s unwitting deployment of the same form of translation in the 
late 20th century. In so far as these forms of translation generate equivalences 
or resemblances through the exchange or substitution of particulars, they can 
be said to fall under the category of generality. On the other hand, and very 
often running parallel to the historical forms of translation, there is a desire 
to locate, arrest and, if possible, to re-enter and alter the moments in which 
differentiated translations (e.g., enunciation as ‘religion’) occurred. This is rep-
etition, which differs from generality in so far as it refers to singularities that 
are non-exchangeable or non-substitutable. To repeat is therefore to behave in 
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relation to a singularity that has no equal or equivalent. It therefore refers to 
the aspect of translation that will always remain subjective, that is to say, a 
form of agency.

So while my use of the term ‘generalized translation’ is certainly derived 
from Derrida (and in hindsight it might have helped to have qualified my 
usage of this term somewhat), the sense in which it is used in Specter is actually 
closer to Deleuze’s distinction between generality and repetition, even though 
Deleuze himself does not say much about translation or generalized transla-
tion and even though I chose to not to work with Deleuzian theory in the 
book. While Mas is certainly correct to highlight the broadness of Derrida’s 
notion of ‘generalized translation,’ this broadness is also obscure in two crucial 
respects. One of these was the dimension of singularity (the possibility of 
agency and transformation) that remains interdicted in the politics of colonial 
and neo-colonial interpellation (both historical and contemporary—indeed, 
the repetition of the colonial past in contemporary enunciation). In order to 
bring out the subjective dimension of translation as repetition more clearly I 
found it helpful to supplement Derrida’s notions of translation with a Laca-
nian psychoanalytic framework. Lacan’s writings on the entry into and/or 
emergence of the subject within the symbolic order of language made it pos-
sible to connect the entry of native elite enunciation into the colonial idiom 
(i.e. the order of English and Western conceptuality and hence the enuncia-
tion of Indic tradition as ‘religion’ [differentiated translation]) to the enuncia-
tion of Sikhs (and Hindus) as ‘religion’ (what I refer to as the repetition of a 
past imperialism).

The move that Mas seems to have missed—partly because it is lost in Der-
rida’s own, broad notion of generalized translation—is that this very repetition 
can be ‘repeated’ differently. That is, in the moment of accession to English 
language Sikhs today also have a choice to refuse the automatic connection to 
the signifier ‘religion.’ And that “refusal” itself is a repetition-as-translation? 
The reason for this is the nature of the early Sikh literature, which even through 
its translation/transformation into the modern nationalist idiom, never man-
aged to eliminate the non-modern i.e. Indic terms and categories that could 
serve as non-equivalent of ‘religion’ and hence resist the Christianized concept 
of religion. A closer look at the nationalist idiom shows that far from eradicat-
ing the non-modern, the latter simply underwent repression; the nationalist 
idiom has always carried alternative meanings and terms which are routinely 
used in language contexts and practices other than the current global-Latinate 
ones of which English is the currently predominant one. So when Sikhs inter-
pret their tradition texts into an English framework today, it would appear 
that their enunciation can take three different routes (hence three choices). 
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One option is that they can continue to interpret in the typically nationalist/
neo-colonial idiom (i.e., theologically). A second option is that they can accept 
that (if we are to continue to speak in English) there exists the kind of inter-
translatability akin to what is suggested by Derrida’s broader concept of trans-
lation. The result of this is that it is possible to envisage a Sikh concept of 
religion that need not conform to the Christian concept—but since our enun-
ciation is nevertheless tied to the confines of global-Latinate discourse, we 
have no choice but to enunciate in English. Now there is a third option, which 
is that they can refuse the operation of generalization through which the Indic 
term is decisively exchanged and substituted by the global-Latinate term ‘reli-
gion’ (the forced choice), and instead ‘choose’ a more complex operation of 
language which would hold together the two alternative languages and con-
cepts against each other in a tension. The latter operation would be akin to the 
kind of linguistic, conceptual and sensory hybridization that was present prior 
to the colonial moment when Muslim and non-Muslim (broadly Hindu) 
terms and concepts came together in moments of fusion-separation. In the 
context of language encounter, such fusion-separation corresponds to the idea 
propagated by medieval Indian mystics (Sants, Sufis and Sikh Gurus) that 
there is “no-Hindu, no Muslim,” an idea that I have been at pains to elaborate 
in Specter.

Let me be quite clear, though. While I do not think that Derrida’s notion of 
inter-translatability is qualitatively different from this notion (note for exam-
ple his encouraging gestures, especially in texts such as Monolingualism of the 
Other), my problem with Derrida, is that he can in the end only enunciate 
within a European or global-Latinate context, which therefore limits all pos-
sibilities for translation to this one context. Thus, Derrida speaks of the ‘one 
world’ in which we all live, but his notion of the one-world is determined by 
a model of the imagination that is still too European, too close to the Kantian 
model notwithstanding his criticisms of it. What I am suggesting here is that 
the imagination—the faculty of simultaneously forming/un-forming is con-
ceived somewhat differently in non-European contexts. Unlike the world we 
all live in and share, the imagination itself is not one—a suggestion with which 
Derrida may or may not have been too comfortable.

To provide a more emphatic answer to the allegation that my use of ‘gener-
alized translation’ is more limited compared to Derrida’s. Rather than produce 
a purely theoretical analysis, my answer to Derrida’s question—“Why should 
the concept of religion be solely Christian?”—can be found elaborated in the 
core chapters of the book (i.e., Chapters Three-Five). However, Mas surpris-
ingly reads these chapters as a deconstructive analysis of the “process of trans-
lation in which religion was introduced and universalized through specific 
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episodes of India’s colonial history.” Referring to these chapters, Mas further 
contends that “Mandair’s concern lies specifically with the translation of the 
many world traditions into the language of religion.” I would argue that is 
only half of the work that is actually performed in these chapters. The other 
half consists in a practical demonstration of how a broader concept of “gener-
alized translation” might actually work. That is to say, how an Indian or Sikh 
equivalents of the Christian concept of religion could be operationalized. I 
refer especially to my development of Sikh concepts such as shabad-guru (lit. 
the word or language as guru—Chapters Three-Five), nirgun-sargun (lit. the 
virtual and the actual—Chapters Three and Five), anhad nad (a speechlessness 
stemming from ego-loss that persists in poetic utterances—Chapters Four and 
Five), akal murat (the figure of mortality), biraha (pining due to separation-
fuion with the beloved object, Chapter Five) and of course dharma (Chapters 
Three and Five). As I mention several times throughout the book, terms such 
as these came to be reconstituted through a process of colonial translation as 
key concepts of an ontotheologically grounded belief system that became 
foundational to the modern (and ‘orthodox’) Sikh imaginary and which never 
existed prior to the encounter between Sikhs and the West. Despite this recon-
stitution, the very same terms also remain the most radically subversive in the 
entire Sikh lexicon in so far as they signify both what religion is not, and what 
cannot be made to coincide through analogy or otherwise, with ‘religion.’ 
Stated otherwise, these terms could be construed as the most ‘religious’ but 
perhaps even more so as the most ‘disenchanting’ (in the sense of what religion 
cannot be) of principles. Mas’ emphasis in the last part of her paper has been 
to suggest that my differentiated reading of religion’s ‘fundamental translat-
ability’ ended up collapsing the two very sources of religion that Derrida says 
should remain untranslatable: the experience of belief and the experience of 
the unscathed. Now it would certainly be true to say that the Singh Sabha 
scholars in their commentaries on Sikh scripture ended up producing a belief 
system and also rendered the notion of akal murat as unscathed (cf. Chapter 
Three), and ultimately collapsed the two of these meanings to give the tradi-
tional concept of ‘religion.’ But what Mas misses is that that my own readings 
of such moves in Singh Sabha theology also, and at the same time, release the 
non-modern meanings of terms such as shabad-guru, nirgun-sargun etc.—
meanings that had been repressed under the signs of nation and religion. What 
I sensed was that such terms not only resisted any coincidence with a concept 
of religion (Christian or otherwise), thereby resisting the embrace of the mod-
ern, but they pointed elsewhere. Specifically to a refusal to be reduced to either 
one or both of the two sources of religion (experience of belief and the notion 
of the unscathed ) which for Derrida would still be the determinative of what 
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religion is, whether Christian or otherwise. Thus the historically situated 
analy sis in Chapters Three-Five directly demonstrate the limitations of Derri-
da’s ‘two sources of religion,’ particularly in its application to Indic concepts 
and why the complex of terms such shabad-guru, nirgun-sargun, anhad nad, 
etc., refuse any equivalence with or encapsulation within the concept of ‘reli-
gion,’ Christian or otherwise. Moreover, this refusal is alive and well in the 
interpretative work of figures such as Harinder Singh Mahboob and Darshan 
Singh Ragi, amongst others who continue to cultivate the older and more 
hybrid idioms of the Punjabi language. I am not suggesting that such writers 
barricade themselves up in their native language. On the contrary they are all 
open to the influences of English and Western thought in general. What I am 
suggesting is that they retain a crucial ambivalence to concepts such as ‘reli-
gion’ which once did not exist in the native lexicon, but which after the 
encounter with European coloniality, now exists as if it had been a native con-
cept all along. In the spirit of this ambivalence, one can enter into dialogue 
with the concept of religion in a manner that conforms either to the Christian 
or non-Christian “concept,” or, one can refuse this dialogue altogether and 
develop thought and action without reference to ‘religion’—which is to sug-
gest that Derrida’s delimitation of religion to the two sources does not work so 
well outside its home ground. It is this ambivalence—a simultaneous accep-
tance and entry into religion as well as a refusal of it—that not only animates 
Specter but my own practical/existential relationship to this concept as a post-
colonial—that is to say my attempts to enact repetition. As I explain towards 
the end of Chapter Four, it explains precisely why I felt justified in adopting 
an ambivalent position in relation to the representation of the Sikh turban in 
two different legal contexts. In New York (Jaggi vs NYPD) I argued that the 
turban was a religious item. In relation to French courts I argued that the 
turban was not a religious item. This ambivalence is more than just contextual 
pragmatism. It is evidence that there is an outside to the West, that Western 
discourse remains within its own charmed circle as long as when it adheres to 
its linguistic/conceptual ground.

III. Language and Subjectivity

Sian Hawthorne’s paper looks closely at the relationship between language and 
ontology. Her main concern, however, is to gauge the pros and cons of using 
Lacanian theory to articulate a post-theistic or secular Sikh ontology. Specifi-
cally Hawthorne asks whether the conceptual vocabulary of Lacanian theory 
might not run the risk of: (i) implying that Sikh tradition is by itself unable to 
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provide a meaningful universal? And particularly of (ii) replicating the denial 
of female subjectivity that is found in Lacanian analysis, which, she believes, 
is evident in the apparent similarities between my discussion of the Absolute 
One in Nanak’s hymn the Japji, and Lacan’s notion of the phallus? Indeed, 
should a project concerned with dismantling the hegemony of Western theory 
rely on the same Western theory as its tool?

Given that the question of feminine subjectivity and the Lacanian Phallus 
takes up the major part of her paper, I shall address that first. The difficulty 
with Chapter Five lies in the way that the revisitation of the site of lack—my 
enactment of repetition—complicates its reception by a critical readership and 
therefore is left open to possible mis-readings. This is what I think is going on 
in Hawthorne’s analysis according to which the concept of the One as expli-
cated by Nanak is “redolent of the nature of the Lacanian Phallus.” Haw-
thorne’s conflation between the Lacanian Phallus and Nanak’s Absolute One 
is to some extent understandable given that this is precisely what was going on 
in the colonial period reformulations of of Sikh ontology by British Indolo-
gists and Sikh reformists scholars, a process that resulted in the equation 
between gurmat and ‘Sikh theology,’ such that Sikh theology’ in turn became 
the favored idiom for representing Sikhism to a Western readership. Thus, in 
the attempt to produce a post-theistic/postcolonial/decolonizing interpreta-
tion, one ends up shadowing the traditionalist interpretation.

Having said that, a closer reading of pages 364 to 378 in Specter should 
clarify that the Absolute One of Nanak is precisely the opposite of the Laca-
nian Phallus. The key to understanding this is the contrast between the two 
kinds of language acquisition that can lead to totally different formations of 
subjectivity.

There is, to begin with, the normal kind of language acquisition that results 
in the formation of a normal ego, an ego that says “I am my own self ” and 
which identifies itself as a one that becomes the condition for all unity and 
difference in general. This is a deceptive oneness based on a duality between 
subject and object etc, where man speaks language in the sense of owning it as 
if the words were of his making. In contradistinction to this is the mystic’s 
acquisition to language which, as I explain quite clearly in Chapter Five, begins 
by going through the normal language acquisition, only to then reject this mode of 
acquisition by refusing to identify his/her self with ego. The mystic experiences 
this normal social ego as an alienation and subsequently undergoes a more 
transformative experience of language, one that is intensely painful in so far as 
it has to emerge from the depths of depression into a radically different form 
of articulation. This second kind of acquisition might be called a poetic expe-
rience with language in which the mystic shatters the mind’s mirror of self-
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identification and is overtaken by the Word or language. As Heidegger might 
say, in this state, which is also a state of “silence” (i.e., the ego is literally struck 
dumb), language speaks man. Hawthorne rightly suggests that this state is 
akin to what Kristeva calls the semiotic.

Within this state, Nanak’s voice loses it bearings and alternates between a 
feminine and masculine voice. This femininity arises not so much as a coun-
terpart to a Phallic One, but due to the self becoming a recipient of infinite 
love. By shattering normative ego which in his day revolved around the social 
polarity between Hindu and Muslim (hence Nanak’s enigmatic statement as 
he emerges out of his silence: “[there is] no Hindu, no Muslim”) Nanak iden-
tifies instead with a paradoxical One, the absolute One, which is absolute not 
because it is immutable etc, but because its grounding element is time, mortal-
ity, alteration. Now the only language that comes close to articulating this 
absolute One is something that Nanak identifies as anhad nad—the unstruck 
word or sound—or language that arises only through the silencing of the nor-
mative (i.e., male phallic ego). Anhad shabad (or anhad nad ) is not ordinary 
language even though it draws upon the same reservoir of words and signifiers. 
It is language that spouts from a different source than ego—the non-ego or 
what might be called drives, emotions, feelings amongst other things. Nanak 
himself speaks of this source as a balance or equipoise (sahaj) between ego 
and non-ego. Lacan by contrast will never accept this balance. For him, the 
language of the non-ego (Uncon) must always be filtered through the ego, 
which is why his approach remains Phallocentric—a point that I have also 
alluded to.

The need to achieve this balance (sahaj) is why Nanak and the other Sikh 
Gurus articulated their poetic language (anhad shabad ) through music, and 
specifically through selected and modified forms of Indian classical music. For 
it is the musical framing of the compositions of the Sikh Gurus that allowed 
the modification of poetic intentionality (avadhaana in Sanskrit, chitt in 
Punjabi); that is to say, kirtan is able to change the meaning of a particular 
line or verse by performatively changing how its intentionality is articulated. 
The function of the combined musical and poetic registers of gurbani (anhad 
shabad ) is to provide a temporal frame, a frame that in the very instant of 
its production arises and passes out of existence, and which in doing so mim-
ics the mortal structure of life itself. Within such a frame (which, as I have 
outlined at length in Chapter Five, is linked to the function of senses and 
the body) it would be impossible to have “a single term which is itself fixed 
and which grounds every other term.” And this applies first and foremost 
to Nanak’s ‘One.’ It is an absolute ‘One’ precisely because it cannot be fixed 
and ground other linguistic terms. This puts a very different complexion on 
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 questions of masculinity and femininity, a theme which I did not have 
space to explore in Specter but which I intend to explore more fully in a later 
publication.

Turning now to Hawthorne’s concerns about the appropriateness of Laca-
nian theory in a book that questions the hegemony of Western theory, let me 
state one thing quite categorically: this book is not about debunking Western 
theoretical models in order to then simply replace them with non-Western 
ones. Rather my aim was to alert the reader that there is something disingenu-
ous about this very question, namely the demand for the non-Western text or 
culture to equivocate with its own model or theoretical system. The question 
that demands the other’s model/theory/system etc., is already one that assumes 
a general adequacy (or equivalence) between the Western and non-Western, 
yet it is this assumption of adequacy that is also taken as the condition for the 
other’s difference. In effect, the demand for model/theory/system presupposes 
a silence about the intrinsic connection between the law of thinking and the 
language in which that thinking is carried out. In other words, it is silent 
about the logic of the framing structure within which such comparison 
between supposedly Western and non-Western models would be carried out. 
The logic of this framing structure is based on the need to create the “unity” of 
a system as an identity, which can then be used for grounding, legalizing, 
institutionalizing and thereby perpetuating itself, precisely by way of exclud-
ing, including or assimilating an oppositional counterpart, which is formed 
especially for this purpose. The oppositional other then becomes known as the 
‘foreign,’ the marginal, the unessential, etc. Paradoxically, the other obtains 
the status of a foreign body and is excluded precisely because it constitutes the 
identity of the self.

There is—and I’m sure Hawthorne would agree with me here—an intrinsic 
connection between the making of a theoretical model and the language in 
which it is made (in this case Western European, and specifically English). 
This connection can be traced to the Platonic legacy of adequation as a fram-
ing logic, according to which there is an absolute proximity between the art of 
thinking and thinking about art. As long as we remain within the charmed 
circle of this language—charmed because it assumes a certain innocence about 
the art of thinking—or at least as long as we allow the framing logic of this 
language to go uninterrogated, the illusion will always be given that non-
European language concepts will be allowed to do their work (i.e., tolerated ) 
in another medium. This is of course the problem of translation—or rather its 
disavowal—with which the book is centrally concerned. Short of writing in 
Punjabi, for example, the most practical way out of this conundrum was to 
contest the universality of Western concepts and theoretical models in order 
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to enable at least a degree of co-contamination in the target language which 
would allow non-Western terms to circulate and do their work without being 
forced to conform to the framing structure (or models) of the target language. 
As I have already suggested, the framing logic of the text under consideration 
here, the Guru Granth, is poetic, lyrical and musical all at once. Given that its 
central theme is a critique of the ego as a primary frame of reference, a critique 
which it performs through kirtan, its framing logic is one that strongly resists 
demands for models of the kind we use in the Western humanities. I am not 
denying that something like a philosophy of the Guru Granth (gurmat) can-
not be articulated in European languages. Indeed I believe that this is a task 
this needs to be undertaken. Only that such a task could not be undertaken in 
the limited space of Chapter Five in Specter. I therefore settled for the more 
pragmatic strategy of co-contamination. The presence of shabad-guru, anhad-
shabad etc., and the possibility that these terms could be read as equally secular 
and religious, within the discourse of language and subjectivity, is one example 
of this co-contamination, the aim of which was to avoid the artificial polarity 
between West and non-West.

The very question of replacing Western with non-Western theoretical mod-
els is disingenuous for another reason. It imputes to the other an essentiality 
(a non-Western being and thinking) which the other may neither desire nor 
choose to identify with. This imputing of non-Western essence and desire merely 
reinforces the very structure of polarity that my book is trying to dismantle. 
Indeed, when the West/non-West polarity manifests at the level of conceptual 
thought, it reveals a barely veiled ethnocentrism that grants belonging to one 
form of knowledge and non-belonging to others. In contradistinction, the 
critical standpoint that I have tried to develop within this book can be seen as 
a hybrid conceptuality in which European and Asian terms mutually affect 
and transform each other, as they do in the actual lived existences of multilin-
gual diasporic communities. So perhaps what I am pointing towards with this 
book is a form of thinking/existing that is first and foremost a thinking/exist-
ing-between cultures which would be nothing more than a sharing of concepts 
and categories. This thinking/existing-between—effectively a form of repeti-
tion which I believe is symptomatic of multi-lingual diasporic communities—
simultaneously disorients and reorients the dialectic of lack/desire that drives 
the colonial and neo-colonial treadmill by pointing to the enactment of a 
repetition very different from the kind that regenerates the nationalist subject.

And this is precisely where Lacanian theory proved useful for me. For as 
much as Lacanian theory derives from and is imbricated in the generative 
movement of negativity which is the engine of the dialectical process, it also 
provides sensitive tools for tracing the location of this desire in theoretical 
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discourses of religion and within indigenous/nationalist politics of religion-
making which tap into the force of the dialectical process, whether directly 
through Hegel or otherwise. By adapting Lacan’s triadic model of the psyche 
and juxtaposing it with terms and concepts from Sikh sources, it was possible 
to shed light on the conceptual linkages between dialectical negativity and the 
articulation of difference that lent itself to processes that remain imperious in 
character. To be more specific, the work performed by Lacanian (and Derrid-
ean) theory in Specter, helped to make visible what might be termed the ‘polit-
ical unconscious’ that continues to remain in play every time European and 
Asian concepts are brought together onto a single horizon through the work 
of translation. By ‘political unconscious’ I refer to terms, concepts, categories 
that are brought within a dominant socio-symbolic order—the field of Euro-
pean language, or more specifically the language of the humanities and social 
sciences, or what might also be called the public sphere, or social imaginary—
but which remain abjected, banished to the margins; as such these non-West-
ern terms are excluded through their very inclusion into the system.

It should be evident from what I have suggested above that the effort to 
make Indic or other knowledge systems coeval with those of the West, cannot 
be succeed simply by replacing one epistemology by another. Prior to this 
there has to be a recognition that no epistemological discourse can be sepa-
rated from the question of the political. Apart from its more obvious mean-
ings, I use the term ‘political’ to refer to the public sphere as a discursive space, 
a space that can be fruitfully examined according to the logics of a variety of 
interpretive schema, Western and non-Western. In the first part of the book I 
showed how the architecture of this public space (which is synonymous with 
what I call the ‘comparative imaginary’ or the dominant symbolic order) was 
prefigured during the colonial period through the development of a Euro-
Christian conceptuality that gravitated around the nexus history/critique/
secularity which in turn repressed or abjected cultural articulations deemed 
non-modern, foreign or strange. This abjection is concomitant with the pro-
cess of religion-making, that is, ascribing religion to cultures deemed incom-
patible with the secular West. The process of religion-making can also be 
understood as the formation of a political unconscious—a term that describes 
those cultural meanings and peoples who are denied the ability to transform 
indigenous meanings and inchoate affects (the ability to do this is effectively 
what I understand as ‘sovereignty’) into meaningful articulation within a des-
ignated public sphere.2 In other words, the non-European concepts, terms and 
categories are excluded from shaping the dominant symbolic order, the discursive 

2 Noëlle McAfee, Democracy and the Political Conscious, Colombia University Press, 2008.
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public sphere that colonialism brings into being. To prove this point I would 
ask a simple question. Although there are several journals in the West dedi-
cated to investigating Asian philosophical concepts, why is it that these alter-
native concepts never seem to make a difference to major debate(s) in the 
humanities? Why is it that all the terms and concepts that make a difference, 
that motivate real action or policy-making, come from Western sources? The 
answer, I suspect, has something to do with the political nature of the domi-
nant symbolic order, the so called modern social imaginary, and with terms 
and concepts that are forced to remain unconscious in relation to that political 
field. Bearing this in mind, my aim has been not simply to re-enter the cur-
rently globalatinized discursive space of the public/political sphere (which 
colonized groups managed quite well!) but to re-negotiate the terms of entry, 
which means to re-negotiate the meanings and articulation of indigenous con-
cepts. It is to allow the contents of what might be called the political uncon-
scious to seep into and thereby contaminate the political consciousness that 
constitutes public space.
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