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Introduction

Toward an Integrative Hermeneutics
in the Study of Identity

Kelly Pemberton and Michael Nijhawan

Over the past quarter century, numerous volumes that take up the ques-
tion of identity have been published, and indeed, identity has become a
question of central importance within the field of South Asian studies, as
in the human and social sciences more broadly.! Some have addressed the
question on epistemological or ideological terms, privileging the role of
institutions and other structuring entities (such as the state or the market
place) upon constructions of identity. Recent studies of the middle classes
in India, for instance, have debated their characterization as a product of
consumerism and/or market forces, of emerging forms of political culture,
or of a Westernized subculture that enjoys privileged access to global trans-
national capital (or information) flows. Others have sought to remedy this
problem by prioritizing empirical and experiential evidence over purely
structuralist frameworks of analysis.?

In some cases, historical (text-critical) and anthropological (participant-
observation) research has yielded rich portraits of encounters between
diverse socio-cultural groups in the Subcontinent, with emphasis in recent
decades on how locally embedded forms of practice and dominant repre-
sentations of what is “normative” stand in relation to each other. Post-
modern hermeneutic methods® typically characterize these encounters in
two ways. First, the relationship between dominant representations and
local “micronarratives” is couched in the language of conflict, particularly
where a struggle over resources or desire for access to certain forms of
power (e.g., economic resources, control over symbolic capital, or influ-
ence within or over institutions of governance) is apparent. Second, where
they involve “fruitful encounters”—particularly at the level of the so-called
“popular” or “vernacular” religious experience—this relationship is often
depicted as one of syncretism.

Several recent studies of “Hindu—Muslim” conflict implicate the political
order in sustaining “communal violence” and, concurrently, in mobilizing
the power of rhetoric to both create and interpret riots as evidence of the
incompatibility of the two groups.* More often than not, such works obscure
the permeability of such boundaries, and offer little substance for under-
standing the place of contingent factors in the production, reconfiguration,
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or transformation of knowledge and action. Furthermore, such a method-
ological position forces one to resort to notions of “the state” as a self-evident
category that is imposed on everyday spheres of action, and works to obscure
how, specifically under conditions of violence, the multifaceted aspects of
state power (perceived both as a threat to and as a guarantor of security)
mediate forms of local agency. Scanning the landscape of new anthropologi-
cal and sociological work on violence and identity formation, one notices the
importance given to the production of voice and agency in everyday realms
of life, precisely because it is in those heterogeneous everyday worlds that
we can observe both the ability of symbols to mobilize actors along lines
of exclusion and the persistence of shared idioms that allow for processes
of recuperation and recovery.’ This recent work affords greater possibilities
for charting the shared worlds of everyday practice in a range of other areas
of social and cultural production in South Asia. Our focus on “shared idi-
oms” indexes this broader preoccupation within contemporary scholarship
on South Asia. This task assumes crucial importance in a time of renewed
violence in that region, as around the world, sustained by ongoing processes
of “re-essentialization” and boundary-drawing along sectarian, political,
religious, and ethnic lines. Furthermore, these processes are now often pro-
duced within a broader transnational dynamic in which (e.g., the Gujarat
riots in 2002) diasporic organizations provide an organizational and ideo-
logical component of fundamental importance.

The other oft-cited model of social relations in South Asia, syncretism (or
hybridity), is employed in a pejorative, neutral, or meliorative manner to des-
ignate the intermixture of two or more different religions. The premises of
this model rest on an intrinsic view of religion as a bounded system of signs,
symbols, and set(s) of meaning(s), which the syncretized variant draws upon
to forge something that is neither wholly the original nor wholly the “Other.”
As an interpretative model, syncretism fails to offer an adequate explana-
tion of the confluence of factors that make up, and affect the articulation of,
identities; rather, it underscores an oppositional framework between official/
hegemonic and popular/subaltern religion. In so doing, syncretist interpre-
tive models offer explanations of identity and experience that make possible
a number of troubling presumptions: one, the existence of a “pure” (and
thus somewhat “hegemonic”) hybridized variant (as opposed to the cultural
borrowing that is germane to most forms of religious, social, ritual, and liter-
ary expression), two, the essentially transgressive nature of this variant, and
three, the “privileged” position of syncretism in relation to identities that do
not define themselves along such lines.®

TRANSLATION REGIMES

A more promising suggestion for conceiving these relationships is sug-
gested by Tony Stewart in his essay “In Search of Equivalence,” which calls
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attention to the practical notion of “strategizing”—through the use of the
local vernaculars—on the part of the early Bengali Muslim writers in the
endeavor to understand and be understood by the Hindu “Others” they
encountered and sought to translate into an Islamic perspective.” This ana-
lytic framework incorporates a theory of linguistic and cultural translation
that, in our view, brings us closer to some of the actual strategies, narra-
tions, and creative forces depicted in the chapters that comprise the first
part of this volume. The chapters by Amy Bard and Valerie Ritter, and
Arvind Mandair carry forward some of the concerns raised by Stewart’s
discussion of translation, demonstrating the transformative potential of
discursive resignifications, and thus highlighting several key operative vari-
ables within processual modes of identification and naming, or the means
and mechanisms by which identification or naming is carried out. These
include the influence of common structuring elements, the ends sought by
interlocutor(s), and the impact of critical moments in time.

The challenges of interpreting acts of literary production are highlighted
in Bard and Ritter’s chapter, “A House Overturned.” This study demon-
strates how shared linguistic signifiers—as marshaled in the translations
of the small-town pandit “Hariaudh” (1865-1947)—can actually work
to produce difference. As the authors suggest, the translation of an early-
twentieth-century marsiyah, or mourning poem, dedicated to the memory
of the massacre of the Prophet Muhammad’s grandson and his entourage
on the battlefield of Karbala, from Urdu into Hindi’s literary Braj Bhasha
dialect, was no mere adaptation. Drawing upon two closely related notions
of affect—one (epistemological) in which authors consciously work to pro-
duce an emotional sense within their audiences, and the other (literary) in
which existing local perceptual frames themselves can produce particular
responses to narrative performances—the authors argue that the process
was one that involved an intense engagement with similar evocations and
meanings, purported to be experienced “differently.” The very fact that the
marsiyah genre in Urdu, which is associated with a world-transforming
stage in Islamic history, could be used by the architects of such processes to
differentiate and distill a separate Hindi (and Hindu) identity from a fairly
plural linguistic and literary landscape, suggests that the range of vocabu-
lary and imagery available to early-twentieth-century writers of Hindi was
still quite broad, indeed, and that the esteem with which the Urdu and Per-
sian literary forms were held by the learned classes was slow to disappear
even after the Hindi language movement took hold.

In Mandair’s chapter, difference figures as a catalyst for the creation
of a master narrative of “Sikh religion” by the noted ideologue Bhai Vir
Singh. Bhai Vir Singh’s narrative seeks to seamlessly weave divergent con-
cepts of divinity into a coherent whole by collapsing earlier strands of
theological inquiry by leading Sikh interpreters with Sikh commentaries
on the translation of Sikh scripture by the nineteenth-century German lin-
guist Ernest Trumpp. Mandair argues that despite the obvious flaws and
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implicit prejudices in Trumpp’s (eventually debunked) translation project
(with its denial of a Sikh monotheism separate and distinct from premod-
ern Indic narratives of a Supreme Being), it drew renowned Sikh com-
mentators into a kind of theological discourse that led them to repress any
connection to broader Indic beliefs and practices (such as idol worship) and
work to prove the monotheistic nature of Sikh religion. The intriguing fact
about Mandair’s approach is that it deftly sidesteps a constructivist argu-
ment that would posit a syncretist origin (as contrasted with a purified ver-
sion) of Sikh identity, instead crafting a convincing case for rethinking the
translatability of such concepts as religion, God, and theology—as they
have emerged from Western intellectual traditions—into Indic contexts. In
so doing, Mandair simultaneously highlights the “symbolic violence” that
is committed toward any notion of Sikh tradition when transcendence is
collapsed and subsequently used to blur the boundaries between the idea
of God (a transcendent entity) and a method of inquiry (universalizing, or
seamless translation across cultural boundaries).

As with these two chapters, an emphasis on process, rather than identity
or community as such, allows several other contributors to this volume to
point to group activities in which essentialized class-based, ethnic, caste,
religious, sectarian, or ethnic monikers of collectivity are transformed
into persuasive mobilizers for group action. Consequently, our sense of
“sacred symbols” is not intended as a reification of the religious (a cat-
egory, as we argue further, that has itself come under scrutiny), but draws
upon the power of symbols to catalyze groups along exclusivist lines of
identity and belonging. Here a distinction between intention and effect
must be taken into consideration, since the anticipated consequences of
acts of identification and naming, particularly when carried out by the
state or by social elites, are not necessarily realized or even adopted by
the targeted social actors.

We see this outcome in the chapter by Amina Yaqgin on the mak-
ers of Pakistan’s national identity. In her chapter, Yaqin discusses the
state’s strategic appropriation of signifying discourses about the Paki-
stani nation. By sponsoring the textual productions of three iconoclastic
“national” poets and literary icons—Faiz Ahmad Faiz, Jamil Jalibi, and
Fahmida Riaz—DPakistan sought to transform the fragments of the nation
into a cohesive, loyal whole by delineating a unique and homogenous
Pakistani self that was predicated upon both its putative difference from
the Indian Other and the minimization of ethnic and regional differences
among the nation’s citizens. Notably, many of the signs and signifiers
these poets used as tools of identification and naming were interwoven,
intersected, and clashed with interpretations of Islam in the country and
city, state and nation. Yaqin argues that whether they situated themselves
within or outside of the hegemonic narrative of the nation as articulated
by the state, these three authors were stymied by their own myth-making
efforts, while their cultural productions worked in quite opposite fashion
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to underscore the continued ability of regional and ethnic loyalties to
operate as centrifugal forces, undermine the state’s efforts at homogeni-
zation, and ultimately expose the state’s inability to contain and channel
those forces.

The contradictions engendered by efforts to re-envision the nation
have frequently produced violent outcomes in the case of Indian Muslims,
according to Huma Dar. Taking as her point of departure a reading of
the poem “Farewell” by the Pakistani poet Agha Shahid ‘Ali, Dar argues
that portrayals of Indian Muslims in popular film, literature, and nar-
rative are all too often inscribed with the uneasy tension between India
and Pakistan, and with a “tyrannical” discourse that is reflective of anti-
Muslim pogroms in India. In her assessment of cultural constructions
of the Indian Muslim, Dar unapologetically criticizes the self-conscious
“liberalism” of many Indians today as being limited in its willingness
to protest the continued vilification—and persecution—of Indian Mus-
lims. Through the works she surveys, Dar identifies and deconstructs
several key tropes that reinforce some of the stereotypes that emerged
from the early days of Indian cinema: the rapacious feudal lord, the
underworld gangster-terrorist, the hypersexualized courtesan, and the
oppressed, veiled, yet sensual female. Drawing upon three important dis-
courses of naming that have appeared in recent Hindi films, Dar provides
a nuanced perspective on the continued suspicion of Indian Muslims in
India today. Dar’s stark commentary on depictions of Muslim Indians in
a select group of historical, poetic, and literary pieces, and documentary
and feature films, lays bare the lasting effect of Partition for construc-
tions of the Indian Muslim “Other” and calls into question the ability
of liberal Indians—and the state—to overcome these effects within the
current cultural and political landscape.

Admittedly, despite the promise that these critical approaches hold for
shattering essentialist notions of identity as a coherent category, in the
world out there we often find a fusion of flexible and primordial identifica-
tions. This, of course, has been observed before, and the question has been
raised whether a constructivist position (especially a radical postmodern
position) has maneuvered itself into a paradox of argumentation.® In the
words of the sociologist Rogers Brubaker and the historian Frederick Coo-
per, “a constructivist notion of identity leaves us without a rationale for
talking about ‘identities’ at all and [is] ill-equipped to examine the ‘hard’
dynamics and essentialist claims of contemporary identity politics.” The
conflation of ‘identity’ as social and analytical category would result in an
“uneasy amalgam of constructivist language and essentialist argumenta-
tion,” which is not just “a matter of intellectual sloppiness” but instead
“reflects the tension between the constructivist language that is favored in
the current academic climate, and the foundationalist or essentialist mes-
sage that is important to acknowledge if appeals to ‘identity’ are to be
effective in practice.””
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IDENTITY TALK

The work of Brubaker and Cooper provides us with a conceptual toolkit
that splits up the identity category into a range of more manageable terms
(such as “bounded groupness,” “self-identification,” and “narratives”) that
can perform the work of analysis effectively. We certainly agree that one
should try not to collapse different levels of analysis into one broad category
(identity) without taking into account the multi-sited, historically and cul-
turally shifting parameters of identity formations. This should be evident
from the different approaches taken in each individual chapter. However,
Brubaker and Cooper articulate a deeper concern about the possible ero-
sion of a classical standpoint of social science theory through explorations
of identity formation. The continued engagement of scholarly practices in
“identity talk” could eventually lead, they propose, to a weakening of ana-
lytical precision, which is foundational to any sociological, anthropologi-
cal, and historical inquiry.

While there is no easy response to the question of how best to avoid
“identity” as a foundationalist category, contributions to this volume seek
to offer more nuanced approaches to the problem, in part through an orien-
tation towards the realm of practical experience, consciousness, and politics
and in part through a questioning of the very metaphysics of identity. Two
issues should be clarified here at the outset. First, as with many other cat-
egories in the social sciences and humanities that are of immediate relevance
in practical terms, the idea of a completely detachable and objectivist use
of these categories outside of the realms of practice stipulates a false image
of separateness that we cannot subscribe to. Far from describing Brubaker
and Cooper as naive “positivists,” we nonetheless believe that part of their
argumentation draws a false distinction between the realms of theory and
practice. This, indeed, is a crucial issue that begs the question of the trans-
latability of epistemological categories between theory and practice (and
Western and non-Western discourse, one might add) and that poses another
set of questions related to how to conceptualize the notion of agency.

As a way to start thinking about this problematic, we take terms such
as “ritual,” “religion,” or “community” and consider how these have
shaped the self-understanding of social actors and interpreters of “tradi-
tion” in South Asia and elsewhere, with careful attention to the relation-
ship between the symbolic and material conditions of self-identifications,
on one hand, and the forces that can override, mediate, or modify these
self-identifications, on the other. In so doing, we seek to understand the
genealogy of those terms—without ascribing them foundationalist sta-
tus—by considering regimes of translation that mediate between different
discursive realms in each case. Srilata Raman, for instance, demonstrates
how narratives of identity can be constructed both discursively and
materially by instigating processes of self-fashioning through reiterated
bodily practices. In her work on Maraimalai Adigal, a Tamil scholar and
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Dravidian ideologue who wrote extensively on Tamil culture in the early
twentieth century, Raman demonstrates how racial ideologies have served
as a blueprint for narratives of Tamil identity that hinged on the politics
of linguistic nationalism. Adigal’s Velala Civilization delineates a distant,
classical Tamil past that is both an archaic and an arcadian landscape, a
community rather than a state or a nation, governed by reciprocal rela-
tionships, by food and diet, and demonstrating the features of an organic
society. This society is a crucible for certain moral values, and the Velala,
the high-caste non-Brahmin with traditional ties to the land, embodies
these values and is both the creator and the lynch-pin of this society.
The “hard” and “soft” historiographical practices which underlie Adi-
gal’s vision rely almost overwhelmingly on then-extant, dominant Ori-
entalist idioms of “Aryan” and “Dravidian.” Yet, as Raman argues, even
while Adigal’s historiography exists within such a dominant tradition and
even shares some of the latter’s fundamental methodological practices
and assumptions, its emancipatory potential arises out of what might be
called a “critical-political hermeneutics” which marks its departure from
the shared idiom. Such a hermeneutics enables, in turn, the development
of a parallel historiography situated in a space between social suffering
and social assertion, between shame at the present and pride in a past,
between a caste-based and egalitarian society and between an irretriev-
able lost past and utopian future world.

The regimes of translation that inform modes of social interaction
between researchers and interlocutors and the broader (geo)political dis-
courses in which these are embedded have been amply analyzed, ' and only
a few of our chapters address this concern directly. The crux of the matter,
however, is that academic reasoning is, by the very nature of its endeavor,
implicated in a complex discursive process of translation. Having acknowl-
edged the intricacies (and universalizing tendencies) of identity discourse in
history and religious studies approaches, we must be similarly concerned
with issues of representation in our work. In our ethnographic chapters in
particular, we might also unwittingly sustain relations of dominance and
subordination in our “innocent” efforts to “articulate the other” for the
benefit of a (largely) academic audience. And so it is clearly important that
we emphasize what others before us have brought up as a critique of this
discourse of detached objectivism: a move from “speaking for the other”
to “speaking with and listening to the other” necessarily involves the idea
of transformative knowledge that has potential implications for both sides
of the dialogue. Thus, we recognize the need to move beyond mere defini-
tion and naming that obscures more than it reveals, and worse, silences
the voices of those we claim to present, refashioning them to our own lik-
ing. Heeding the words of the feminist philosophers Maria Lugones and
Elizabeth Spelman, we seek to develop the tools to learn to hear the voices
of others who do not speak like us, and in so doing, to avoid “reducing to
ourselves” those we seek to understand."
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For contributors to this volume, exploring the genealogy of the politics of
identity formation in modern South Asia represents more than an academic
endeavors; it also reflects a serious commitment to the lives of the people we
are concerned with and to which we are connected in a number of ways. By
marshalling (and interrogating) key theoretical developments while seeking
to situate our analyses in contemporary examples of social, political, and
religious forms of life, and in bringing together scholars from a range of
sub-disciplines within the field of South Asian Studies, the chapters in this
book thus want to push current debates on identity forward. We seek to
accomplish this task not merely by interrogating the usefulness of identity
as an analytical construct as such, but by simultaneously seeking to capture
the complex processes through which we come to understand emergent
forms of sociality and community formation, focusing our lenses on two
areas in particular. First, we consider those translational and transgressive
moments in which essentialized, bounded symbols of group belonging are
mobilized into action. Second, we investigate the many everyday worlds
of life in which such symbols are reworked, cracked open, resignified, and
resituated within a broader, shared universe of social interaction and ethi-
cal orientation. This is important precisely in the moment in which the
re-essentialization of identities manifests itself in the scenarios of political
violence and urban riots in recent decades.

Indeed, much of this can be understood as a product of hard-core nation-
alisms and exclusivist identity politics, which today are also connected to
globalization and the uncertainty this process has induced.!? As we shall
further argue, these processes unfold in a context in which the shared social,
cultural, and religious worlds of everyday life are under constant transfor-
mation, with deep repercussions on the form and meaning of boundaries
existing between groups and individuals. And yet, it is precisely here in
these “messy scenes” of identity politics that we must intervene without just
refuting the use of “identity” as a category of inquiry. When we therefore
evoke the notion of “shared idioms” of everyday cultural and religious con-
duct, we reflexively point to those vital elements of identity formation as an
ongoing process and the historical product of creative human interventions.
The dilemma for us becomes one of how to talk reasonably about identity
as something that is simultaneously grounded in the everyday, historically
conditioned, and susceptible to change and (re)interpretation. This ques-
tion is taken up more pointedly by the chapters in Part II of this volume.

AGENCY, RITUAL, AND NAMING

In the second part of this volume, identity emerges even more as “a move-
able feast” than as a classification that is tethered to the notion of a uni-
tary, bounded self.’® This fluidity is captured by the interplay between the
oral and the written in the crafting of the South Indian Marathi Varkari
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tradition as taken up by Christian Lee Novetzke. His study highlights
the ways in which individual and group activities (and, more specifically,
their memorialization—both literary and praxis-oriented)—can transform
monikers of collectivity into what Bruce Lawrence and David Gilmartin
have called “mobile collective identities,” which index repertoires of lan-
guage, behavior, knowledge, and “voice” that transcend both externally
imposed and self-imposed definitions."* Looking largely through the lens
of the “Jnandev Samadhi,” a narrative describing the self-entombment of
the thirteenth-century Marathi saint Jnandev, in the Maharastrian town of
Alandi, Novetzke uncovers how time, place, objects, performances, dreams,
and the written word have all converged to memorialize this important
saint of the Varkari religious tradition. These elements came together in
the sixteenth century, largely through the efforts of the Varkari Brahmin
scholar-saint Eknath, who rediscovered the site of Jnandev’s samadhi with
the aid of a dream, re-inaugurated the ritual remembrance of this event,
and, according to many, edited the textual record of “Jnandev’s Samadhi.”
The multiple meanings of the Jnandev memorial, described as a “scriptural
tomb” by Novetzke, are reflected in the term samadhi itself. It refers to
the ritual act of self-entombment which Jnandev performed as a result of
his desire to enter the permanent meditative state of sanjivan samadhi; the
place where Jnandev is believed to still reside, deep in this meditative state;
and the text that memorializes both the ritual act and the place where it
occurred. According to Novetzke, text, event, performance, and place in
this tradition stand at a critical juncture in the intersection of the worlds of
memory and history.

Drawing primarily from rich ethnographic materials, the other chapters
in the second part of the volume also set out to examine social actors’ abil-
ity to fashion their individual and collective selves. They do so by fleshing
out domains of relative autonomy at critical moments in the articulation of
identity. This domain can be conceptualized in distinctively different ways,
as all four chapters in this section demonstrate. As a general point of depar-
ture, many would agree today with a notion of agency that results from a
dialectic of constraining and enabling forces as they are built into histori-
cally emergent and culturally varying forms of life. No matter what exam-
ple we look at, individual or group proclivities do not represent a closed
system of signs and meanings, but rather, reflect the practical functions of
language, its signs, and its signals (as distinct from its “structure”). Appar-
ently, the term “relative autonomy” recalls Pierre Bourdieu’s now classical
notion of habitus. In Bourdieu’s work, habitus occupies a space between
the reproduction of an objective “field of relations” of which, Bourdieu
would argue, people are inevitably a part, and the culturally formed and
embodied patterns of social action within “systems of durable, trans-
posable dispositions.”*® Habitus, which according to Bourdieu resides in
human institutions, representations, and practices, and emerges as mean-
ing, perception, and action/reaction, is regulated by structuring forces (and
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itself may act as a structuring force) without amounting to mere obedience
to established “rules.” His understanding of the effect of structuring forces
upon human action rejects overly deterministic, mechanistic explanations
of social action, but it also rejects the idea of intentionality (or strategizing)
as an adequate explanation for human action.

Bourdieu’s important insight into the relationship between human
action, on one hand, and the mechanisms that produce and regulate them,
on the other, has provided some fodder for theorizing the dialectic between
structuring mechanisms and the conditions under which these mechanisms
engender blueprints for action. It has been observed that his theoretical
model of action privileges the actor’s “practical” logic and experience of
reality, coupled with ingrained knowledge (learned since childhood) of
“recognized” beliefs and practices (that is to say, “recognized” within his
or her own cultural and social location). There are merits and shortcomings
to this view. Yet, through the notion of habitus, we can locate a relatively
autonomous domain of action that is both structured by external, ante-
cedent structuring forces, and capable of re-structuring (or reinterpreting)
those forces.

This interplay is suggested in Diane D’Souza’s chapter on the emer-
gence of female orators (zakiras) among Indian Shi‘ah Muslims. Their
contemporary role as purveyors of collectively shared and experienced
memories of faith, suffering, and resilience may challenge dominant
discourses about gender roles and women’s leadership, but it has also
helped Shi‘ah women exercise self-confidence and feelings of self-worth
in their everyday lives. According to Shi‘ah sacred history, the precedent
of a woman reciting the events that led to the martyrdom of the Prophet
Muhammad’s grandson, Husayn, on the battlefield of Karbala can be
found in the original recitation performed by Husayn’s sister Zaynab
shortly after this tragic episode in Islamic history, although women ora-
tors were largely unknown until the late nineteenth century. Rather,
women tended to participate in such assemblies as interested spectators
and organizers; this was true even for all-female gatherings, where men
would act as reciters of the Karbala events. D’Souza speculates that the
growth in numbers of female zakiras occurred because of several factors
that encouraged this development: the influence of Muslim reformers
who sought greater rights and opportunities for women to participate
in the larger public arenas of activity; an extant tradition of poetry reci-
tation; and the growth in numbers of educated women. Unlike among
Sunni Muslims, the rise of gender justice issues to the wider realm of
public discourse did not seem to produce a crisis of conscience among
Shi‘is in India. In fact, D’Souza maintains, far from being a mere sound
piece for the performance of ritualized mourning, the zakira has come to
be seen as voicing the collective memory of the Shi‘ah community. This
includes not only the events at Karbala, but also the intricacies of Shi‘ah
tradition, belief, and history. As such, the figure of the zakira has come
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to embody the strength and importance of women’s leadership among
Shi’ah today.

Even though Bourdieu successfully theorized the dispositional aspects
of social actions, his model is still rooted in a framework that prioritizes
class positioning and allows for little variation within the circumscribed
field of a specific cultural habitus. Habitus alone seems rather inadequate to
conceptualize agency as a process that operates discursively and self-reflex-
ively. Furthermore, the notion tends to ignore that, even within a confined
socio-cultural domain, there might exist convergent modes of self-fashion-
ing and self-cultivation that sometimes overlap and sometimes consciously
counteract.'® Anthony Giddens’ work was instrumental in posing a process
of self-reflexivity as central to a notion of agency."” While drawing upon a
notion of (virtual) structure as both impeding and enabling independent
action, he has also introduced a concept of intentionality that drives the
constant flow of social conduct. According to his “double hermeneutic,”
established social concepts tend to filter back into society, where they affect
individual (and social) thinking. Because individuals are increasingly capa-
ble of and inclined toward self-reflexive thinking, they monitor the flow of
human activities and its products, and adapt their own individual actions to
their evolving understandings of these activities and products. This poten-
tially transformative capability is both a consequence and a diagnostic of
power.

We see this process in action in all of the chapters in this part of the
volume. The authors’ observations suggest a self-reflexive motive for such
adaptation, but it is also one that is deeply embedded in social practices
and institutionalized forms of cultivating the self (e.g., through “idealized”
personalities and modes of “performance”) as understood by the subjects
who are discussed in these chapters, and as articulated by the authorizing
discourses that seek to name those subjects (or, more precisely, those speak-
ing as their representatives). While denying primacy to either institutional
structures or the agency of those venerating sacred texts/sites, these chapters
suggest that processes of naming and identification are better understood
in terms of a dialectic of individual choice on one hand, and the struc-
tures, influences, and predispositions that constrain and shape them, on the
other, than as a conflict between these variables. In that sense, there is a
resonance of Giddens’ insights into how actors are capable of assessing and
reinterpreting structural constraints in the very process of action. Unlike
Bourdieu, who addressed this problem as a dialectic between habitual
practice and strategically organized (if not always strategically intended)
conduct, Giddens relocated processes of reflexivity in the discursive realm.
Human conduct, Giddens argued, is above all characterized by modes of
discursive transformation and (moral) orientations around questions of
accountability.'®

However, this begs the question as to how Giddens would conceptualize
the relationship between discourse and practice in the context of formally
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prescribed and stipulated acts of ritual practice, where the question of
form, aesthetics, and ethics is intrinsically linked to the very understand-
ing of agency as a culturally specific and effective form of (social, self-)
transformation. As all of the chapters in Part II are centrally concerned
with a discussion of identity in the disputed terrains of ritual conduct and
performance, it is worthwhile to take up this specific point. For it seems
to us that notions of agency are even more complex to fathom than it is
indexed in Giddens’ theory of action that, despite its universal claims, rests
on a particular notion of self and subject that is not necessarily shared by
the subjects in our encounters.

Scanning the academic literature on ritual, it appears that conceptual-
izations of ritual for considerable time went hand in hand with attempts to
demonstrate the capacity of ritual to create and reassert group cohesion.
Because of the sweeping claims that have resulted from such approaches
in ritual studies, scholars have more recently re-interpreted the notion of
ritual in the context of performance theory, in the context of a theory
of embodiment, or dismissed the “mega-category of ritual” altogether
(reminding us of Brubaker and Cooper’s critique of such broad categories
lacking analytic value).?

Webb Keane has convincingly argued that rituals are intrinsically linked
to understandings of agency, while they do not necessarily correspond with
a Western rational subject as the sole author and agent behind rituals as
meaning-generating and socially transformative acts. He also shows that
ritual complexes, especially if they entail the transaction (or expenditure)
of material goods (such as animal sacrifice), become key sites for under-
standing the contest over boundaries of putatively hegemonic discourses on
religious and national identity. This does not suggest that a new, “imagi-
nary” (understood in the specific sense of connotatively “inauthentic”)
quality of the ritual practices is necessarily being “re-invented” in every
case. Rather—and this is something the chapters in this volume highlight
as well—ritual practices may serve as empowering mechanisms (for indi-
viduals or for sub-groups within a larger collective) even as they appropri-
ate the language of subservience.

Empowerment in this context can be understood in terms of the abil-
ity to project new meanings of selfhood that acquire extrinsic, as well as
intrinsic value, symbolic as well as economic capital. To that end, all of the
chapters in this part of the volume emphasize the agentive component of
ritual praxis, which serves as a point of engagement for the acceptance—
or rejection—of an actor’s symbolic communication of authenticity, sin-
cerity, and spiritual or moral authority by others, and the reflexive nature
of ritual, which serves to orient the individual (or group) to particular
productions of subjectivity that may appropriate the language of a more
dominant group, philosophy, or worldview. Rituals as bodily practices
might underscore sincerity of purpose and mark piety; they help forge
new, economically and spiritually lucrative relationships; they underscore
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connections with the past, enabling a sense of rightful belonging; and they
facilitate the emergence of well-respected players in highly charged, emo-
tive practices that encapsulate the worldview of a group self-identified as
a faith community.

In the case of Sufi mystics, a sense of Muslim “self” in relation to oth-
ers can appear rather more ambiguous, if ritual performances that simul-
taneously draw upon devotion to “Islamic” (i.e., grounded in notions of
Islamic Shari‘a) and “universal” moral and ethical visions of faith are any
indication. Particularly in recent decades, such performances may serve to
maintain or open avenues for group cohesion and redefinition, as the chap-
ter by Kelly Pemberton demonstrates. For the “servants” (khadims) of the
renowned shrine of the Sufi saint Mu‘in ud-din Chishti in the northwest
Indian state of Rajasthan, acts of identification and naming carried out
by them serve to cultivate relationships of sacred exchange. Calling these
acts “rhetorical strategies,” Pemberton argues that by highlighting or de-
emphasizing the aspects of Mu‘in ud-din’s identity that evoke themes of
communal harmony, the khadims are able to acquire, retain, and meet the
needs of the diverse pool of clients who visit the shrine seeking the favors of
the saint. They are also able, with these strategies, to reinforce their claims
of spiritual authority and qualification to represent the saint and mediate
competing claims of “authenticity” in order to distinguish themselves as
“good” Muslims in response to Islamic reformers’ criticisms of contempo-
rary Sufi shrines and their servants. Pemberton’s chapter lays out a number
of variables to highlight the ambivalence that characterizes attempts on
the part of the khadims to balance their own sense of Islamic propriety
with their obligation to serve the needs of pilgrims, many of whom are
not Muslim. She argues that in the case of the Chishti servants of Mu‘in
ud-din’s shrine, notions of “Islamic,” “authentic,” and “universal” values
are articulated in response to strategies for cultivating and sustaining rela-
tionships of sacred exchange, and that the khadims must be able to deftly
shift among all three concepts in order to remain effective and convinc-
ing to their clients. At the same time, she sees these acts of identification
as producing a kind of dissonance among the khadims, who are in fierce
competition with each other for clients and other resources, who remain
keenly aware of their status as a controversial minority among Muslims,
and whose ranks are plagued by corruption.

Sharing this perspective on the practical mastery of ritual and its multiple
implications for the process of identity formation, the chapter by Michael
Nijhawan highlights processes of contestation and internal ambiguity when
deliberating on the production of alternative discourses within a particular
field of religious practice. While the dhadi singer-performers and orators
with whom Nijhawan interacted often characterized their community’s
voice as one that has been devalued under the contemporary system of
patronage, Nijhawan warns against viewing such discontent simply as the
staging grounds of resistance to the “normative” values of Sikhi. Nijhawan’s
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hermeneutic pivots upon two key problematics: one, an interrogation of the
conceptual frameworks of reflexivity and agency as destabilizing mecha-
nisms vis-a-vis fixed notions of community identity, and two, an evaluation
of subjective processes of self-identification as mechanisms that transform
and are transformed by subjects’ perceptions of the inherent potentials of
religious languages and practices. Nijhawan argues that the connections
between dhadi singer-performers and Sikh patrons can be characterized in
part through prevailing idioms of hegemonic relations. Dhadi discourse and
practice has increasingly come to be identified with a particular version of
Sikh Khalsa identity. Adopting Sikh principles of moral authority and pious
conduct along with outward markers of Sikh identity (such as the adoption of
the symbols of Khalsa) has become instrumental to the performance of Sikh
dhadi. Nonetheless, the dhadi performers’ criticisms of Sikh disdain toward
their community is often cast in a language of servitude that is reminiscent
of traditional patron—client relations in Punjab, in which the bard occupies
the position of the low-caste mirasi. Yet the language of social orphanage,
Nijhawan argues, is translated into a reflexive and affirmative form of self-
identification that transcends the notion of subjugation, by making use of
what Nijhawan refers to as the “emancipatory potential” of the language
and idioms of the dominant Sikh model. Looking at performative contexts
through the lens of the “performative voice,” Nijhawan sees some of the
connections between performance and social power as indexing a process of
self-assertion: Social differences between the dbhadi and other groups within
the Sikh community are subsumed under a more encompassing (and poten-
tially self-transforming) concept of morality and piety through which dhadi
performers are able to reassert their centrality in the Sikh domain.

A FINAL WORD

The written and the oral; the performed, embodied, and articulated;
localized, nationalized, and universally conceived notions of belonging:
the chapters brought together in this volume are motivated by a common
interest in exploring some of the intricacies of these relationships. The
twin notions of “shared idioms” and “sacred symbols” that shape this
volume suggest both a search for common ground and boundary-drawing
processes at work in the articulation of identities, while individual chap-
ters seek to locate “sites” of these two modes of identification and some of
the conditions that give rise to them. The rubric that frames this volume
ultimately seeks to accomplish this task by highlighting and problematiz-
ing the truth-claims of unitary, coherent markers of community and tradi-
tion. While exposing the ways in which language, history, historiography,
poetry, and other forms of literature can be used to challenge artificial
separations between cultural and religious realms of activity, and sources
of received tradition, it also suggests ways in which political and sectarian
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uses of language and literature (especially those that seek to evoke visions
of the “nation” as a unitary bloc) can reveal persistent tensions—or ongo-
ing re-imaginings—within communities often conceived as homogeneous,
coherent entities with a common orientation and worldview. Finally, our
individual and collaborative modes of investigation seek to contribute to
the pool of current debates about the emergence of strategies of cultural
reproduction during periods of rapid or significant social and political
change while also suggesting an alternative order of knowledge and thought
that calls into question the characterization of “tradition,” or “traditional
knowledge,” as a field of unchanging (or, alternatively, finite) topoi.
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particular set of conditions or forces that gave rise to them, and that shape,
as well as refract, those forces. In Giddens’ framework this is not to deny a
role to unconscious, or “unreflected” action, but rather to call attention to
the reflexive “monitoring” of action in everyday life: the ability to anticipate



19.

Introduction 17

the arrival of new (whether unexpected or expected) “information” while
simultaneously relating it to older ingrained, innate, or otherwise internal-
ized “information.”

A discussion of the newer and intriguing developments in ritual theory is
beyond the scope of this edited volume. We can tentatively define ritual as a
performative act framed by social convention and consisting of various forms
of symbolic communication that are to different degrees formalized, iterable,
and/or dramatic (as they are embedded in a field of power relations in which
the potentials and risks of social transformation materialize). Nonetheless,
the precise question of how ritual informs processes of identity formation
largely depends on the particular school of ritual theory to which one sub-
scribes. Thus, in a neo-Durkheimian perspective, rituals are explained in
their mimetic function in relation to the social collective as a whole; Bateso-
nians instead consider the relational aspects of ritual form, defining “iden-
tity” (of ritual participants) as a result of the differential effects of ritual
processes. Anthropologists in the tradition of the Manchester school point to
the fundamental social conflicts that underlie the performance of ritual and
thus imagine identity and its contestation as being the result of ritual drama,
while in performance theory, ritual acts constitute social identities through
their illocutionary force, that is, their capability to create and transform
social relations and reassert social entities in repeated practical (linguistic
and symbolic) enactments. For further discussion, see in particular Cath-
erine Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1992) and Caroline Humphrey and James Laidlaw, The Archetypal
Actions of Ritual: A Theory of Ritual Illustrated by the Jain Rite of Worship
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994).
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Culture in Focus






1 A House Overturned
A Classical Urdu Lament in Braj Bhasha

Amy Bard and Valerie Ritter

“The specific tension between father and sons, earlier and later texts, sug-
gests the model of translation itself:* the carrying over of the text in a way
that may be blatantly imitative, disguised, misguided, misread, reread, re-
created, or intentionally mistranslated.”*

Opening verse of an Urdu marsiyah  “Verses on the Topic of Offspring,”

poem by Mir Babar ‘Ali Anis from the Braj Bhasha by Hariaudh
1. There’s no better wealth in the world  Once you’ve seen a succulent fruit, no
than a son. other taste can appeal [like it again].
There’s no better comfort than repose Once you’ve known the soft flower, no
for the heart. fragrance can appeal [like it again].
There’s no better taste than a succulent  There is no other happiness like a joy-
fruit’s. ful heart.
There’s no better fragrance than the There’s no wealth better in the world
aroma of a fresh rose. than a son.
For the crippled heart under assault, When assaults fall upon the wounded
only he is a cure. heart, he alone is the pleasing cure.
Only he is sustenance, he satisfaction, He alone is the body and soul, he alone
he the soul. the lotus flower, he alone the essence
of soma.
INTRODUCTION

This chapter is a case study of linguistic and cultural transformation at the
turn of the twentieth century, and of the process and products of translation.
The reformist literary undertaking we examine, an early twentieth-century
Indian “lament” adapted from Urdu into Hindi’s literary Braj Bhasha dia-
lect, demonstrates how translation sometimes illustrates the dialectics of
writing as fascinatingly as “the paradigm of original creation itself.”!

The versatile writer Ayodhyasimh Upadhyay “Hariaudh” (1865-1947),
in one of his many ingenious literary projects, artfully showcased the “dif-
ference-in-sameness” that has always characterized the continuum of Hindi
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and Urdu language and literature, yet he produced this difference in specific
ways. Hariaudh, a Hindu writer of Hindi, engaged intensely with Urdu and
Urdu poets. His “Verses on the Topic of Offspring,” in The World* of Love:
A Collection of Poems on Love (“Santanvishayini kavita” in Premprapanc
arthat premsambandhbi kavitavali),’> document his literary encounter with
famed Urdu marsiyah-writer Mir Babar ‘Ali Anis (1802-1874). This endeavor
of Hariaudh’s is a particularly intriguing case of the “double authorship” that
is inherent in literary translation, and especially, as comparative literature
scholar Willis Barnstone points out, in poetry with its many layers of “aes-
thetic, phonic, and expressive” meaning.* Launching his lament from a for-
mulaic and lachrymose Urdu marsiyah poem, Hariaudh certainly “recognizes
and resurrects” the Urdu text’s author, Anis, but also “actively determines our
understanding, reception, and evaluation of the source in a re-creation that
ultimately vies with the ‘original’ for authority and originality.”

In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, impassioned recitations
of marsiyabs, often at least an hour long, with their battles, long drawn-out
death scenes, and families riven apart, were the centerpiece of Shi‘i Muslim
mourning assemblies commemorating the martyred Imam Husain. The genre
entered the Urdu literary canon largely because of the virtuosic contributions
of Anis. Marsiyahs still remain a staple of the religious observances of Mubar-
ram, although today’s performances feature a scaled-down role, curtailed
length, and simplified diction. How did Hariaudh reinterpret this Arabic- and
Persian-inspired South Asian genre rooted in Shi‘i Muslim rituals, and in the
process confront the linguistic and literary quandaries of Hindi and Urdu’s
historical status as “one language, two scripts”?® At the heart of this experi-
ment is Hariaudh’s reconstruction of certain thematic and stylistic features of
Anis’s work into Braj Bhasha as Hinduized (but perhaps also universal) verses
on grief. The result can be read, one on hand, against the rest of Hariaudh’s
oeuvre and the concerns of modern Hindi canon-building, and on the other,
against the religious and performative context of Anis’s original narrative
work as it was known to its late nineteenth-century audience.

2. Only he can make the parents’ Only by having a son will the bud of
hearts bud profusely the parents’ heart bloom.

He’s the flower to make a household The garden looks into the home and is
the envy of a rose-garden put to shame by this flower alone.

He alone is the making of comfort and ~ From him alone is the abundance of

repose happiness and enjoyment.

He stands as the people’s crown of From him alone shines the abode, the
humanity image of the glory of man.

How can the heart bloom if one lacks How much is the heart bloomed, if love

vital organs? for the son doesn’t remain?
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A home is worse than the grave if it A house is worse than a cremation
lacks a son ground, without a son; people in the
world reckon thus.

Anis’s and Hariaudh’s poems creatively manipulate affective and artistic
responses to the broadly resonant sentiment of parental love. Hariaudh’s
“Verses on the Topic of Offspring,” however, are probably notable more for
their quirky stylistic and linguistic elements than for their emotive quali-
ties. While Hariaudh was far from the only Hindu poet or Hindi poet of
his era to delve into ritualized Shi‘i lament genres, his treatment of the
marsiyah is unique for its almost complete excision of Urdu vocabulary and
overtly Islamic characters.” In one example, upon which we will elaborate
here, Hariaudh replaces the Qur’anic Jacob and Joseph of Anis’s original
work with King Dasarath and Ram of the Hindu Ramayana:

7. Ask its master about what it’s like Approach and ask the father of a full
when a well-filled home is overturned. ~ house about its demise.

Ask the members of that household Ask the people of the house about the
about what it’s like when they’re scat- sadness inside it

tered apart.

Ask a mother and a father about what Ask the parents about the ruination of

it’s like when fortune’s laid waste. their fate.
Ask Jacob about what it’s like when Ask King Dasharatha about the separa-
Joseph’s torn away from him. tion of Ram’s banishment.

May God not let us see sorrow over the ~ Hariaudh says, may God not ever show
light of our eyes. me grief for a beloved son.

For it’ll then be the blood of the heart The blood of the heart, the whole
and soul that flows from our eyes. body, flows through the eyes.

Examined together, Anis’s and Hariaudh’s poems illuminate the range of
vocabulary and imagery available to Hindi and Urdu writers of the early
twentieth century, the Hindi movement’s willful alignment of lexicon and
diction with religious identity, and the processes whereby readers, includ-
ing but not limited to literary translators, become interpreters and authors
of texts.

HINDI AND URDU

Hindi and Urdu are Modern Indo-Aryan languages that emerged in the area
around Delhi in the eleventh and twelfth centuries ct. Persian and Turkic
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newcomers to India—including employees of the Sultanate rulers who par-
ticipated in an enduring “ethnic and linguistic pluralism”—adopted the lan-
guage of the capital to communicate with the local inhabitants, and quickly
added to it a vast stock of Persian and Arabic words.® The resulting com-
mon core of spoken Hindi-Urdu, sometimes called Khari Boli (“standard,”
“standing” speech) is one justification for considering Hindi and Urdu one
language. The historical contours and defining points of the Hindi-Urdu
continuum, though, remain matters of dispute and scholarly discussion,
complicated by the rather flexible usages of several nomenclatures.

“Hindi,” written in a Devanagari script derived from Sanskrit, is now a
national language of India, and “Urdu,” with its Perso-Arabic script, is the
national language of Pakistan. Linguist Colin P. Masica notes succinctly in
his Indo-Aryan Languages that the two are “based on the same linguisti-
cally-defined subdialect [i.e., Dehlavi, a.k.a. Khari Boli]. At the colloquial
level, in terms of grammar and core vocabulary, they are virtually identi-
cal. ... At formal and literary levels, however, vocabulary [differs] . . . to
the point where the two languages/styles become mutually unintelligible.”’
The languages, then, share a foundation of Indic grammar, with many San-
skritized elements in written and the higher spoken register of Hindi, and
Persio-Arabic elements in Urdu. Today, the vocabulary, diction, and say-
ings that are largely common to Hindi and Urdu form the spoken vernacu-
lar of North India and Pakistan and the language of the popular culture
typified by Bollywood films. The British administrator John Gilchrist was
said to have coined the term “Hindustani” for the colonial-era version of
this widely spoken tongue in the late eighteenth century, though there are
scattered earlier references to it.!

In India, native speakers employed other labels rather fluidly, with dis-
crete categories emerging only in the nineteenth century. The word “Hindi”
comes from an early term for the Indus River, and as “India” was referred
to as “Hind” in Persian, “Hindi” often simply designated something
“Indian.” The term “Urdu” derives from the Turkic word for the army
camp where the spoken vernacular is supposed to have largely developed.
As late as the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, however, poets referred
to what would now be called “Urdu” as rekhta, which distinguished their
highly Persianized literary language from Persian itself, and probably also
from the colloquial Hindi or Urdu that “smacked of the bazaar and rough
uncultured armies.”!!

A number of pre-modern North Indian dialects, including Hindavi and
Braj Bhasha, also lent themselves to poetic production, especially expres-
sions of bhakti (devotionalism). Braj Bhasha, for example, was associated
with works about the god Krishna, and it was not unusual for Muslim
Mughal rulers to patronize its poets. At the same time, by the late fourteenth
century, bhakti poets had been influenced by the Persian genres of mystical
Islam, and Sufi poets were composing in Indian vernaculars as well as in
Persian, giving rise to a literary tradition that, according to Aditya Behl,
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“marks the full indigenization and assimilation of Islam into an Indian
cultural landscape.”'? The texts related to this tradition, especially Sufi
romances (masnavis and prem-kahanis) were long written in both Devana-
gari and Persio-Arabic scripts. Many writers, whether “Hindu” or “Mus-
lim,” drew on conventions from both Indic and Persian literary legacies
to represent the human relationship with the divine. Several bhakti poets
(notably Kabir and Nanak), however, whose works date to the late fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries, “distanced themselves from distinctive Hindu and
Muslim symbols” by emphasizing worship of a formless (nirguna) god."

In the 1860s, with various strains of nationalism on the rise and regional
linguistic movements, religious reform movements, and an agitation for
vernacular education all gaining impetus in India, there were pronounced
moves to distinguish Indic from Islamic, and Hindi from Urdu. Hariaudh’s
elaborate re-casting of Anis’s marsiyah poem points up how an earlier “Hin-
dustani” lingua franca, written in either script (although the Urdu script
was dominant), and without regard to any politics of etymological prove-
nance, underwent a transformation in the late nineteenth century. “Hindi”
became associated with the classical and ritual language of Sanskrit, the
Devanagari script, as well as the variety of religious practices known as
“Hinduism,” in contradistinction to “Urdu,” associated with Persian, Ara-
bic, a modified Persian script, and Islam. Hariaudh’s transcreation was a
very concrete literary example, even a culmination, of this trend.

His effort, especially his choice of a religiously imbued text to trans-
late, is also a startling testament to the way in which languages, as Suma-
thi Ramaswamy puts it, “attract multiple, even contrary imaginings” as
they “are subjected to the passions of all those interested in empowering
them.”'* The substitutions and excisions Hariaudh made even provide an
intriguing foreshadowing of modern national products such as the San-
skritized Hindi television news, which Indians often joke cannot be easily
understood by ordinary Hindi speakers. In Hariaudh’s own literary realm,
this transcreation was one of a number of projects that recycled Persianate
genres for the Hindi movement. Significantly, despite Hariaudh’s Sanskri-
tized product, his verses here are quite faithful in spirit—and sometimes
in verbal detail—to their Urdu original, much more so than better-known
Hindi appropriations such as Maithilisaran Gupta’s Urdu-inspired Bharat-
Bharati, or the early Hindi bestseller, Candrakanta, based on the dastan
genre.'?

To complicate our analysis of “difference-in-sameness,” Hariaudh’s
poem is written in the Braj Bhasha dialect (often called “Braj” for short)
alluded to previously. The closest ancestor in Devanagari script of mod-
ern Hindi, Braj Bhasha was a cosmopolitan poetic register with earthy,
folksy undertones, utilizing motifs from Hindu devotionalism and Sanskrit
poetics, and having distinctive phonological and grammatical traits. Braj
became a literary dialect of the regional and Mughal courts, and was used
widely from the sixteenth to the twentieth century, at which point poetry
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began to be written in a modern register of Hindi that followed spoken
Hindi-Urdu grammar and more proper Sanskrit phonology. Hariaudh was
one of the last poets of Braj Bhasha, which in the late nineteenth century
began to represent the “Hindi” poetic tradition for Hindi supporters in the
Hindi-Urdu language debates. Hence, Hariaudh’s translation from Urdu
was actually into Braj Bhasha, but a Braj Bhasha that signified the Hindi/
Hindu equivalence to its early twentieth-century audience.

AYODHYASIMH UPADHYAY “HARIAUDH”
AND THE HINDI MOVEMENT

Hariaudh, a small-town pandit born in 18635, was part of the early group of
followers of the Hindi movement, a political movement for public instruc-
tion and regional administration in the Devanagari script, which was allied
with Hindu objection to Muslim politico-cultural power. The Hindi move-
ment began in the 1870s with the leadership of the “Father of Hindi Lit-
erature” himself, Bharatendu Hariscandra of Varanasi,'® and it flourished
with the establishment of an institution for the cause in Varanasi in 1893.
Hariaudh was an early member of this Society for the Promotion of Nagari
(Nagari Pracarini Sabha), whose library and publications remain primary
resources for the study of modern Hindi literature.!”

Hariaudh himself was a bit of a backwater fellow. He was a school-
teacher and registrar of land accounts (“registrar ganun-go”) for most of
his life in the district town Azamgarh, about sixty miles—at least a day’s
carriage ride—from Varanasi. Later he moved to Varanasi to teach at the
famous Banaras Hindu University, the brainchild of the nationalist leader
Madan Mohan Malaviya. By then he was famed as an author in shuddh
(pure) Sanskritized Hindi, by dint of his 1914 Priyapravas, a mahakavya
poem in modern Hindi, but in Sanskrit meters, and with hardly any Per-
sian vocabulary.'® He died in May of 1947, shortly before India’s Inde-
pendence and Partition. In 1950, the Constitution of India established
Hindi in the Nagari script as the official language of the Union, giving
realization to the goals of the Hindi movement. Hindi literary curricula
expanded throughout India, and Hariaudh has remained a part of this
canon to the present day.

Hariaudh’s relationship to Urdu literature was complex and profound,
although few of the details of his connection to Urdu survive in the Hindi
canonical consciousness. He lived in the time of the Hindi—-Urdu controversy
and must have imbibed the rhetoric of “Hindi for Hindus” and of “purifi-
cation” from “foreign elements” in language and culture, for the cause of
a Hindu nation. He was one of the Brahmans who, Alok Rai has shown,
felt there was something to gain by legislating the use of Sanskrit’s Nagari
script.’” However, the complexity of the Hindi-Urdu debate was demon-
strated by at least one anecdote from Hariaudh’s own life. He composed a
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poem for recitation at the NPS’s celebration of its new facilities in 1904, but
this Hindi poem drew criticism for its Urdu metrical form, exemplifying the
difficulties of extricating “Hindi” from “Urdu” in this period.

Hariaudh came to the Hindi movement as a young man. His hometown
of Azamgarh was a center of Urdu poetry, led by the critic Muhammad
Shibli Nu‘mani (1857-1914), whom he knew; Hariaudh had also trained in
Urdu and Persian for his employment. In 1889 Hariaudh published a Hindi
translation of an Urdu translation of Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice, as
Venis ka banka (The Dandy of Venice) out of a Hindi press in Kolkata.?
The circumstances of the creation of this translation are of note: Hariaudh
made this translation into “pure Hindi” from an “Urdu” translation of this
work in a recent magazine at the request of the district Deputy Inspector
of Schools, Syam Manohar Das. Hariaudh reported his response to this
request, and his interchange with Das, as follows:

“Urdu is itself a version [rupantar (difference of [visible] form)] of
Hindi, what would be a translation of it?!” [Das] said, “I desire that
all Persian and Arabic words in the Urdu translation be changed, and
that those sentences that are formed in the style of Urdu be given the
color of Hindi.”*!

Thus, it appears that Hariaudh’s introduction to the Hindi movement, and
likely his “conversion” to it, occurred with this Sanskritized Shakespear-
ean translation. From this narrative, it seems he inherited also the current
notional idea that Urdu had a particular grammatical style, which accord-
ing to modern Hindi norms, involved “syntactic inversions.”??

In this same year, Das procured a job for Hariaudh at the district col-
lector’s office in Azamgarh, and during his years of government service,
his career as a writer began to flourish. In the next fifteen years he pub-
lished twenty works of collected poetry, dramas, novels, and translations.
In 1900, Hariaudh published a trilogy of poetic volumes with publisher
Khemraj Krshnadas of the Sri Venkatesvar Press of Mumbai, publisher of
Hindi and Sanskrit works distributed throughout India and even world-
wide.?®> These were a “water of love” series: The Current of the Water of
Love, The Flowing of the Water of Love, and The Ocean of the Water of
Love (Premambu pravah, Premambu prasravan, and Premambu varidhi).
All three expressed conventional devotional sentiments for Krishna in the
various metrical forms of Braj Bhasa verse, and displayed various literary
sentiments such as the pain of separation (viraha), the entreaty or rebuke
of God (vinaya), and poems depicting the pitiful and peaceful sentiments
(karuna and santa rasas), which literary “moods” were in fashion of late.
The Braj Bhasa that Hariaudh used was, as has been mentioned, a linguis-
tic register identified with “Hindi” as opposed to “Urdu” in a generic sense.
At the turn of the century, Braj was still considered a viable medium for
modern literature.
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Concurrently with the Water of Love trilogy, Hariaudh produced a
“transcreation” of Urdu verse through this same Mumbai press. In yet
a fourth title on the topic of love in this year 1900, Hariaudh published
our text at hand, The World of Love, comprised of translations into Braj
Bhasa of verse by the Urdu authors Mirza Rajab ‘Ali Beg “Surur” (1787-
1867) and Mir Babar ‘Ali Anis (1802-1874). This work’s register, struc-
ture, and voice featured a most unusual amalgam of literal translation
and authorial license. The first section was a translation of the couplets
interspersed in Surur’s 1824 Urdu fantastical narrative, the Tale of Won-
ders [Fasana-eajaib], and the second section, which concerns us here, was
a translation of verses by Anis. Both sections appended verses of Hari-
audh’s own composition.

The publication of The World of Love, while ostensibly an ecumenical
pursuit translating across lines of script/language/religion, in fact helped to
create divisions. The introduction had an extremely Sanskritized lexicon,
such that it practically represents an ideological statement of the identity
of Hindi with the Hindu. While Hariaudh’s introductions in the preced-
ing Water of Love series were formal but generally plain-speaking, here,
the tatsama Sanskrit words abound, and he also invokes a common Hindi
chauvinist argument that not all of the original verses of Surur were fit to
translate because of occasional “obscenity” [aslilbhav].?* This represents a
view quite consonant with the common insinuation by Hindi proponents
of the moral decadence of the culture of Urdu poetry, and Islam by exten-
sion.?* But more than “cleaning up” these Urdu verses, Hariaudh may have
wanted to prove the worth of Braj as a medium “in the league” of Urdu, as
well as prove its difference from Urdu. His words on these verses follow:

There are two subjects worthy of consideration in this work: One, is
the sweetness of Braj distinct from the sweetness of Urdu or not? Two,
despite the spoken form of Urdu and Hindi being almost the same, how
much difference is there in the language of the poets of both languages,
and how separate are the particular styles of both of them?; when the
gentlemen connoisseurs of Bhasha?® compare [these with] the Urdu ver-
sions, they will be amazed in this regard.?”

... here and there in the translation there is the defect of stiltedness
and elsewhere, the feeling of Urdu is put into the translation. . .. the
connoisseurs of Bhasha will see how our dear Braj Bhasha can make
room for the mannerisms of another language excellently, in its beauti-
ful and noble manner.?

Hariaudh clearly perceives his translation project as one of possible equiv-
alence—making room for Urdu’s mannerisms—Dbut one bridging profound
difference—the “sweetness” (the commonplace term for the beauty of a
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language) of Braj and Urdu, respectively, differs. His impetus in transcreat-
ing remains puzzling; did he want to show the undervalued Braj “compe-
tent to” the task of equaling Urdu and its sweetness and its mannerisms, or
to prove Braj not only distinct but also superior in its “noble manner”?

Hariaudh likely found a certain universality in motif and affect across
the Urdu and Braj poetic traditions. The verses he translated from Surur’s
The Tale of Wonders in the main body of his World of Love were not
unlike those from his previous Water of Love works, in that they abound
with the pangs of love in separation, the cruelty of the beloved, and other
aspects of separation, or viyog. Certain of the verses had been “Hindu-
ized” with mention of the Hindu mythological characters Sita, Ravana,
and Rukmini, implying a certain equivalence between the characters of
Hindu and Muslim mythologies.?’ The appended verses from Anis, “con-
cerning offspring,” in the original elaborate the importance of the son for
the family legacy. In Hariaudh’s transcreation, they lie nearer to the vatsa-
lya bhava often found exemplified in poetry on the child Krishna, the affec-
tive state of feeling parental love for a child in the practice of devotion for
Krishna, as elaborated in Chaitanyite Vaishnavism.?* Consonant with the
other verses in this volume, he Hinduized the Qur’anic Jacob and Joseph
with the Ramayana’s Dasaratha and Ram. The verses also ring true to the
categories of sokgit, songs of grief, and vilap, lamentation, both of which
appear in Sanskrit literature onwards. Notably, the category of sokgit had
come into prominence in late nineteenth-century Bengali with several pub-
lications engaging with English lyric elegy modes in the voice of a bereaved
widow or widower, or friend.! The vilap, or lamentation, which had so
often been the mode of lovers in separation, was soon incorporated into
the vocabulary of nationalism in the early decades of the twentieth century,
with lamenting widows and mothers of heroes peopling the pages of Hindi
poetic texts. Thus, Hariaudh wrote this transcreation in a trans-regional
literary atmosphere that valued the poetics of mourning.

THE URDU MARSIYAH TRADITION

In creating the verses, Hariaudh drew upon a fundamentally Islamic—and
specifically Shi‘i Muslim—marsiyab tradition that immortalizes the valiant
deaths of members of the Prophet Muhammad’s family at a desolate site
in what is now Iraq. Marsiyahs can be poems of tribute and lament upon
the death of a family member, friend, or patron, but most Urdu marsiyahs
describe the sufferings of the third Shi‘i imam, Husain, and his family at
Karbala in 61 A.H./680 c.E. Taken as a corpus of poems, the genre relates
the entire chain of events surrounding the “great sacrifice”(qurbani-e ‘azim)
offered by Husain, the grandson of Prophet Muhammad. Whereas Ibrahim
(Abraham), a primary and potent figure in Islamic narratives, displayed a
devoted willingness to sacrifice his beloved son but was spared from doing
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so in the end, it was Husain’s destiny to fulfill that spirit of sacrifice, and
give up all of his family members, and his own life, for a higher cause.

Shi‘i Muslims commemorate Husain’s story and its moral lessons through
processions, self-flagellation, acts of obeisance to sacred objects, and highly
structured mourning assemblies during the month of Muharram, which
has also become the name for these observances themselves. For Shi’ahs,
the battle between Husain (626—680) and Yazid the Umayyad Caliph (d.
683) defines good, evil, and even true Islam, by revealing the extraordi-
nary virtues of their revered imams, leaders of Muhammad’s blood. Imam
Husain refused to swear allegiance to Yazid or ignore cruelties that Yazid
perpetrated in the name of Islam, although he foresaw that in the course
of the conflict in the Karbala desert, he, his children, and his companions
would be slaughtered, and his female relatives imprisoned.

Mu‘awiyah, an erstwhile governor, had assumed the Muslim Caliphate
once Husain’s father ‘Ali and his brother Hasan had been deposed and mur-
dered. Yazid, Mu‘awiyah’s son, whom Shi‘ahs characterize as a drunken
reprobate, came to power upon his father’s death in 60A.H./680 c.E. The
political and spiritual conflict between Husain and Yazid eventually came
to a head at Karbala, where Yazid’s enormous army ultimately massacred
Husain, his male relatives (including young children), and his small band
of fighters. Husain was at the time journeying to Kufah in response to a
request for his leadership from Muslims disenchanted with Yazid. After
Husain’s enemies beheaded him as he bowed in prayer, the general Ibn Sa‘d
paraded the women of the imam’s household, unveiled, to Damascus.

Shi‘ahs, those who identify with the supporters of Husain and his father
(and their descendants) in the early generations of Islam, have for centuries
related the whole Karbala story in minute detail; their renderings encom-
pass the majesty and the human frailty of Husain as he fought tirelessly
in the face of certain defeat, willingly sacrificed his life, and witnessed the
painful persecution of every member of his family. Shi‘i mourning assem-
blies (majalis; sing. majlis) even today replay this conflict, recounting the
feats and trials of Husain and his companions through sermons, short
dirges, and several genres of religious poetry, including the marsiyah. Mar-
siyabs first appeared in India as short, simple laments around the fifteenth
century, but by the nineteenth century they were elaborate narrative poems
of up to two hundred verses that incorporated vivid descriptions of desert
heat and details of expert swordplay by Husain’s men, as well as pathos-
saturated scenes of warrior martyrdom, family partings, and small children
tortured by Yazid’s brutal henchmen.

One of the marsiyah’s most popular episodes, Husain’s loss of his young,
virile son ‘Ali Akbar when Akbar is just at the cusp of manhood, of an age
to marry and perpetuate the Prophet’s lineage, is showcased in the origi-
nal poem that Hariaudh re-works. Akbar’s death is frequently presented in
majlis literature as a final, devastating blow to Husain; once he searches
out his beautiful, bloodied child on the battlefield and carries him back
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to camp, Husain’s only desire is to join the boy in martyrdom. Mir Babar
‘Ali Anis, the master poet of the marsiyab tradition and, according to some
critics, one of the four greatest Urdu poets of all time, wrote dozens of
marsiyahs about Akbar’s martial feats and gruesome death, including the
marsiyah Hariaudh adapted.

With decades of patronage by the Shi‘i dynasty of Avadh kingdom, the
enormous nineteenth-century gatherings in which Anis and his rival Dabir
read their marsiyahs became as much poetry contests as religious rituals.
Hariaudh would have been a child during Anis’s later years, and because
of the Hindi writer’s later involvement with Urdu literary figures, especially
Shibli, he undoubtedly knew Anis’s reputation for eloquence and “natural”
language. When it came to the intense competition fomented by admirers
of Anis and Dabir, Shibli took a nuanced and influential pro-Anis stance in
an early-twentieth-century opus that compared the two poets.®

REFORMISM AND EXPERIMENTATION
IN LITERARY CRITICISM

The idea of Anis as an exponent of colloquial language and straightforward
emotional expression may well have influenced Hariaudh when he selected
a marsiyah for translation. The marsiyah in general was also known for
a moral tone felt to be absent in the best-known Urdu genres, notably the
popular ghazal love-lyric, and we have already seen how Hariaudh engaged
with the contemporary discourse about Urdu’s decadent or even “obscene”
tendencies. As Ram Babu Saksena—one of many critics of the later twen-
tieth century who still at times seemed to despise the very tradition they
wrote about—put it, the marsiyah “ ... is a pleasant welcome from the
revolting sensualism of the court muse. A marsiya howmuchsoever inferior
it may be in point of artistic workmanship, is moral in its tone and Urdu
poetry much needed this corrective.”??

Hariaudh’s other works also show that the notion of a poetry that was
“natural” in terms of depictions of nature, or of “real life,” and poetic
styles considered free from artifice appealed to him. A preoccupation with
reforming Indian poetry to make it more “natural” colored both Urdu and
Hindi literary criticism in Hariaudh’s era. Urdu scholar Frances Pritch-
ett demonstrates how literary reformers such as Altaf Husain Hali and
Muhammad Husain Azad advocated naturalism partially as a response to
colonial critiques of sensual, artificial qualities in Urdu poetry (especially
the ghazal) and in the “decadent” sensibility of the Indo-Muslim elite more
broadly. Indeed, “natural poetry” (necharal sha‘iri or necharal po’itri)
became something of a watchword for much of nineteenth- and twentieth-
century Urdu criticism.3* The marsiyah held a particular attraction in this
effort because of its basis in a historical event. Accordingly, while surreal or
supernatural descriptions and narrative embellishments are actually some
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of the most distinctive and interesting aspects of the genre, Urdu critics like
Qamar Azam Hashmi tend to argue for the marsiyab’s “realism,” based on
the historical core of the Karbala story:

Marsiyah presents the events of Karbala, and all of the Karbala events
are historically documented and preserved. The marsiyah-writer
doesn’t enjoy the convenience of being able to omit or add events or
characters according to his will, to display the force of his imaginative
powers, or to exhibit his quick wit and continually meddle with or edit
fixed historical events.’

In the Shi‘i context, the pride and loyalty, and the grief, that listeners
express over the Karbala tragedy through weeping and breast-beating are
communally oriented, ritualized, yet also intense and often internalized.
Marsiyah had long attracted interest beyond the Shi‘i community for these
emotions that it depicts and elicits, which may partially account for why
Hariaudh, proponent of a Hindi movement that denigrated Urdu, and a
Brahman pandit to boot, might think to translate marsiyah verses. This
inherent affective appeal ties in with a historical and biographical picture
that illuminates and expands what might seem to be narrow social catego-
ries. “Hindus” participated in Muharram throughout decades of commu-
nalization.’® Some Karbala-related laments in Avadhi (a folk and courtly
literary “Hindi” dialect) still performed today across communal and sec-
tarian lines almost certainly extend back into Hariaudh’s time and social
context. Finally, Hariaudh’s religious background as a sabajdbari Sikh’
would have entailed a nirguna theological context including a certain rejec-
tion of both Brahmanical and Islamic ritual—although obviously his own
family’s status as practicing Brahman would mitigate this principle for him
in practice.

Literarily speaking, aside from Hariaudh’s irrepressible urge toward
experiment, we might posit two principles at work: (a) that he assumed
a universality of the appeal of this genre—that is, that it was “worth
translating,” and (b) that a translation would produce something pleasur-
able—from the standpoint of either novelty or intellectual gaming—and
perhaps useful for Hindi movement politics. He may have taken inspi-
ration from an 1876 lamentation of Dasaratha by the famed litterateur
Hariscandra himself.’® At least partly, he must have been attracted to
Anis’s purported realism and natural qualities in vogue at the time. In the
process of creation, he participates in the construction of Urdu poetry as
“Other,” while writing in a dialect of Hindi that would suggest a range of
Hindu cultural associations, but would be less comprehensible, less deci-
pherable, to its audience than its Urdu linguistic counterpart. We might
say that Hariaudh’s translation of Anis’s marsiyah, although appealing
to a universality of grief, actually produces difference between Urdu and
Hindi, Muslims and non-Muslims.
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THE PRODUCTION OF DIFFERENCE

On one level, Hariaudh appears to invoke an idea of literary and/or affec-
tive universality simply by dint of the possibility of translation of this text.
By using a religiously marked genre such as the marsiyah, while obviously
being quite aware, and perhaps protective, of his own difference from the
Muslim community, Hariaudh seems to suggest that there is an inner core
of the elegy that transcends religious community.?* Some phrases that enter
into Hariaudh’s text, which are not translations from Anis, support this
supposition. In verse 2, for instance, there is the broad claim that “people
in the world reckon thus” (jaga jana ganai, 2.6), in reference to the state-
ment that “the house is worse than a cremation ground, without a son”
(this cremation ground [masanal, though, is an alteration of the “grave”
[gabr] of Anis’s original, reflecting a “Hinduization” of the text). Other
verses, such as verse 8, “let no one’s tree be leafless” (apata nahoya kamana
taru kahuko), also suggest a certain invocation of universal human pain,
as do his repeated injections of “in the world” into his adaptation. The
poem appears to be a meditation on the experience of grief for a son, in his
death or in his absence, evident in the scene from the Ramayana invoked in
verses seven and ten, of Ram’s departure for his banishment in the forest.
Here, this oft-remembered, emotionally charged moment signals a certain
abstraction of grief from the marsiyah context per se.

The cast of Krishna devotion (the standard topic of Braj poetry) is
unmistakable in the last verse and couplet, as Hariaudh states, “there is no
wealth you can have, but that love toward the dear one.” The consistent use
of lal as the term of endearment in the poem, and playing on its homonym
term “ruby”—and this is present in both the Urdu original and Hariaudh’s
version—suggests immediately the scores of poems in Braj Bhasha centered
on the child Krishna, in which he is called “lal.” The ending couplet begs to
be read as an invocation of “The Child,” that is, the child Krishna of much
mythological and iconographic elaboration, the vision, or darsan, of whom
can deliver salvation itself:

Compared to all those who are called children, this child
Surpasses, as you gaze at him, the body and soul, even one’s own
salvation.

Overall, however, in his almost platitudinous tone, Hariaudh seems to sug-
gest a secular view of literature, presenting the marsiyah genre as a basically
literary representation of a universal affect that is generically re-presentable
in other religio-cultural contexts.

The particular marsiyah Hariaudh chose facilitated his project as few
other poems of the genre would have. It features a slightly unusual intro-
duction that catalogues, with an insistent, repetitive simplicity, the vir-
tues of male offspring and the son as a source of pride and security for
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his parents. More commonly, marsiyahs directly reference in their initial
lines a specific episode, even a distinct moment, from Husain’s tragedy,
signaling the ritual logic that transports listeners across space and time to
Karbala. Some sample marsiyab titles/first lines are, for instance, “When
the Bereft Zainab’s Sons Fought in the Battlefield,” and “When the Tor-
mented Captives Set Off From Karbala, Robbed of All.”** While about
half of the best-known marsiyabs also allude in their first lines, by name
or by epithet, to the main character they will feature, this work by Anis
does not even name ‘Ali Akbar until the eighth verse (and as it is not
referenced in Hariaudh’s poem, this verse is not included in the transla-
tion presented here). Urdu readers or listeners familiar with the context
of the mourning assembly would still know instantly upon hearing the
first line, “There is No Better Wealth in the World than a Son,” that the
eighteen-year-old ‘Ali Akbar will be the poem’s subject. It is, though, the
generalized sentiments Anis invokes in the introduction that Hariaudh
capitalizes on when he extracts this introduction from a Karbala context
saturated with powerful personalities and specific, minutely chronicled
events in the lives of the Prophet’s descendants.

Hariaudh’s work consists of seven chappay verses that are fairly close
translations of the first seven verses of Anis’s 180-verse poem, and an addi-
tional four verses of his own invention in a similar vein, followed by a
closing couplet (doha).*! In the original marsiyah, when Anis mentions the
hero ‘Ali Akbar for the first time, he launches immediately into a descrip-
tion of the series of farewells Akbar faces as he takes leave of his family and
prepares for battle.*> The hero, the battle, the laments of specific characters
pivotal to the Shi‘i tradition, and a whole technique of narrative are all set
into motion here, but none of these hold interest for Hariaudh, and it is at
this point that he instead grafts his own verses onto the piece.

In overall structure the Hindi poet echoes, but significantly alters, the
Urdu form. In the translated stanzas, he employs a six-line chappay verse
form that provides a good counterpart for the Urdu musaddas stanza; both
verses are conceived as quatrains plus a couplet, though the metrical sys-
tems for Hindi and Urdu are, importantly, different.*> As has been pointed
out, Hariaudh also excises the words in these verses that would be primar-
ily associated with Islamic contexts, or even with Indo-Persian poetry very
broadly. Anis compares Akbar to a “fresh rose” (the ubiquitous symbolic
love object in Persian and Urdu poetry), while Hariaudh’s plant imagery
incorporates the soma plant used in Vedic rituals. The Hindi poet some-
times re-orders lines, but it is a testament to how faithful he is to most of
Anis’s individual lines that these inversions are immediately apparent.

One of the most striking of the re-orderings is in the first verse itself.
Anis’s original reads:

There’s no better wealth in the world than a son.
There’s no better comfort than repose for the heart.
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There’s no better taste than a succulent fruit’s.

There’s no better fragrance than the aroma of a fresh rose.
For the crippled heart under assault, only he is the cure.
Only he is sustenance, he satisfaction, he the soul.

An Urdu poem’s first line (the matla®) is crucial both in terms of aesthetic
impact and categorization: It is the basis for listing the poem, and deter-
mines its placement in a written work. In literary collections, the rhyme
scheme exemplified in the first line is the ordering principle, while marsi-
yah anthologies used for recitations during Muharram are often organized
according to the character or event referenced in the matla‘. In oral refer-
ences to a work as well, this first line operates as the poem’s “title.” As we
have already mentioned, Shi‘i listeners would almost certainly know from
Anis’s first line that this is an Ali Akbar poem.

Hariaudh, however, begins by displacing the human center of the poem
with the list—virtually parallel to Anis’s—of qualities and metaphors asso-
ciated with the male child. In so doing, instead of paraphrasing, parallel-
ing, or elaborating on a clearly stated subject line, as Anis does, he builds
towards the revelation of a son’s value as the crux of the verse in line 4. This
is, significantly, the only verse in which Hariaudh does not retain Anis’s
first line as the basis for his own translated first line.

Once you’ve seen a succulent fruit, no other taste can appeal [like it
again].

Once you’ve known the soft flower, no fragrance can appeal [like it
again].

There is no [other] happiness like a joyful heart.

There’s no wealth in the world better than a son.

When assaults fall upon the wounded heart, he alone is the pleasing
cure.

He alone is the body and soul, he alone the lotus flower, he alone the
soma’s essence.

For the reader of the Braj poem, then, the subject of a beloved son, though
hardly an unusual topic of passionate interest in the culture, will come as
something of a surprise. Hariaudh’s phrasing here also interestingly imparts
a gentle feeling of loss or melancholy, even as it celebrates the perfection of
a son, with the subtle suggestion that not only does nothing compare to a
son, but the whole world would be tasteless and colorless without one. In
the case of the marsiyah, since the poetic form by definition bewails death
and bereavement even as it asserts moral victory, a sense of doom is always
assumed in the background of the work. Because it operates within the
conventions of the martyrological form, then, Anis’s opening verse, despite
the layered feelings of love and loss it evokes, lacks the slight emotional
suspense of Hariaudh’s.
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Grammatically speaking, the Urdu text is consistent with spoken forms
of Hindi/Urdu, and Hindi prose literature. The Braj Bhasha translation, on
the other hand, was grammatically distinct from the Khari Boli of Anis,*
and it would have become increasingly less comprehensible to the Hindi
reading public of 1900 and beyond, who were turning away from this liter-
ary dialect toward prose literature and journalism.* Certain lexical choices
reflect the stylistically inflected effect of Braj Bhasna as a mode of “rustic”
speech or courtly renderings thereof.

The notion of Hindi-Urdu differences in syntax order is displayed in
particular syntactic reversals of postpositional phrases. In verse two, Hari-
audh inverts the end rhyme of the Anis, hai isi se [it is from this very thing],
into yahisom at the beginning of the lines. Similarly, in verse three, the jahi-
som, equivalent of the Khari Boli/Urdu jis se, migrates towards the begin-
ning of the lines, although interestingly retaining some inversion within
the postpositional phrase itself. Certain lexical items remain the same, and
Hariaudh does not always discriminate on the basis of a word’s etymologi-
cal heritage. For that matter, there are also some acceptably Hindi words
present in the Anis original: lal for son/ruby, as mentioned earlier (3.6 and
4.4), and in the final verse, ghar (house, home; 7.1); ujar- (to be overturned,
7.1) and bigar- ( to be despoiled; 7.3). Basic elements of Hindi-Urdu gram-
mar remain, such as hai, the present tense of “to be,” many pronomials,
and some adverbs.

Here, a few examples of the linguistic changes incurred through trans-
lation are given (see Appendix 2, at the end of this chapter, for English
translation):

Bold: phonetically similar lexeme/s for the same signified meaning in
both versions
Bold and italics: same word in both versions
(N.B.: The lines from Anis are above, lines from Hariaudh
below; the verses from Hariaudh are transliterated with end-
final “a,” reflecting Braj meter and recitation conventions)

1.1 (in Hariaudh, 1.4)

Daulat koi duniya men pisar se nahim behtar
Kou dhanahai bhalo nahim sutasom jagamahim
1.6:

Raiham hai yabi, rah yahi, ruh yahi hai

Tana prana yabhi sarasija yahi somalatarasahai yahai
2.3:

Sab rahat-o-aram ka saman hai isi se

Yahisom saba sukhapramodaki hai adhikai

3.6:

Moti bhi luta dete haim is lal ke badle

Badikai badalai ya lalake moti dehim lutaya nita
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4.1:

Saulat yahbi, shaukat yabhi, ijlal yahi bai

Teja yabi bala yabhi prabala paratapa yabihai
4.2:

Sarwat yahi hashmat yabhi igbal yahi

Opa yabhi dutiyahi pati yahi dapa yahi hai

4.3:

Sarmayah yahi naqad yahi mal yahi hai
Vibhava yabi vita yabi dhana yahi mala yabibai
4.4:

Gauhar yahi yaqut yabhi lal yahi

Hira yahi maniyahi amolaka lala yahihai

4.6:

Kuch pas nahim gar yah raqam pas nahim hai
Kachu ahai pasa nahim jo na yaha caru padaratha pasabai
6.2:

Voh cain hai rahat ki ghari rehti hai jis se

So sucaina hai rahata sukh ghati jasom age

7.2:

Gharvalom se is tafirqah paR jane ko pucho
Punchahu gharavaranasom yahi antara dukhakamhim

Hariaudh’s faithfulness to Anis is illustrated by the semantic dependence on
the original of much of these first seven verses. Several of the Braj verses are
virtually nonsensical without an understanding of Anis’s original Urdu; they
strangely rely on Anis’s poem, or at least on the particular kinds of state-
ments made in marsiyabs, in order to make sense in the Braj linguistic context.
Because of this, these verses present in a more extreme form the usual difficulty
in Braj poetry of inexplicit semantic connections: You simply have to know of
what the verse speaks to know what is the agent, the object, an adverbial,
etc. in a semiotic world that is not universally obvious.*® It appears that this
translation would have presented a special case of interpretive difficulty. While
Hariaudh’s literate Hindi-speaking audience did probably generally know
what to expect from a marsiyab in terms of its tropes, almost any readership
would likely find these more abstract verses, transposed into a Hinduized Braj
context, somewhat difficult to decipher. Poetry on Krishna or Ram did not
include such repeated exclamations of the value of a son, etc.; such statements
would appear unexpectedly within conventional Braj meter, while they would
have seemed more natural in their home context of Urdu laments.

The result is that these verses, grammatically and semantically, confound
the definition of translation itself. Hariaudh’s “Verses on Offspring” exist
somewhere in between Roman Jakobsen’s three ordained forms. The com-
monality of grammar and lexemes between Anis’ and Hariaudh’s verses
would suggest an intralingual translation or mere rewording; their gram-
matical and lexical differences would suggest an interlingual translation,
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as in a translation between two utterly foreign languages, and their dif-
ferences in reference (Hindu vs. Muslim characters, etc.) would suggest an
intersemiotic translation. But none of these quite captures the grammatical
and semiotic dependency of Hariaudh’s verses upon Anis’ original.*’ Fur-
ther, Hariaudh’s choice of verses also complicates the picture.

The texts of this marsiyah of Anis’s that Shi‘i reciters have actually
used for mourning assemblies since at least the 1930s move directly from
this first verse to verse 7, excluding the somewhat repetitive material in
between, and then into the final scene from the full-length marsiyah, which
details Akbar’s gory wounds and his death.*® Hariaudh, then, has focused
expressly on the very verses, 2 through 6, that seem to have received limited
attention or appreciation from listeners in the mourning assembly. Having
addressed those verses largely in terms of the linguistic features of Hari-
audh’s poem, we will now discuss verse 7 as the pivotal one in both Anis’s
original marsiyab and in Hariaudh’s poem:

Ask its master about what it’s like when a well-filled home is over-
turned

Ask the members of that household about what it’s like when they’re
scattered apart

Ask a mother and a father about what it’s like when fortune’s laid
waste

Ask Jacob about what it’s like when Joseph’s torn away from him

May Allah not let us see grief over the light of our eyes

For it’ll then be the blood of the heart and soul that flows from our eyes

In Anis, the devastation in this verse prefaces Akbar’s own story of heroism
and tragedy. In the Braj Bhasha piece, it precedes the despairing verses of
Hariaudh’s own creation on the loss of a child, the section that might be
conceptualized as exemplifying karuna rasa, the emotional/aesthetic cat-
egory of sorrow and compassion, in a despairing version of the vatsalya
bhava of Hindu poetry.*’

In both works, however, the earlier lavish praises of strength and sup-
port, of satisfaction and comfort, and the flow of poetry itself, are abruptly
overturned as the prosperous household is torn asunder. In a way, this
upheaval is the very essence of the marsiyah. Key to its emotional texture is
the play between the respect and affection shared within the noble family
of the Prophet and the oppression they suffer as a result of their virtuous
refusal to compromise. The more Husain, Akbar, and the other Karbala
characters reveal their exceptional moral qualities, the more their craven
enemies attack them, reinforcing the basic polarity between good and evil.

Anis finishes off his list of tragedies with the oft-used but powerful motif
of the father—son relationship between beautiful exiled Joseph and Jacob
grieving over him. The Urdu poetic convention is that though Jacob cried
himself blind over Joseph, his love imparted to him a miraculous vision of
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his imprisoned son; this lends continuity and intensity to the last couplet of
the verse (especially since Anis has made reference in verse 5 to the “won-
drous vision” bestowed by the son on an aging father):

Ask Jacob about what it’s like when Joseph’s torn away from him
May Allah not let us see grief over the light of our eyes [the son]
For it’ll then be the blood of the heart and soul that flows from our eyes

It is here that Hariaudh replaces these Quranic figures with King Dasarath
and his son Ram from the Indian epic the Ramayana:

Ask King Dasarath about the separation of Ram’s banishment.
Hariaudh says, may God not ever show me grief for a beloved son.
The blood of the heart, the whole body, flows through the eyes.

As in Anis, the ideas of loss, exile, and paternal enfeeblement are invoked in
a shorthand manner through well-known mythological figures, and Hari-
audh even expands on Dasarath’s grief in verse 10, one of the last verses he
appends to the translation. There we find Dasarath throughly distraught,
and, although Prince Ram is exiled rather than killed like Husain, the
father’s life is not worth living once the son is gone. In fact, in the Rama-
yana, Dasarath ultimately dies of his grief. Husain’s anguish over Akbar
finishes him off in a sense as well, though it is in the imam’s case the final
spur to an ill-fated battle in which he must engage for lofty moral reasons.
What remains most similar between the two lexically differing poems
is ultimately a rhetorical device: the emphatic iterations, “from he alone,”
“by him alone,” “he alone is ... ,” and the litany of qualities given in
Anis’s original, despairing ruminations on the profound importance of a
son to one’s emotional and practical livelihood. The poetic strategies of
iteration and enumeration, traces of the original, remain unchanged after
Hariaudh’s lexical and syntactic ministrations, perhaps pointing to what
appeared to Hariaudh as a core of elegy, whether vilap or marsiyah.

INDIC AND ISLAMIC POETIC LEGACIES: A
COMPLEX LITERARY ENCOUNTER

The next year after the publication of The World of Love, Hariaudh pub-
lished a popular translation, The Flower of instruction, a translation into
vernacular of the eighth chapter of the Gulistam (Upades kusum arthat
ashtam bab Gulistam ka bhasanuvad), a translation into Braj verse and
Hindi prose of the eighth chapter of the Gulistan by Sa’adi, a thirteenth-
century Persian instructional text on the subject of personal conduct. As
in The World of Love, the introduction of The Flower of Instruction dis-
played extremely Sanskritized language, and Hariaudh explained that he
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transcreated the text such that bhasharasiks (lovers of the vernacular, that
is, Braj/Hindi) would not be “inconvenienced by reading of the matters and
sayings of the Muslim religion.”°

Again, Hariaudh here pointedly differentiates himself and his social
group from Islam and the Islam-associated Persian language, although
the choice for translation of this text itself bespeaks the long-established
integration and importance of Persian literature among learned classes in
India. The position of the Hindi movement as a “grassroots” movement of
Hindus desiring more cultural authority was thus ironically furthered by
these kinds of re-productions, or perhaps appropriations, of well-known
literary works of Urdu and Persian. Hariaudh would later become famous
for his epic length poem Priyapravas, his piece de résistance in Khari Boli
Hindi and Sanskrit meters, in which he virtuosically avoided the use of
Perso-Arabic words, and which in subsequent editions he further Sanskri-
tized such that the text has become a model of “pure Hindi.” In the 1920s,
Hariaudh continued with long and elaborate experiments with Urdu verse
forms in Khari Boli Hindi, which received little interest from the literary
public, by and large committed to an idea of Hindi poetry that excluded
Urdu/Persian lexicon and genres. The marsiyah genre is now practically a
footnote in literary histories of the Hindi-language elegy or lament, folded
into the category of karuna rasa (the pitiful sentiment), and considered
much less influential on Hindi elegiac poetry than even Thomas Gray’s
“Elegy.”' However, aspects of the poetry of Maithilisaran Gupta (1886—
1964) would bear comparison to the marsiyah genre,’? and folk perfor-
mances of Shi‘i laments continue to incorporate both Hindus and “Hindi”
forms. Hariaudh himself would later cite Anis as one of the great teachers
(with the Hindu-marked term acarya) of karuna rasa in his 1927 work on
Hindi poetry in “the way of speech.”

In one sense, it may not seem surprising that as a Hindu poet of Braj
Bhasha, Hariaudh excises not only the specifics of the Karbala tragedy
and the personality of its characters, but allusions to Allah and to figures
such as Jacob and Joseph. To take his experiment as indicative of liter-
ary boundaries between Hindi and Urdu in North India, however, could
prove quite misleading. Despite emotional debates about the political sta-
tus and religious affiliations of Hindi and Urdu from the 1860s on, and
attempts to differentiate them definitively, both literary traditions could
offer forums to Hindu or Muslim poets, and both often drew their sym-
bols as readily from the world of Hindu temples, statues of deities, and
festivities as from figures like Joseph or world-altering tragedies like that
of Karbala. In the marsiyah world, when Anis and Dabir render scenes
like the heart-rending marriage of Husain’s nephew Qasim right before
he dies in battle, the garb, the ceremonies, and the terminology (espe-
cially that alluding to the blessed state of marriage and the inauspicious
state of widowhood) are undeniably Hindu-inflected Indian, as opposed
to Middle Eastern.
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The very engagement of other non-Muslim poets with the Karbala trag-
edy, and the plentitude of works in Hindi about the Karbala characters
testify to how unusual Hariaudh’s particular undertaking is. As long as
Muharram has been observed in India, there seem to have been at least sev-
eral well-known Sunni Muslim or Hindu poets and reciters of the marsiyah
in every generation. Around the time Hariaudh lived, Munshi Channoo Lal
Lakhnavi, whose pen-name was “Dilgir,” produced marsiyabs in classical
Lucknow style that even Anis is said to have admired, and that are widely
anthologized today. Nineteenth- and twentieth-century Hindu writers who
made names for themselves as marsiyah poets employed a lexicon, range of
episodes, and verse forms similar to those used by the famous poets Anis
and Dabir, and many even spoke of a personal devotion to one or another
of the Shi‘i imams.>*

While the works of Dilgir and other non-Shi‘i marsiyah poets are pep-
pered liberally with Arabic and Persian words and look to classical Urdu
models, another kind of poem loosely incorporates the marsiyahs’ nar-
rative themes, but shares little or nothing of its formal structure, and
expresses these themes in overtly Hindi vocabulary or diction. One such
north Indian poem, an example of a genre called dab (derived from the
Persian word for “ten,” for the ten days of core Muharram observances),
refers to Husain playing the flute on the riverbank like Lord Krishna. Such
poems often have rural origins, and are often simple, musical, and rooted
in very localized interpretations of the Karbala tale. In another poem from
rural Uttar Pradesh, Husain’s wife Bano is described in lines entirely, or
almost entirely, lacking in Urdu words, such as: “Bano dukhyari rovat
hai: ‘Hai Husain’” (“The sorrowful Bano weeps, ‘Alas, Husain!’”). These
works differ dramatically from Hariaudh’s verses in their direct focus on
the personalities and activities of the Karbala characters, and in their role
in inclusive, inter-religious commemorations of Karbala. In such songs,
as in virtually any lament or elegy, the writer performs an act of remem-
brance, whether by actually reciting and weeping, by depicting bereaved
characters, or by moving listeners to sorrowful response to a tragic death.
In the marsiyab tradition, all three possibilities are usually realized, while
Hariaudh’s “verses concerning offspring” idealize the wonders of a son
in a disembodied, aestheticized way. It is not just the linguistic common
ground with Urdu that disappears in the Braj “lament,” but the theme and
tones of remembrance itself.

Remember Hariaudh’s own comment, “Urdu is itself a version of Hindi,
what [would be] a translation of it!” We, in our turn, might well ask what
a marsiyah becomes when certain of its refrains, words, and structural
features are retained (in translation), but its basic context is eliminated. In
Anis’s opening verses, the generalized fondness for a son is effective in part
because it forms a part of both a ritual remembrance that bestows spiritual
merit, and a specific, detailed narrative that has great power to craft and
reinforce community identity. Also, although this surprisingly repetitive
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piece isn’t Anis’s most inventive or stirring, it has an attractive, flowing,
musical quality (ravani), which complements the grammatical simplicity
of the poet’s litany of filial attributes and capitalizes on deceptively simple
alliteration.> What stands out in Hariaudh’s work, by contrast, is a punc-
tilious artistic virtuosity that also testifies to the writer’s deep knowledge
of Urdu and Urdu poetry. Though his lines occasionally use internal rhyme,
meter, and alliteration to charming effect, the aural impact is anything but
smooth and flowing.

The outcome of Hariaudh’s careful reworking of Anis is oddly parallel
to what so many early twentieth-century Urdu critics did in their efforts to
reform their literary tradition. While they held up the martial, moral mar-
siyah as an antidote to the sensual ghazal, they often omitted its extended
depictions of women’s laments over fallen heroes and of the warriors them-
selves weeping. In a sense, Hariaudh was one of many “reformers” who
extracted isolated bits of this long genre and displayed them in an uncon-
textualized way. Approved excerpts of Anis’s “realistic” depictions of the
morning or of nature, which are approximately the length of Hariaudh’s
poem, can be found in Urdu literature textbooks even today. Yet Hariaudh
culls from Anis so selectively that he eschews entirely the battle of good
and evil that so many who have cited the marsiyab’s “universal appeal”
see as its basis; without the evil, hypocritical Yazid and his henchmen
ever present in the background of the poem, it is fate, seemingly, rather
than forces of vice and virtue, that infuse Hariaudh’s work with sadness.
What the Hindi writer’s poem does retain is much of the same interplay
between abundance or satisfaction and its destruction that pervades the
marsiyab tradition. In Hariaudh’s project, then, translation impinges on
the realm of affect as well as that of lexicon and word order. If this is an
aspect of an “inner core of the elegy,” then perhaps Hariaudh has been
successful in universalizing it, but he seems to have chosen the marsiyah
as much “because it was there” and available to be converted to his Hindi
movement agenda as because a broadly appealing tragic sense gripped his
imagination. At any rate, with the passage of time, the audience for his
experiment—readers who would have understood something of the con-
ventions of both a changing Braj Bhasha and of Shi‘i laments—would soon
become rather narrow.

The “Verses Concerning Offspring” of The World of Love and Hari-
audh’s other translations from Urdu speak directly to the problem of what
comprises the difference between these two languages, besides the usual
socio-linguistic litmus tests of script and explicitly Muslim and Hindu
religious genres. Certainly, lexicon was a main focus of Hariaudh’s tran-
screation. But more important was the medium of Braj poetry itself, with
its metrical cadences and associations with Hindu-inflected devotional
affects of inconsolability, via the banished Ram or the elaborated concept
of motherly love among some Krishna devotees. By extension, this suggests
that the defining process of Hindi itself, by its promoters, was a project of
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evocations as much as script or lexicon, in a sort of willed exertion of a
homology of identity and language as if to say, “We understand the world
differently than it is presented in Urdu.” Hariaudh’s translated verses,
more than a transposition of signs, suffering from inevitable inexactitude,
are actually seeking out that difference. In the process of doing so, they
reveal how translations can create national identities “through a specular
process in which the [audience] identifies with cultural materials that are
defined as national and thereby enable a self-recognition in a national col-
lective,”® and how problematic is Benedict Anderson’s assumption, made
in much scholarship on linguistic nationalism, that languages have “sin-
gular, homogenous, and stable identities that their speakers carry with
them from mother’s knee to the grave.””” In this case, a “Hindi” identity
rooted in Hindu myth and the folksy sounds of Vaishnava poetry is very
consciously constructed out of the relatively plural linguistic and literary
world of late nineteenth-century North India. Hariaudh acknowledges and
draws from this pool of pluralism to produce difference, almost as though
casting a preemptive strike at the now ubiquitous, almost hectoring Indian
national slogan, “unity in diversity” (vibhinnta me(n) ekta).*®
Nevertheless, like a refrain, the affect of grief and its myriad North
Indian expressions recur. Incorporations of death-of-a-son laments in high
Hindi literature suggest that Urdu’s classical elegy had a formative and
profound role in modern Hindi literary production. Hariaudh’s strange
distillation of Anis’ marsiyah bears testament to the analytical challenge
presented by literary and linguistic experiments of the Hindi movement
era. And the poem Hariaudh produces, and that we now read/interpret/
translate, is more than a quirky artifact of a particular politics, historical
moment, and individual literary virtuosity. Translation, in practice and in
theory, wrangles with “the relation among authors, texts, and the degree to
which the translator-author and new text in each instance lie close to or go
creatively far from prior author and source.”® The new text that Hariaudh
makes of the lament of another, then, embodies preoccupations of transla-
tion, but these feed into questions of textual lineage and intertextuality,
originality and imitation, that recur in literary theory more generally.

APPENDIX 1: EXACT TRANSLATION OF ORIGINAL URDU LINES

Urdu marsiyah poem by Mir Babar ‘Ali
Anis

1. There’s no better wealth in the world
than a son.

There’s no better comfort than repose
for the heart.

“Verses on the Topic of Offspring,”
from the Braj Bhasha by Hariaudh

Once you’ve seen a succulent fruit, no
other taste can appeal [like it again].

Once you’ve known the soft flower, no
fragrance can appeal [like it again].
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There’s no better taste than a succulent
fruit’s.

There’s no better fragrance than the
aroma of a fresh rose.

For the crippled heart under assault,
only he is a cure.

Only he is sustenance, he satisfaction,
he the soul.

There is no other happiness like a joy-
ful heart.

There’s no wealth better in the world
than a son.

When assaults fall upon the wounded
heart, he alone is the pleasing cure.

He alone is the body and soul, he alone
the lotus flower, he alone the essence
of soma.

2.0nly he can make the parents’ hearts
bud profusely.

He’s the flower to make a household
the envy of a rose-garden.

He alone is the making of comfort and
repose.

He stands as the people’s crown of
humanity.

How can the heart bloom if one lacks
vital organs?

A home is worse than the grave if it
lacks a son.

Only by having a son will the bud of
the parents’ heart bloom.

The garden looks into the home and is
put to shame by this flower alone.

From him alone is the abundance of
happiness and enjoyment.

From him alone shines the abode, the
image of the glory of man.

How much is the heart bloomed, if love
for the son doesn’t remain?

A house is worse than a cremation
ground, without a son; people in the
world reckon thus.

3.He is the staff that keeps the old
young.

He is that well-set jewel that ensures
enduring fame.

He is the lamp that lights
the house.

He is the pearl that anchors life’s
strands.®®

One would rather lose gold and goods
than this wealth.

A son is the staff by which one remains
young in old age.

He by whom the breathing of the
breath of life remains is called a pearl.

He is that sign through which one’s
name remains in the world.

He is that lamp of the house which
remains lit.

Hariaudh says: no one would lose the
wealth of this treasure [the son] for
worldly wealth.
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Rather than have harm come to that
ruby, always give pearls away for noth-
ing.

4.He alone is vigor, he alone is glory,
he alone magnificence.

He alone is prosperity, he alone is
dignity, he alone felicity.

He alone is money, wealth, and goods.

He alone is the pearl, the garnet, the
ruby [or dear one, lal].

If one has a heart-cherished son by
one’s side, then sorrow stays away.

And if one doesn’t have this item, one
doesn’t have anything.

The son alone is energy, he alone is
power, mighty valor is he alone.

Luster is he only, radiance is he alone,
one’s good name/honor is he alone,
pride is he alone.

He himself is might, he himself is
money, he himself is wealth, he himself
is the asset.

He alone is the diamond, the jewel, the
priceless ruby [or dear one, lal].

Hariaudh says: if your son is near, then
the abode of sorrows is far away.

You don’t have anything if you don’t
have this agreeable object.

5.A mother and father’s assurance and
comfort reside in a son.

There is a sweetness to living, even in
bitter adversity, through a son.

There’s blood in the body, wondrous
vision for the eyes, from a son.

Even in one’s weakest days, one has
strength, through a son.

He is repose for the emotions, strength
to the heart, comfort to the spirit.

In senescence one has this strength:
that one’s son is young.

From the child comes the parents’ hap-
piness and hope

From the child comes the fund of hope
despite sorrow in life.

From the child is the light in the eyes,
the blood in the body.

From the child comes strength for the
heart, even having become old.

He is ease of the mind, delight of the
heart, nourisher of the spirit.

Hariaudh says: in old age this strength
remains, that my son is a young man.

6.He is the thing that keeps happiness
astride one’s threshold.

He is the peace that assures moments
of comfort.

He remains the wonderful thing from
which everyone will get joy.

He remains the great ease from which
happy moments will come.
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He is the gem that keeps hope bright.

He is the pearl that makes life worth
living.

He conveys repose for the heart,
strength and power.

Wherever he roams, all the strands of
life follow.

He remains the jewel by which the
hope of life is filled.

He remains a pearl from which life
[goes on].

Hariaudh says: happiness, power, and
strength of the heart are always with
him.

That direction in which he sets off, life
takes up that very road.

7. Ask its master about what it’s like
when a well-filled home is overturned.

Ask the members of that household
about what it’s like when they’re scat-
tered apart.

Ask a mother and a father about what
it’s like when fortune’s laid waste.

Ask Jacob about what it’s like when
Joseph’s torn away from him.

May God not let us see sorrow over the
light of our eyes.

For it’ll then be the blood of the heart
and soul that flows from our eyes.

Approach and ask the father of a full
house about its demise.

Ask the people of the house about the
sadness inside it.
Ask the parents about the ruination of

their fate.

Ask King Dasharatha about the separa-
tion of Ram’s banishment.

Hariaudh says, may God not ever show
me grief for a beloved son.

The blood of the heart, the whole
body, flows through the eyes.

8. O Lord, let not anyone’s tree of
desires be leafless.

Let no one’s house ever be without light.

May the child never be born again
separate from the parents [i.e., die].

Nobody longs for separation from the
son, upon [his] leaving the world.

That which is without a cure in the
world, is only the scar of grief upon the
heart.

That house is worse than a cremation
ground, where there is not the lamp of

life.
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9. Separation from the son in the world is
understood to be [like] an enemy.

May nowhere a home under any religion
be laid waste.

There are all kinds of pain, but there is
none [like] pain of the heart.

O Hari, without the light of one’s eyes,
nobody hopes for anything.

Hariaudh says: even if you reign over
the three worlds, then it’s just dust [i.e.,
nothing]

Life is pointless [dried up] in all ways if
there isn’t the source of happiness that is
a son.

10. When the dear hero of the Raghus
[Ram] was separated from [his father]
King Dasharatha

[There was] only one other son remain-
ing, the one dear to the heart
was gone.

All happiness was forgotten from grief,
life in old age was defeated.

Alas, separated from the child, Dashara-
tha looked at him and called out to him
many times.

Peace didn’t come in the day, he didn’t
get sleep at night.

The heart was wandering aimlessly
from grief, the stinging pain in his gut
remained.

11. Although how could the world ever
be of use to this child [anyway]?

And [still] for him, the parents have so
much grief.

But there is this, that sign, by which the
name remains alive in the world.
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[If] the beloved child is away for a
moment, life burns up from sorrow.

Don’t ever, being disappointed in what
you have earned [for your years of love,
etc., for the son], turn away from him.

Hariaudh says, there is no wealth you
can have, but that love toward the dear
one.

12. Compared to all those who are
called children, this child

Surpasses, as you gaze at him, the body
and soul, even one’s own salvation.

APPENDIX 2: EXAMPLES OF PATTERNED CHANGE
AND CONTINUITY IN HARIAUDH’S POEM

1.1 (in Hariaudh, 1.4)

Daulat koi duniya men pisar se nahim behtar
Kou dhanahai bhalo nahim sutasom jagamahim
There’s no better wealth in the world than a son.

1.6:
Raiham hai yahi, rah yahi, ruh yahi hai
Tana prana yabhi sarasija yahi somalatarasahai yahinai

He alone is the body and soul, he alone the lotus flower, he
alone the essence of soma.

2.3:

Sab rahat-o-aram ka saman bai isi se

Yahisom saba sukhapramodaki hai adhikai

From him alone is the abundance of happiness and enjoyment.

3.6:
Moti bhi luta dete haim is lal ke badle
Badikai badalai ya lalake moti dehim lutaya nita

Rather than give up this ruby [or dear one, lal], always give up
your pearls to plunder instead.

4.1:

Saulat yahi, shaukat yabhi, ijlal yahi bai

Teja yabi bala yabhi prabala paratapa yahihai

The son alone is energy, he alone is power, mighty valor is he alone.
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4.2:

Sarwat yahi hashmat yabhi igbal yahi

Opa yahi dutiyahi pati yabi dapa yahihai

Luster is he only, radiance is he alone, one’s good name
honor is he alone, pride is he alone.

4.3:
Sarmayah yahi naqad yahi mal yabi hai
Vibhava yabhi vita yahi dhana yahi mala yahibai

He himself is might, he himself is money, he himself is wealth,
he himself is the asset.

4.4:
Gauhar yahi yaqut yabi lal yahi
Hira yahi maniyahi amolaka lala yabihai

He alone is the diamond, the jewel, the priceless ruby [or dear
one, lal]

4.6:

Kuch pas nahim gar yah ragam pas nahim hai

Kachu ahai pasa nahim jo na yaha caru padaratha pasahai
And if one doesn’t have this item, one doesn’t have anything.

6.2:

Voh cain hai rahat ki ghari reb#i hai jis se

So sucaina hai rahata sukh ghati jasom age

He remains the great ease from which happy moments will come.

7.2:
Gharvalom se is tafirqgah paR jane ko pucho
Punchahu gharavaranasom yahi antara dukhakamhim

Ask the people of the house about this sadness of separation [or
of the heart, antar]
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2 The Politics of Non-duality

Unraveling the Hermeneutics of
Modern Sikh Theology!

Arvind Mandair

Few in Sikh or South Asian studies today would deny the importance of
neo-colonial reform movements such as the Singh Sabha in transform-
ing and eventually monopolising the interpretation of Sikh tradition. It is
now increasingly accepted that the representation of modern Sikhism as
an ethical monotheism owes much to the political activism and scholarly
output of members of the Singh Sabha movement.? However, as a recent
editorial introduction rightly points out, the scholarly work of the Singh
Sabha is also

responsible for a major obstacle to our understanding of the Sikh tradi-
tion, one which is rendered all the more serious by virtue of its being
difficult to recognise. The obstacle derives from the remarkable mea-
sure of intellectual success achieved by a small group of Singh Sabha
writers in formulating a distinctive interpretation of the Sikh tradition
and in promulgating it as the only acceptable version ... [M]en like
Dit Singh, Vir Singh, Teja Singh, Kahn Singh of Nabha ... were so
successful in their attempt to reformulate the Sikh tradition that their
general interpretation of the tradition acquired the status of implicit
truth. That status it continues to hold to the present day.?

What exactly is this “major obstacle” in understanding Sikh tradition
and why is it so “difficult to recognize”? Although it has not been consid-
ered in this way, some of the main consequences arising from the trans-
formation of Sikh tradition during the colonial period—the redefinition
of Sikh identity (McLeod 1989), the construction of religious boundaries
(Oberoi 1994), the reinvention of Sikh martyrologies (Fenech 2001), the
representation of Sikhism as a “world religion” (Dusenbury 1999), and
not least the production of new commentaries on Sikh scripture (McLeod
1984, Singh 2000)—are indissociably linked to the formulation of a sys-
tematic concept of God and a redefining of the meaning of gurmar (lit.
the teaching of the guru) as “Sikh theology.” In many ways, the com-
mentaries provide the core of the response by reformist Sikhs to the new
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regime of colonial translation brought into operation by the publication
and endorsement of Ernest Trumpp’s translation of the Adi Granth. The
response to Trumpp from reformist Sikhs, which came almost fifty years
later, appeared in the form of short treatises on Sikh history and longer,
more systematic works of scriptural commentary which were of a broadly
theological nature.* One of the more far-reaching effects of these com-
mentaries is that they helped to crystalize a new and distinctive way of
representing the central teaching of the Adi Granth. The central teachings
(gurmat) came to be projected from a standpoint of a systematic concept
of God or Ultimate Reality, based on which gurmat, theology and tradi-
tion come to be seen as synonymous. The idea that gurmat (= theology =
tradition) can be represented in terms of a proper concept of God came to
exert a hegemonic influence on the modern Sikh imaginary.

Surprisingly, however, the suggestion that the prevailing concept of
God in modern Sikhism evolved under historical circumstances goes
against the grain of conventional wisdom about Sikhism—both tradition-
alist and historical’>—which assume that the commentaries of the Singh
Sabha simply extracted and reproduced a theological hermeneutic that
is intrinsic to the teachings of Guru Nanak as found in the central Sikh
scripture the Adi Granth. The familiar narrative of traditionalist schol-
arship, for example, assumes that at the heart of Sikhism lies the mysti-
cal experience of Guru Nanak, an experience that is articulated through
his own poetic compositions (gurbani) and his teaching (gurmat). The
nature of this teaching conforms to a revealed theology grounded in the
concept of a transcendent and immanent God. By way of comparison,
the prevailing perspective in historical (and by self-definition “critical”)
Sikh studies as articulated by its most distinguished exponent, W. H.
McLeod, considers Guru Nanak to be part and parcel of the devotional
tradition of North India and specifically within the Sant lineage. The
basis of Sant religiosity is nirgun bhakti or devotion to the Name of
an ineffable transcendent being. Speculating elsewhere on the possibil-
ity of a Sikh theology for modern times, McLeod argues that, although
strictly speaking theology is a Western discipline, Sikh tradition “as it
has evolved” under the Singh Sabha is rendered “eminently suitable to
a theological treatment.” The idea of a Sikh theology can therefore be
justified because theology encompasses both the “natural theology of
Nanak’s bani” and the evolution of a Sikh exegetical tradition in the
hands of the Singh Sabha. Moreover, “theology is a suitable category
in the sense that there is no essential distortion of scriptural meaning.”®
Hence, the word gurmat as used by the Singh Sabha is a suitably prag-
matic translation for “theology.” The only requirement today would be
to modernize its mode of reception. Since this perspective is likely to be
echoed by traditionalist scholars, there appears to be a consensus on one
of the central points about the Sikh religion.
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This chapter argues for a degree of vigilance to be exercised at pre-
cisely the point where there appears to be a fundamental link between
these two otherwise divergent schools of thought. The link consists in a
certain understanding of transcendence that refers simultaneously to the
idea of a transcendent being and a method of inquiry. In this sense both
narratives adhere to a preconceived notion of transcendence as universal
or trans-cultural, which enables it to be used as both a theological and an
anthropological tool in the conceptualization of religion. Though rarely
understood, however, both “critical” and “traditionalist” narratives
deploy two very different models of transcendence: epistemological tran-
scendence and theological transcendence.” Despite differences, these two
models have come to be confused and entangled with each other, result-
ing in a dialectical illusion which pretends to the transcendence of itself.
This illusion has been most pervasive in movements such as phenome-
nology, systematic theology, and through them the comparative study of
religion.® The result, broadly speaking, has been confusion between the
conditions of possibility and their products. Such confusions commonly
confuse the transcendental with the transcendent, performing a gesture
that can be described as metaphysics or ontotheology.” Following Heide-
gger’s pregnant suggestion that the basic constitution of metaphysics is
ontotheological'>—which means that, far from being a term that can be
applied without prejudice to all cultures, metaphysics is rooted in a spe-
cific religio-cultural tradition whose contours reveal themselves through
the combination and continuity of the Greek (onto), Christian-Scholas-
tic (-theo), and secular-humanist (-logical) traditions—it is possible to
uncover a somewhat uneasy intersection between post-colonial theory
and recent continental philosophy of religion. This intersection questions
the belief in unhindered translatability and/or universality of themes such
as religion/God/theology into non-Western contexts. For cultural tradi-
tions such as the Indic, which have no exact referents for religion/God/
theology, one cannot simply make such assumptions as “Sikh theology”
unless one also assumes the existence of a transcendental subject—a sub-
ject who invokes the desire for “Sikh theology,” and one that is necessary
for there to be any historical—that is, epistemological—classification of
Sikh theology as a phenomenon. It follows that the unhindered translat-
ability or universality of terms such as religion/God/theology into non-
Western contexts—specifically in this case for Indic traditions which
have no exact referents for these terms—cannot simply be assumed. It is
precisely through assumptions such as “Sikh theology,” or a subject who
naturally corresponds to the desire for “Sikh theology,” that a metaphysi-
cal violence can be discerned at the heart of the hermeneutic that reconsti-
tutes gurmat as a theological transcendence proper to the Sikh tradition.
The term “violence” is appropriate here since the consensus over the exis-
tence of Sikh theology rests, it will be argued, on a failure to recognize
a metaphysics that disguises the processes of change and transformation
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as the continuity of Sikh tradition. Violence, in other words, refers to the
erasure of time in the reconstitution of gurmat.

From a post-colonial perspective it is more instructive to treat invoca-
tions of “Sikh theology” as a “performative utterance.” Adapted from J. L.
Austin’s speech-act theory, the idea of “performative utterance” signifies a
certain enunciation that may not necessarily have found articulation prior
to the event of colonial translation, but which comes to realization after the
imposition (and acceptance) of a certain regime of translation: in this case,
the publication of Ernest Trumpp’s “official” translation of the Adi Granth
in 1877. Though rarely acknowledged, this event had far-reaching conse-
quences for the emergence of modern Sikhism’s religious ideology insofar
as it helped to lay the conceptual groundwork for the reconstitution of
gurmat (the Gurus’s teachings) as “Sikh theology.”

The theoretical strategy behind Trumpp’s translation is contained in a
prefatory chapter entitled “Sketch of the Religion of the Sikhs.” Despite its
brevity, this document exerted a profound impact on the minds of modern
Sikh reformists. It would not be far from the truth to suggest that the vec-
tor informing the Sikhs’ rejection of Trumpp’s work, and subsequently their
adoption of the conceptual medium of “theology” as the proper framework
for representing the Gurus’ teachings, is largely a response to Trumpp.

Trumpp’s basic thesis was that although the “chief point in Nanak’s
doctrine” was the “Unity of the Supreme Being,” there were no reason-
able grounds for specifically differentiating the notion of God in the Adi
Granth from orthodox Hindu philosophy. Clearly influenced by the Brah-
minical leanings of his Nirmala collaborators, Trumpp duly translated the
first line of the Adi Granth by missing out the numeral “1,” thereby ren-
dering the opening syllable (ik oankar) as om."! Given that philosophers
of Vedanta had long expounded the meaning of om in terms of the Hindu
trinity (Brahma, Vishnu, Shiva), for Indologists and missionaries the word
om represented Hindu pantheism; it was evidence of the Hindu mind’s
inability to transcend multiplicity. Trumpp therefore regarded the presence
of the numeral ’1’ at the beginning of the Adi Granth as superfluous, an
empty gesture on Guru Nanak’s part since there was no conceptual corre-
spondence between this *1” and the broader content of Sikh scripture. The
numeral 1’ could only imply one thing: transcendence of multiplicity and
conceptual coherence which, for Trumpp, was absent in the hymns of Guru
Nanak. Once a lack of theological transcendence was established, it was
but a short step to designate the teachings of Nanak as akin to either Hindu
pantheism or Buddhist atheism.

Trumpp’s work not only threatened to displace the image of Sikhism in
the minds of colonial administrators well below that of other Indic reli-
gions, it also suggested that early European accounts of Sikhs as a separate
monotheistic or deistic religion within the Indic context were largely mis-
taken. According to Trumpp’s evidence, the pantheistic nature of Sikhism
could be found within Guru Nanak’s own hymns which fundamentally
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lacked an adequate concept of God and consequently an adequate notion of
the self. More important than the mere distinction between the categories
monotheism and pantheism—what is in effect the condition for the validity
of such categories—was that Trumpp managed to displace the conceptual
framework for any future discourse about Sikh scripture into the domain of
ontotheology, that is, towards a field of translation in which all statements
and propositions about the Sikh religion were automatically routed through
the question concerning the nature of God’s existence. Thus the task for the
Singh Sabha scholars was to disprove the reading of gurmat as pantheism
and therefore to the signification of lack that pantheism implied.

In contradistinction to the view that Singh Sabha ideologues simply
retrieved Guru Nanak’s original intentions and seamlessly relocated them
into a modern idiom (implying thereby the propriety of theological tran-
scendence to the Adi Granth), I propose to read the emergence of Sikh
theology in terms of a struggle to overcome the signification of lack. In this
reading, the notion of lack becomes a critical hinge for any post-colonial
reading of Sikh scripture insofar as it points to a fundamental resistance
within the teachings of the Adi Granth—and therefore within any con-
ceptualisation of gurmat—to what is known as metaphysics in Western
philosophy and religion. Inevitably, such resistance also points to one of the
more important though unresolved tensions in modern (neo-nationalist)
representations of Sikh religiosity, namely, that modern Sikhism could only
have come into being by repressing what is essentially non-modern. The
non-modern refers to that which is incommensurable with the demands of
modern consciousness such as contradictory and paradoxical notions of
non-duality, identity and the self—modes of subjectivity that do not con-
form to the ego-cogito of the broadly Cartesian type.

Some important clues about this resistance can be gleaned by comparing
the meanings of non-duality, self, and identity as we find it in the hymns
of the Adi Granth with the meanings that come to be delineated in the
commentaries. Consider, for example, the following verses from the hymn
Siddh Gost which depicts a debate between the Siddhas (expert practitio-
ners of Yoga belonging to the Gorakhnath sect) and Guru Nanak. Here
we find Nanak evoking themes such as non-duality, self/ego/identity, and
freedom but at the same time avoiding a direct metaphysical response to
questions posed by the Siddhas:'

Siddhas

What’s the origin of the self? Where does it go? Where does it remain
when merged? The teacher who can explain this mystery has
indeed effaced all trace of desire.

How can one love a reality that has no form or trace?

Of itself the Absolute is the knower and the doer. How do you
explain this, Nanak? 22
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Nanak

Originating from nature’s order, one returns to this order, remaining
always indistinct.

Through the guru’s instruction one practices truth to gain a measure
of divine form.

As for the beginning, one can only speak in terms of wonder, for the
One was absorbed in void.

Think of the ear rings as the uncontrived nature of the guru’s wis-
dom: that all existence is real.

By means of the guru’s word one spontaneously attains the limitless
state and merges into it.

O Nanak, one who works and inquires genuinely will not take
another path.

Wondrous is the divine way. This truth is known only to those who
walk in its way.

Consider him a yogi who becomes detached by effacing self-love and
enshrining truth within. 23

As pure form arises from infinite multiplicity, so existence becomes
non-existence.

Through inner wisdom imparted by the guru one becomes attuned
to the Name.

The ego’s sense of difference is removed by recognizing the One truly
as One.

He alone is a yogi who understands the guru’s teaching and lets his
lotus-mind bloom within.

Dying to the self everything becomes clear and one finds the source
of all compassion.

O Nanak, by realizing the self’s connectedness to all beings, honour
is attained. 24.

The gurmukh’s self arises from truthful existence, then merges into
its source, becoming identical with the One.

The self-centred beings come into this world yet find no place of rest.

Attached to a sense of otherness their coming and going continues.

Blessed by the guru’s instruction one learns self-discrimination and
this ceaseless wandering ends.

Man’s congenital sickness is attachment to the other through which
one forgets the Name’s real taste.

He alone is aware who becomes aware without self-effort.

Through the guru’s Word he is liberated.

Nanak, the mortal who effaces duality by stilling the ego,

Swims and helps others to swim across. 25

59

In verses such as these, the tenor of which is repeated throughout the Adi
Granth, the non-duality of the Absolute is conceptually inseparable from the
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notion of freedom as found in the classic Indic theme of the polarity of fusion
and separation. In conformity to broadly Indic patterns, knowledge of this
Absolute is grounded in a state of existence that has realized this non-duality
by relinquishing the individuality of the ego and merging itself into the Other.
In this state of being, one instinctively resists representation and conceptual-
ization in terms of subject-object duality. Such a realized individual (gurmukh)
no longer represents the Absolute to himself since the distinction between self
and other, T and not-1, disappears into a knowing that knows without imme-
diately splitting into subject and object. Though caricatured on one hand as
annihilation, dissolution, or depersonalisation, and on the other hand as an
impractical ideal, the figure of the gurmukh and the kind of freedom associ-
ated with it is better seen as an intensely creative form of existence through
which the world is perceived not as something outside of ourselves, to be
recognized in detail, adapted, complied with, and fitted into our idiosyncratic
inner world, but rather as an infinite succession of creative acts.

The resistance posed by such meaning reveals what could be termed as the
“middle ground” of Sikh religiosity. This is a ground which, in the absence
of a certain metaphysical violence, refuses a systematic concept of God,
indeed, refuses the dominant form of conceptualization as it is understood in
the Western philosophical traditions. Yet it would be a mistake to think of
this “middle ground” as some kind of “original” Sikhism historically prior
to colonialism and the nationalization of Sikh traditions. Whereas the term
“original” remains connected to some kind of authorial intention or psycho-
logical state that can be retrieved from a standpoint of present self-conscious-
ness, or perhaps a form of Sikh religiosity that was historically displaced,
the term “middle ground” points to idioms, practices, forms, and strata of
experience that are different from but also are broadly continuous with those
of the wider North Indian devotional traditions. One could cite, for example,
practices such as kirtan and simran, or themes such as raga and rasa, which
evoke feeling and mood, or again themes relating to personal time and destiny
such as mukti, karma, and samskaras. Despite the temptation to treat them
as exotic or mystical, these themes comprise what Michel de Certeau termed
the “practice of everyday life” in Sikh traditions. Yet with the emergence of
a rationalized idiom characteristic of modern monotheistic Sikhism with its
demand for uniqueness and clearly defined religious and cultural boundar-
ies, the articulation of these non-modern modes of thinking and experience
have undergone—indeed, continue to undergo—a certain repression. For
the purpose of this chapter, the term “middle ground”—insofar as it refers
simultaneously to a non-duality and subjectivity that is non-representational,
non-conceptual, that cannot be theorized in terms of a subject that knows
itself as an object nor reduced to the cognitive or the ethical—will provide a
means for demonstrating continuities and transformations in the emergence
of a “Sikh theology.”

Not surprisingly, from the Western colonial perspective of translators
such as Trumpp, this perspective on non-duality that I term as the “middle
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ground” came to be projected as a lack of a proper concept of God, a lack
of ethical standpoint, and a lack of freedom in the religion of the Sikhs. In
the commentaries one finds a treatment of non-duality that is responding
to these accusations of lack, and insofar, begins to distance itself from the
middle ground of the Adi Granth. Perhaps the best examples of this are
the commentaries on the opening line of the Adi Granth which will be
closely analyzed in the following section of this chapter. This opening line
of the Adi Granth is better known as the mul mantar or the root mantra
of Sikhism. For Sikhs the mul mantar serves as the creedal statement that
expounds the central attributes of God: ik oankar, satnam, karta purukh,
nirbhau, nirvair, akal murat, ajuni, saibhang, gurparsad (One God Exists,
Truth by Name, Creative Power, Without Fear, Without Enmity, Timeless
Form, Unborn, Self-Existent, By the Guru’s Grace)."

In an effort to satisfy the perceived lack of an adequate conceptualization
of God, Singh Sabha scholars invested a disproportionate effort to enunciate a
precise and consistent meaning for the twelve or so words of the mul mantar
since its meaning would reflect the meaning of the Adi Granth text as a whole.
In what follows, I undertake a deconstructive' reading of the way in which
gurmat (lit. teaching/instruction of the guru) is constituted as theology, that
is, as a system of knowledge about God, a process that is linked to the work
of imagining God’s existence in a particular way. To illustrate how this new
imagining is produced, it will be necessary to pay close attention to the herme-
neutic strategies deployed by the various Singh Sabha scholars,! in particular
their complex interweaving of time and ontology. Of the main commentaries,
the commentary on the mul mantar by Bhai Vir Singh (hereafter BVS) is by
far the longest, running into some thirty-six pages of dense exegesis. Unlike
all other preceding commentaries in the Sikh tradition, BVS’s text reads
unmistakably like a systematic philosophical argument for the existence of
God—indeed, a redefining of God’s attributes “according to the guru’s own
instruction.” My analysis in section two will therefore focus mainly on BVS’s
text and, for reasons that will become clear, on three terms in the mul man-
tra: ik oankar (One God Exists), satnam (Truth by Name), and akal murat
(Timeless Form). In the third part of this chapter, I conclude by arguing that
the Sikh reformist mode of thought, far from restating an original Sikh mono-
theism, actually makes a shift from previous Indic patterns of non-duality by
importing a version of the ontological proof for God’s existence.

READING THE SINGH SABHA’S EXEGESIS
ON THE NON-DUAL ONE

God’s Paradoxical Unity

A short and rather innocuous-looking footnote to the mul mantra by Teja
Singh in his principal commentary the Shabadarth Sri Guru Granth Sahib
summarizes the conceptual drive behind the reformists’ exegetical project:
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eh vartik rachna sikhi da ‘mul mantra’ hai. Arthat is vich oh bunyadi
gallan dassian hoian han jinai dharm de neman di nih rakhi gai hai. Eb
nih vahiguru di basti di bai, us da sarup inban lafzan vich ditta hoia
he. This verse composition is the ‘mul mantra’ of Sikhi(sm); that is to
say, within it are expounded those basic things upon which the founda-
tions of religious faith (dharam de neman di nih) have been built. This
foundation is the being or existence of God (hasti), whose configura-
tion (sarup) is given in these words . . . (of the mul mantra).*®

In three short points this statement outlines the circular hermeneutic
of Singh Sabha theology: that scripture grounds the religious faith called
Sikhism; that this ground is the existence of God; and that God’s existence
is configured or represented by the words of scripture. Yet the circularity
of the statement also reveals a fissure which prevents any intended closure.
This fissure is the difference between the being of God as God and the
being of God as he comes to be configured or imagined in the commentary
(sarup, basti, hond)—a configuration which in turn points beyond its por-
trayal in scripture toward a logic of self-retrieval from which its originates.
It is to the strategies of self-retrieval—disguised as an effacement or interi-
orisation of the self—that my reading will pay constant attention.

What is immediately noticeable about the commentaries on the meaning
of the mul mantra and specifically the first syllable ik oankar (1E), is that they
are rendered as a cleansing of authentic Sikh meaning by removing from it
any association with the root mantra of Hinduism, namely the syllable om.
Each of the Singh Sabha exegetes present short summaries of the syllable om
as it has been understood in the Sanatana dharma, that is, in the Vedic and
Puranic traditions, before contrasting it with the “true” Sikh interpretation
which begins with the countering phrase: “But according to Gurmat. . .” (par
gurmat vich . . . ). The Sikh reformists justify their opposition to Vedic mean-
ings by making a fundamental distinction between the Vedic om and the Sikh
ik oankar. The Sikh syllable is differentiated from the Hindu by the numeral 1
(ik) which, they argue, is evidence for the monotheistic nature of Sikhism, its
emphasis on the oneness of God, whereas in Sanatan tradition om symbolizes
the pantheistic nature of the Hindu trinity of Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva.

Paradoxically, though, the efforts of Sikh reformist scholars to remove
Hindu influence led them to construct a system which, though outwardly
monotheistic, could not avoid denigratory references to the ancient Vedan-
tic metaphysics.'” Consider, for example, the interpretations of Kahn Singh
and Jodh Singh, which happen to be virtually identical: “But according to
gurmat the numeral 1 is placed before the word om in order to clarify that
the creator is one.”'® Here the Hindu word o is the same as the Sikh word
oankar, except for its qualification by the numeral 1. Similarly, for Jodh
Singh the matter is relatively straightforward where the numeral 1 serves
to emphasize the essential quality of the being of God as unity: “that Being
which is one only.”"
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Bhai Vir Singh’s interpretation is more complex than either of the pre-
ceding. He comments at length on the separate components of the syllable
ik oankar. According to BVS, the numeral 1 is not a quality that can be
attributed to a being: “this ‘1> has not been used as a numerical attribute/
quality but as a denotative.”?’ The numeral “1” stands for “that which sig-
nifies his configuration, his name.”?! By naming the essence of God’s being
as oneness or unity (ektav), the numeral “1” is not the same as any other
attribute. This “1” qualifies but is not itself qualifiable by any other quality
except itself. By referring only to itself “1” denotes absolute identity and
unity, pure oneness: ektav. Ironically, though, in the very first line of his
commentary BVS is forced to speak about this ineffable “1”:

Oneness exists (the formless, who is in a state of indeterminate void)
ektav hai (nirankar, jo nantav vich)
There is existence (manifesting as form yet still oneness).
oankar (rup hoke phir ektav) hai.?

In other words, BVS’s need to account for the coming-into-form as a tran-
sition from pure oneness or indeterminate void, illustrates the aporia of any
beginning—namely, that the first act is an act of translation, the translation
from formlessness to form, from void to existence. Yet no sooner is the act
of translation revealed than it must be denegated or foreclosed lest the move-
ment of this translation be revealed as a movement of thought and there-
fore as an imperfection within this “One.” I borrow the terms denegation
and foreclosure from the vocabulary of Lacanian psychoanalysis. They refer
to a peculiar strategy of repression in which, according to Lacan, “the ego
rejects [an] incompatible idea together with the affect and behaves as if the
idea never occurred to the ego.”?® The affect in question here is an anxiety
concerning the disclosure of time at the heart of God’s identity, his Oneness.
The anxiety points to a potentially serious obstacle in any attempt to present
a systematic theology and an ethically responsible subject—that is to say,
a subject that is capable of successfully separating itself from the maternal
(in this case “Hindu”) body. In BVS’s text, the work of denegation centers
mainly around the polysemic nature of the word nantav, which occurs at
key moments in the explication of ik oankar and specifically in the work of
delimiting the precise nature of the oneness (ektav). Derived from the root
nan, meaning nothing or negative, the term nantav refers to what is abstract,
indeterminate, or devoid of form. At the same time—indeed, later in the very
same commentary—nantav will also carry the meanings of multiplicity, dif-
ferentiation, and diversity within the created expanse.

For Vir Singh:

[T]his One which we speak of in periodic time as beyond the reach
of mind or intelligence . without form, without sign or mark . . . (also
happens to be) that which we perceive as abstract or indeterminate . . .
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[Bly further contemplating this aspect we perceive this aspect as dif-
fused through all existent beings. What this means is that within His
own oneness he always exists as one (sada ik hai).**

The word “always” indicates a refiguring of time that serves to suture
any perceived difference between God’s oneness and existence that may be
implied through the polysemic term nantav: “When there is but the One
then (He) exists as one. When perceived as indeterminate then he exists as
diffused, but though diffused, his existence is not eclipsed by non-existence.
In the state of abstraction also he remains but one.”?

Clearly, Vir Singh’s anxiety is linked to the possibility of mis-perceiv-
ing God’s paradoxical oneness as a duality: there/not-there; existent/non-
existent. Yet, for Vir Singh, the very suggestion that the “1” could signify
non-existence is an anathema, tantamount to an imperfect concept of God.
Indeed, only a few paragraphs later we come across an even stronger dis-
avowal of non-existence:

According to the instruction of the (10*") Guru the ground (mul) of this
infinite (anokha) or abstract (nantav) or created (sristi) “1”, whatever
we call it, is not a zero or void (shun). It is not non-existence or negation
(anhond ya manfiat nabin), rather [its ground] is existence which is “1”
(par hond hai jo ik hai). The visible and invisible (drishya andrishya)
are manifestations of this “one” unmoved being (iko’ thir hasti).*

To reinforce this, there follows a revealing footnote:

The meaning of “shun” is non-existence (sun da artha “anhond” hai).
But according to the teaching of the Guru “1” stands for “true exis-
tence” (“yatharth hasti”). Nothingness or non-existence (“shun matar
ya anhond”) is not gurmat. . . . Sometimes, though, the idea of “noth-
ingness” has been used in explanations of the existence of the Supreme
Being (sun pad kai ver paramatman di hasti de arthan vich aya hai).
Consider, for example, Sankara’s saying:

“ghambir dbiram nirvana sunyam / sansara saram nacha papa pu-
nyam.”

Compare this to the Guru’s own saying: “Ghat ghat shun ka jannai
bheo // adi purakh niranjan deo”, [in which] shun does not refer to
nothingness or non-existence (obh anhond nahin) but to the primal
being (adi purakh hai) who manifests to us as configuration / form
(prakash sarup hai) . . . But here the meaning of shun is the Supreme
Deity without sign or mark (ithai sun da arth niranjan parmatman
dev hai).?
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The strategy of denegation is just as evident in the explication of the let-
ter oankar (E) which comprises the linguistic half of the symbol ik oankar
(1E). Thus we read:

From antiquity om has been a symbol for the supreme being (parames-
var) but in gurmat it is pronounced as oankar. It is the proper manifes-
tation of the Supreme Being in which (his) Nirgun aspect and Sargun
aspects are indiscriminately present and in which the dynamic and
causal aspects are united.

In the Upanishads om is the basis of the Nirguna and Saguna aspects
of Brahman. The Puranic writers split (the word om) into the letters a
u m indicating the three-fold division of the Hindu pantheon. But in
gurmat there is no such division. Om is one letter and its meaning is
Supreme Being. In its written form it conveys that Nirgun, who, be-
coming Sargun, yet remains one.

Despite efforts to the contrary, the central issue that arises in BVS’s treat-
ment of ik oankar is an unmistakable tension between desire and fact. On one
hand is the desire to know and therefore present God’s identity as Absolute
(as God exists in himself), an identity which cannot be represented except
through number (ek, ektav) and negation (nirgun), which do not admit either
attribute or relationality. On the other hand is the fact that, in speaking about
God, duality and contradiction cannot be avoided. Indeed, the very movement
toward speech about God must be represented as a difference between non-lan-
guage and language, nothingness and existence, unknowable and knowable,
non-time and time. To acknowledge this difference, however, is to acknowl-
edge that time and/as movement relate “essentially” to God’s Absoluteness.
This means, paradoxically, that God cannot be Absolute. It is therefore the
contradictory logic of this idea—where difference grounds the very possibility
for presenting the identity of God—that Vir Singh and his fellow ideologues
will be careful to avoid. Consequently, for them, number (“1”) and word (oan-
kar) cannot be admitted as different or as representing a difference in God’s
identity which is pure oneness (ektav). To admit such difference would inau-
gurate a translation from one mode (*1’=Nirgun=non-existence=unsayable) to
another mode (E.=Sargun=existence=the sayable). The very idea of a passage
from one to another would introduce contingency, nihilism, indeed uncer-
tainty, at the ground of existence. God’s identity might not then be Absolute. If
s0, could the entire message of the Sikh scripture (gurmat) have been unfolded
on a nihilistic ground? Could impermanence be the proper ground of gurmat?
A ground that, in its unfolding, automatically undermines itself?

It is to avoid this dangerous possibility that BVS et al. attempt to over-
come the paradox at the heart of ik oankar. This is done by implementing
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a metaphysical assumption: that identity (ektav-oneness) is the condition
for existence, and conversely that existence is the condition for identity.
The intrinsic bond between identity and existence ensures that the division
between Nirgun and Sargun will have been overcome, through a classic
deployment of the law of non-contradiction (A = A). Thus, Nirgun—nor-
mally translated as ineffable—comes to be represented by an identity—the
identity of Nirgun and Sargun—which is logically prior to the difference
between them. However, the very resource for this identification can only
come from the def