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The Subaltern and the Minor
For Qadri Ismail

A J AY  S K A R I A

abstract   In con ver sa tion with the work of Qadri Ismail, this essay explores the fig ure of the minor. It 
sug gests that Ismail and oth ers have given that fig ure a dis tinc tive tor sion by imbu ing it with the moral 
aspi ra tion for a free dom and equal ity no lon ger cen tered on sov er eignty and auton omy. That aspi ra tion 
is not new; in par al lax ways, both Babasaheb Ambedkar and Mahatma Gandhi strive for such a free dom 
and equal ity. The aspi ra tion is also an implicit stake of the Subaltern Studies tra di tion, as is man i fest in 
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s invo ca tion of “love.” The other free dom aris ing from the love of the minor, 
the essay sug gests, can not be thought save by way of “reli gion.” The essay explores how Ambedkar and 
Gandhi give a dis tinc tive inflec tion to the con ven tional asso ci a tion of reli gion with the sacred and sac
ri fice. From their think ing of reli gion, it sug gests, a range of con cepts and quasicon cepts cas cade out, 
includ ing a dis tinc tion between belief as the sov er eign form of reli gion and faith as  its nonsovereign 
form; a dis tinc tion between an ide al ist impos si ble and a mes si anic impos si ble; author ity with out sov er
eignty; and polit i cal friend ship as the com port ment proper to the minor.

keywords   Qadri  Ismail,  sub al tern,  minor,  Babasaheb  Ambedkar,  polit i cal  friend ship,  Mahatma  
Gandhi

1.
Qadri Ismail’s remark able 2005 book, Abiding by Sri Lanka, is spurred by the question
ing of “not just the neces sity or prac ti cal ity but the very eth i cal ity of what is argu  ably 
the founding struc tural prin ci ple of rep re sen ta tive democ racy: major ity rule.” For 
him, such a questioning includes the “indis pens able enter prise of rethink ing, from a 
minor ity per spec tive and from that of the cri tique of social sci ence and of rep re sen
ta tion, the prob lem of democ racy; of con sid er ing whether rep re sen ta tive democ racy, 
under stood not as an egal i tar ian mode of gov ern ment or as the best pos si ble sys tem 
one can con ceive” but as a form of dom i na tion “enables the minoritization, the mak
ing insig nif  cant and of no count, of minor i ties.”1 To the “empir i cist” and the “his to
rian,” Ismail stresses, minor ity and major ity “are straight for ward terms, sim ple facts 
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of num ber or arith me tic, a mat ter of things that are selfevi dently dif er ent, that can 
be and are grouped together, counted.”2 By con trast, “the nov el ist asks the left ist to 
learn from the sin gu lar and the unver i f able, from the minor, from the prod uct of 
the imag i na tion, that which never hap pened, and from qual ity, if you like.”3 Ismail 
goes on to sug est that minor ity per spec tive is best under stood as one that “refuses 
to know its place.”4

How does it refuse to know its place? Ismail, whose sud den and unex pected 
death in May 2021 left an ach ing gap in the intel lec tual and per sonal lives of so 
many, begins to answer this ques tion in Abiding by Sri Lanka and was returning to 
it in the two pro jects he was work ing on at the time of his death—an explo ra tion 
of the pol i tics of cricket in Sri Lanka, and an inter ro ga tion of the United States’ 
Declaration of Independence.

Just a year after Ismail’s book, Leela Gandhi’s Affective Communities was released. 
Though suf used by a very dif er ent sen si bil ity, and shaped by some what dif er
ent the o ret i cal con cerns, it shares Ismail’s con cern with the minor: the book seeks 
“to shed greater light on some ‘minor’ forms of antiimpe ri al ism that emerged in 
Europe, spe cif  cally in Britain, at the end of the nineteenth cen tury.” What, Gandhi 
asks, made some of Europe’s cit i zenry “betray the claims of pos ses sive nation al ism in 
favor of sol i dar ity with for eign ers, out sid ers, alleged infe ri ors?”5 The book goes on to 
trace “small, def ant flights from the fet ters of belong ing toward the unknown des ti
na tions of rad i cal alterity.”6 These con sti tute a “pol i tics of friend ship,” under stand ing 
the lat ter term “as the most com pre hen sive phil o soph i cal sig ni fer for all  those invis
i ble afec tive ges tures that refuse align ment along the secure axes of fl i a tion to seek 
expres sion out side, if not against, pos ses sive com mu ni ties of belong ing.”7 Through
out, Gandhi’s efort is to resist the “com pet ing and selfdefeating enthrone ment or 
‘majorization’ of  ‘minor’ thought sys tems.”8

Ismail’s and Gandhi’s essays are early symp toms of the ongo ing reframing of 
the con cept of the minor in the schol ar ship on South Asia. Both give the socio po lit
i cal fg ure of the minor a dis tinc tive tor sion by imbu ing it with the moral aspi ra tion 
for another free dom and equal ity, so much so that one must use the phrase “equal
ity of the minor” to describe what they are doing.9 Their think ing is com ple men tary 
to but also some what at odds with that ini ti ated by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guat
tari: where for the lat ter think ers “minor lit er a ture” is “that which a minor ity con
structs within a major ity lan guage,” Ismail and Gandhi are argu  ably more invested 
in the moment where the minor deconstitutes the major, ren der ing unsta ble dis
tinc tions between within and with out.10

As such, the minor is not quite the same as minor ity or minors. A bynow 
voluminous lit er a ture has shown us that the emer gence of the mod ern con cept of 
pop u la tion also involved its divi sion into major i ties and minor i ties, with the lat ter 
des ig nat ing enu mer ated and iden ti f able groups usu ally in a sub or di nate posi tion 
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within the pop u la tion. And with the con sol i da tion of a pol i tics cen tered around 
the will of the peo ple, almost always a nation al ist pol i tics, the peo ple them selves 
were divided into major ity and minor ity, and major ity rule was insti tuted as the 
prin ci ple of democ racy—often with geno cidal con se quences for the minor ity, as 
Ismail fre quently noted.11 As for minors, that term usu ally includes all  those who 
do not yet have the power to act as cit i zens or full legal sub jects but may one day. 
Today, that term usu ally refers to chil dren, but not only to them, if we remem ber 
the Kerala High Court judge who insisted a twentyfouryearold woman who had 
converted from Hin du ism to Islam and mar ried a Mus lim was not adult enough to 
decide whom to marry.12

The minor as a socio po lit i cal fg ure is the stake of these trans for ma tions, for this 
fg ure embodies prac tices, actions, or even ways of being that are inassimilable to the 
norms of the major ity. So the minor are all  those who face a dom i na tion and vio lence 
directed at them whether as indi vid u als or as groups, because of who they are—for 
exam ple, Dalits, women, Mus lims, Adivasis, LGBTQ groups, dis sent ers of all  stripes. 
As such, the minor—minoritized, really—face chal lenges some what dif er ent from 
the exploited, who face vio lence because of what they are—for exam ple, small farm
ers, migrant work ers, labor ers, or the precariat broadly (though the minoritized are 
over whelm ingly also exploited, and vice versa).

The tor sion of imbu ing this socio po lit i cal fg ure of the minor with the moral 
aspi ra tion for another free dom is not new, at least not in South Asia. Dissenting 
spec ters within the minor ity had quite early on declared their refusal to play by the 
rules of major i tar i an ism; they had declared the minor an alter na tive prin ci ple. For 
exam ple, both Mahatma Gandhi and Babasaheb Ambedkar—and these two fg ures 
are so mas sive that they are not merely exam ples—anchor their pol i tics around the 
equal ity of the minor. (A side bar: because Ambedkar’s and Gandhi’s dif er ences cen
ter on how to read this equal ity of the minor, we need to reframe their rela tion as 
think ers for our time. While they were often in a selfevi dently antag o nis tic rela tion 
as his tor i cal actors in their time, and while Ambedkar’s astute crit i cisms of Gandhi 
are quite jus ti fed both in their times and ours, their con cep tual rela tion was not a 
sim ple antag o nism but one orga nized around par al lax read ings of the equal ity of 
the minor. Aspects of this par al lax, and the some times com ple men tary and some
times sup ple men tary rela tion between them that it implies, will emerge later in this 
essay, though an extended explo ra tion will have to await another occa sion.)

In Gandhi’s 1910 book Hind Swaraj, the Editor declares, “It is a super sti tion and 
ungodly thing to believe that an act of the many [ghana; “major ity” in Gandhi’s own 
English trans la tion] binds the few [thoda; “minor ity”]. Many exam ples can be given 
in which acts of major i ties will be found to have been wrong and those of minor i
ties to have been right. All reforms owe their ori gin to the ini ti a tion of minor i ties 
in oppo si tion to major i ties.”13
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And in the pref ace to his States and Minorities, Ambedkar acidly takes issue 
with the “spokesmen” of the “High and Mighty Hindu Majority” who pro posed that 
the Scheduled Castes were not a minor ity:

Anyone with a fresh and free mind, read ing it as a gen eral prop o si tion, would be jus
ti fed in say ing that it is capa ble of dou ble inter pre ta tion. I inter pret it to mean that 
the Scheduled Castes are more than a minor ity and that any pro tec tion given to the 
cit i zens and to the minor i ties will not be ade quate for the Scheduled Castes. In other 
words it means that their social, eco nomic and edu ca tional con di tion is so much worse 
than that of the cit i zens and other minor i ties that in addi tion to pro tec tion they would 
get as cit i zens and as minor i ties the Scheduled Castes would require spe cial safe guards 
against the tyr anny and dis crim i na tion of the major ity.14

This is why, Ambedkar goes on, the Scheduled Castes need not only the “Funda
mental Rights of cit i zens” but also “all  the ben e ft of the Provisions for the Protec
tion of the minor i ties and in addi tion spe cial Safeguards.”

But despite the prom i nence of both Gandhi and Ambedkar, the minor as a 
moral aspi ra tion was largely cast aside in the decades that followed. Gandhi was 
incor po rated frmly into the major i tar ian, nation al ist pan theon (and there is more 
than enough in what he says to autho rize this inclu sion), and while many rights of 
minor i ties were insti tu tion al ized in the con sti tu tion whose writ ing Ambedkar led, 
the minor remained in prac tice a reces sive ele ment, inad e quately acti vated by his 
or the con sti tu tion’s admir ers.

It is only in the last three or so decades that the con cept of the minor as an aspi
ra tion to another jus tice and another free dom has come to the fore again in South 
Asia, though this time around as yet most vis i bly in schol ar ship. Often tak ing a leaf 
from David Scott’s pioneering 1999 essay, schol ars who dif er con sid er ably from 
and with each other have taken the minor as a quilt ing point, in works that are all  
loosely com mit ted to an egal i tar ian and dem o cratic pol i tics. Thus, not only have 
we belat edly come to rec og nize Gandhi, Ambedkar, Muhammad Iqbal, and Saadat 
Hasan Manto as think ers of the minor; the recent work of Dan iel Elam shows how 
the trope of the minor also orga nizes the activ i ties of Bhagat Singh and Lala Har 
Dayal.15

This increas ing vis i bil ity of the minor in schol ar ship on South Asia par al lels 
a dou ble move ment. On the one side, a range of devel op ments are enabling the 
pro lif er a tion of spaces for the minor—Dalit mobi li za tions, move ments for gen der 
equal ity, LGBTQ move ments, and so much more. These spaces are not so much 
insti tu tional as they are inter sti tial—uncod i fed in law, and enacted through our 
com port ments in our every day lives. Assuming these com port ments involves 
claiming equal ity with out abandoning a minor sta tus—with out flip ping the 
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valence of those badges that mark them as minor. In other words, the minor is 
not a major ityinwaiting, nor even is it a minor ity in the mak ing. True, the minor 
may—some times must—seek to be cod i fed in law as a minor ity, but what is most 
cru cial about the minor is pre cisely that it remains in an ago nis tic rela tion to the 
enu mer a ble minor i ties it ani ma tes and con sti tutes; fol low ing Ambedkar, we could 
say that it is “more than a minor ity.”

On the other side, there is also the resur gence, both insti tu tional and social, of a 
rel a tively new form of major i tar i an ism. Ismail was unspar ing in his crit i cisms of its 
man i fes ta tions in Sri Lanka.16 In India, about which I feel bet ter placed to write, this 
major i tar i an ism is best described as a suprem a cist rac ism.17 What distinguishes the 
new vio lence is a moral dimen sion, a mor al ism really, as it searches inces santly for 
an inter nal enemy—the minor i ties—against whom it can sharpen its own iden tity. 
That mor al ism is nec es sary at least par tially because the minor as a moral aspi ra
tion is inter sti tial, and can not be contained within legal and insti tu tional mech a
nisms; only the extralegality of mor al ism can police it. Ironically, as major i tar i an ism 
trans forms itself into the suprem a cist rac ism that is Hindutva, the expe ri ence of the 
minor also grows more intense—both as the vio lent expe ri ence of minoritization, 
or being cast into precarity through legal and extra le gal means, and as the moral 
aspi ra tion for some thing that is more than just major i tar i an ism held at bay.

2.
If we heed this grow ing prom i nence of the minor in our pres ent, we fnd our selves 
returned anew to the ques tion Ismail and Gandhi posed: Who is the minor? And, 
in a frst take, per haps we could pick up the ques tion that Ismail begins answer
ing, and also gives to us to con tinue answer ing: How does the minor not know 
their place? I hes i tate to claim that I will answer that ques tion in a way iden ti cal to 
his. But what I will say hope fully rhymes with his argu ments, “rhym ing” being his 
pre ferred word in Abiding by Sri Lanka to describe the ami ca ble hold ing together 
of sim i lar ity and dif er ence. This is as it should be. During our twentyone years 
together at the University of Minnesota, a rhym ing dis agree ment has been part of 
the sap of our friend ship.

With that caveat: not know ing one’s place is, of course, a famil iar Enlighten
ment trope. In Kant’s “What Is Enlightenment?,” we get a sense of how auton o mous 
sub jects (the sub jects of the Enlightenment for Kant, as for any seri ous attempt 
to defend “Enlightenment val ues”) do not know their place in the pri vate use of 
rea son: they ques tion every thing rest lessly, ques tion other humans in a way that 
respects their auton omy; this questioning makes them cos mo pol i tan, or sug ests 
that they belong to all  places and no place. But these auton o mous and cos mo pol i
tan sub jects who do not know their place are emphat i cally not minor: Kant begins 
his essay by describ ing the Enlightenment as “the human being’s emer gence from 
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his selfincurred minor ity.”18 So when we ask, “How does the minor not know their 
place?” we are also ask ing: How is the minor’s way of not know ing their place dif er
ent from Enlightenment sub jects’ ways of not know ing their places?

To start again, then: Who is the minor? In tak ing up today this pris matic ques
tion that quickly refracts into a scat ter, we could begin with a fg ure who does not 
have a place, and around whom the cri tique of dom i na tion con densed between the 
1980s and the 2010s—the sub al tern. Though major i tar i an ism and minor ity are not 
usu ally explic itly thematized con cerns in the Subaltern Studies pro ject, they are very 
much there already in the work of the orig i nal col lec tive. And with hind sight, this 
is unsur pris ing: quite apart from its attacks on the “Cambridge School,” the pro ject 
was also tak ing issue with the two forms of pro gres sive (tel e o log i cal) nation al ism 
that were intel lec tu ally influ en tial then.

One was a left nation al ist major i tar i an ism, which remained a sig nif  cant 
strand all  the way down to Bipan Chandra, and argu  ably still fnds res o nances in 
the insti tu tion al ized forms of Marx ism in the sub con ti nent. This tra di tion cel e
brated inde pen dence as the puta tive begin ning of an eman ci pated soci ety, one 
orga nized around pro gres sive and “sec u lar” val ues. Then there is the more crit i cal 
and still valu able Marx ist tra di tion that remains crit i cal of nation al ism and stresses 
that post in de pen dence India was marked by the dom i nance of a sub con ti nen tal 
elite, a national class for ma tion. What these two pro gres siv isms share, despite the 
enor mous dif er ences between them, is what could be called a stat ist or sov er
eigntycen tered hope—a hope for transforming the Indian state, and transform
ing sov er eignty too.

Beginning around the 1980s, as this stat ist hope wanes even more with the 
decline of the Naxalite move ment, there emerges the early moment of Subaltern 
Studies. Negatively, that moment is crit i cal of stat ism itself as an ori en ta tion, and 
more broadly of major i tar i an ism. Indeed, across sig nif  cant ideo log i cal dif er
ences, the cri tique of major i tar i an ism can be even said to be what is neg a tively 
most shared by the pro ject. Positively, it affirms, espe cially in the frst four vol umes, 
a sep a rate domain of sub al tern activ ity, an activ ity that resists incor po ra tion into 
the nation al ist nar ra tive, escapes it. Hence

what Guha calls “the pol i tics of the peo ple,” both out side (“this was an auton o mous 
domain, for it nei ther orig i nated from elite pol i tics nor did its exis tence depend on the 
lat ter”) and inside (“it con tin ued to operate vig or ously in spite of [colo nial ism], adjust
ing itself to the con di tions prevailing under the Raj and in many respects devel op ing 
entirely new strains in both form and con tent”) the cir cuit of colo nial pro duc tion.19

From this per spec tive, what is most vis i ble are the categories of minor ity and 
sub al tern. In an essay symp tom atic of this per spec tive, Dipesh Chakrabarty 
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distinguishes between minor ity his to ries and sub al tern pasts. Democratically 
minded his to ri ans, he notes, have often pro duced “minor ity his to ries”: his to
ries that eschew “any claims to a supe rior over arch ing grand nar ra tive,” and 
incor po rate minor i ties into a bagy nar ra tive, since “democ racy requires hith
erto neglected groups to tell their his to ries, and these dif er ent his to ries come 
together in accepting the shared ratio nal and evi den tiary rules.” Here, “minor
ity” becomes a cat e gory entirely sub sumed within a sov er eigntycen tered order, 
an order more over orga nized around the regime of cap i tal. To minor ity his to ries 
Chakrabarty con trasts “sub al tern pasts,” which “can not ever enter aca demic his
tory as belong ing to the his to rian’s own posi tion.” Subaltern pasts “rep re sent 
moments or points at which the archive that the his to rian mines devel ops a 
degree of intrac ta bil ity with respect to the aims of pro fes sional his tory.”20

But the Subaltern Studies tra di tion never does stay entirely within this per spec
tive, argu  ably not even quite in the frst four vol umes, and cer tainly not after that.21 
Perhaps it could not have. For every time it takes up the ques tion of what free dom is 
proper to the sub al tern, it is returned, inad ver tently or not, to the minor as not just 
a socio po lit i cal fg ure but also a moral aspi ra tion. And that ques tion belongs nei
ther to sub al tern pasts nor to minor ity his to ries but pre cedes both, ani ma tes both, 
divi des itself up into both, and more. While this spirit of “both and more” is not 
explic itly thematized in Provincializing Europe, the book into which Chakarabarty’s 
essay is later incor po rated, it nev er the less drives that book’s argu ment, receiv
ing an espe cially lucid for mu la tion in Chakrabarty’s remark that “provincializing 
Europe can not ever be a pro ject of shun ning Euro pean thought. For at the end of 
Euro pean impe ri al ism, Euro pean thought is a gift to us all . We can talk of provin
cializing it only in an anti co lo nial spirit of grat i tude.”22

In ret ro spect, this empha sis on “both and more” is argu  ably systematized by 
Ismail’s teacher and men tor, and a thinker whose work Ismail found end lessly 
gen er a tive: by Gayatri Chakravarty Spivak’s trans for ma tive inter ven tion in the 
Subaltern Studies pro ject—her cri tique of sub al tern auton omy in “Can the Sub
altern Speak?” As we know, Spivak’s claim was not at all  that the sub al tern can
not speak as such (as many out raged lib er als and ortho dox left ists assumed she 
was claiming). Rather, it was that, in speak ing, the sub al tern was transformed, 
was no lon ger sub al tern in the old way. And when intel lec tu als gave voice to 
the sub al tern, they inev i ta bly engaged in a cri tique of the sub ject that “actu
ally inau gu rates a Subject.” Relatedly, as Spivak puts it in her later for mu la tion, 
“When a line of com mu ni ca tion is established between a mem ber of sub al tern 
groups and the cir cuits of cit i zen ship or institutionality, the sub al tern has been 
inserted into the long road to hege mony.”23

And yet, as Spivak remains acutely aware, there is more to the sub al tern 
engage ment with cir cuits of cit i zen ship or institutionality than the “long road 
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to hege mony,” or what Chakrabarty calls “minor ity his to ries.” What this “more” 
is we can get to by recalling a ten sion inher ent to the Subaltern Studies pro ject. 
Subalternity is a wrong, and it must be redressed—this is one of the prem ises 
of the quasicon cept of the sub al tern as reworked by the pro ject. But also, the 
wrong of subalternity is dif er ent from the wrong redressed by nation al ism and 
rev o lu tion ary social ism. Both of these phe nom ena seek to redress the wrong of 
being excluded from power. Here, redress takes the form of par tici pat ing in sov
er eignty—claiming sov er eignty for and by those who were for merly dom i nated; 
in other words, becom ing part of minor ity his to ries, being “inserted into the long 
road to hege mony.” The Subaltern Studies pro ject does not at all  reject this empha
sis on empow er ment through sov er eignty (espe cially in its Kantian form as auton
omy, which mod u lates the cap i tal ist and protocapitalist sov er eignty of selfown
er ship by pre mis ing sov er eignty instead on the dig nity of ratio nal beings).

Still, the wrong that con sti tutes the sub al tern can only begin to be redressed 
by the hori zon of free dom and not know ing one’s place implied in auton omy. 
Indeed, as we shall see, implicit in the fg ure of the sub al tern is the inti ma tion 
that any sov er eign free dom is itself an unfree dom, that maybe there are other 
ways of being free, of not know ing one’s place, that one may want to be gov
erned, but not like that—not, that is, through the un/free dom of sov er eignty, 
whether in its indi vid u al ized forms as selfown er ship and auton omy, or in col
lec tive forms such as the nationstate. So if the sub al tern can not speak, this is 
also because speech is the priv i leged sig ni fer of that un/free dom, and to speak 
would be to obfus cate from them selves and oth ers the hori zon of another free
dom—the free dom of the minor. Indeed, as Ismail notes, while the sub al tern 
can not speak, this does not rule out the pos si bil ity of speak ing to, itself one way 
of abid ing by.24

3.
Who is the minor, then? A sec ond take could begin: the minor is the fg ure who 
is skep ti cal of the free dom of sov er eignty, who aspires to another free dom. This 
yearn ing for another free dom at odds with sov er eignty is what must be con served 
in the fg ure of the sub al tern, even as subalternity itself is a wrong that must be 
redressed, a con di tion that must be anni hi lated.

This yearn ing for another free dom too is among the stakes of Spivak’s essay. 
In a strik ing moment toward its end, she cau tions against “the relent less rec og ni
tion of the Other by assim i la tion,” and notes: “It is in the inter est of such cau tions 
that Derrida does not invoke ‘let ting the other(s) speak for him self ’ but rather 
invokes an ‘appeal’ to or ‘call’ to the ‘quiteother’ (tout-autre as opposed to a self
con sol i dat ing other), of ‘ren der ing delir i ous that inte rior voice that is the voice of 
the other in us.’ ”25 In the same vein, she goes on to acknowl edge the “immense 
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prob lem of the con scious ness of the woman as sub al tern.” And by the time of  
A Critique of Postcolonial Reason, she stresses the need for

the sup ple men ta tion of col lec tive efort by love. What deserves the name of love is 
an efort—over which one has no con trol yet at which one must not strain—which is 
slow, atten tive on both sides—how does one win the atten tion of the sub al tern with
out coer cion or cri sis?—mindchang ing on both sides, at the pos si bil ity of an unas
certainable eth i cal sin gu lar ity that is not ever a sus tain able con di tion. The nec es sary 
col lec tive eforts are to change laws, rela tions of pro duc tion, sys tems of edu ca tion, and 
health care. But with out the mindchang ing oneonone respon si ble con tact, noth ing 
will stick.26

So maybe we should say: the minor is one con cep tual name for the love that Spi
vak here describes. This love must not be con fused with the heteropatriarchial love 
enjoined by ontotheological tra di tions. The lat ter comes as a sov er eign com mand 
or demand. It seeks to con sol i date col lec tive eforts by giv ing them a head ing, a 
goal. By con trast, Spivak’s con cern is with the love that works through the “sup
ple men ta tion of col lec tive efort”—in other words, by pulling back from the real
i za tion of sol i dar ity through sov er eignty (as ontotheological love would, affirming 
the sov er eignty of Nation, Family, God, or Reason, for exam ple). This love does not 
seek the un/free dom of sov er eignty and auton omy, even if this un/free dom always 
remains the rampart that it must both build and breach. As such a love, the minor 
frames the sub al tern in a dis tinc tive way—as an actor seek ing another free dom.

Love is not, of course, an explicit theme in Ismail’s writ ings. But what is “abid ing” 
(the term of which Ismail says that “it means to dis play patience, to stay with it, endure 
it, work with it, even if it appears—and I speak, of course, of the ques tion of peace 
in a tex tual object called Sri Lanka—unbear able, unend ing, unen dur able”) if not a 
love that can not—refuses to—know its place, ground itself?27 And no one who knew 
Ismail can doubt the bois ter ous role that a cer tain polit i cal love played in ani mat ing 
his cri tique. This love was evi dent in the stories he told about friends—for exam ple, 
about Richard De Zoysa, to whom an autographed poem by Arjuna Parakrama hung 
for years in his apart ment hall way. De Zoysa, mur dered by the major i tar ian Sri Lankan 
state, whose poem “Lepidoptera,” which Ismail, if I recall, read out to me once, goes

Soon the ants of time
Carry you away from chalk and Chaucer
Into obliv ion.
Farewell, lovely.
The heavy footed state, which made a mess
of your fra gil ity, called this prog ress.28
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4.
If, in the wake of that fare well, we open up the issue of this other free dom, and 
return to the ques tion “Who is the minor?” then we could note, in our third take, 
that this other free dom ris ing from the love of the minor can not be thought save 
by way of reli gion. Indeed, “reli gion,” the act of mak ing sacred through sac ri fce, 
is the fount from which a range of con cepts and quasicon cepts cas cade out, one 
fol low ing from the other: belief as the act of mak ing the sacred sov er eign over the 
self; faith as the act of mak ing an entity sacred with out according it sov er eignty over 
the self; decon struc tive read ing as the jus tice proper to faith; author ity with out sov
er eignty as the form of the impos si ble required by faith; polit i cal democ racy and 
social democ racy as, on the one hand, the con cepts of an egal i tar ian sov er eignty, 
and, on the other hand, as the quasicon cepts of an author ity with out sov er eignty; 
and polit i cal friend ship as the refusal of know ing one’s place dis tinc tive to the minor.

Why say that the unavoid able point of depar ture for this other free dom is reli
gion, and spe cif  cally the form of reli gion called faith? By now, we have learned to 
be skep ti cal of those tooquick for mu la tions that resort to the con trast between 
a tran scen dent reli gion and an imma nent sec u lar ism. But in the pro cess we have 
often fallen into the assump tion bril liantly and lucidly for mu lated by Talal Asad: 
that “reli gion” is itself a mod ern con cept, that “late nineteenthcen tury anthro
po log i cal and theo log i cal thought ren dered a vari ety of overlapping social usages 
rooted in chang ing and het ero ge neous forms of life into a sin gle immu ta ble 
essence, and claimed it to be the object of a uni ver sal human expe ri ence called  
‘reli gious.’”29

Asad’s asser tion is cor rect, but it also remains too quick, obscures as much as 
it reveals. Yes, of course the con cept of reli gion receives its mod ern form when 
counterpointed to the sec u lar, and iden ti fed as a sep a rate domain—anal o gous, as 
he might add, to the domains of “cul ture,” “the state,” “eco nom ics,” and so on. But 
this should not obscure from us the sense the word “reli gion”—like its equiv a lents 
such as dharma—always already car ried even before moder nity, and still inti mates: 
the sense of another free dom. (The mod ern con cept of reli gion, which Asad so per
sua sively describes, is a depic tion of this other free dom from the per spec tive of the 
un/free dom involved in sov er eignty and auton omy.) Derrida puts his fn ger on this 
other free dom sug es tively in his “predefnition” of it:

However lit tle may be known of reli gion in the sin gu lar, we do know that it is always 
a response that is pre scribed, not cho sen freely in an act of pure and abstractly auton
o mous will. There is no doubt that it implies free dom, will and respon si bil ity, but let 
us try to think this: will and free dom with out auton omy. Whether it is a ques tion of 
sacred ness, sacrifciality or faith, the other makes the law, the law is other: to give our
selves back, and up, to the other.30
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Religion as a respon si bil ity and free dom with out auton omy or, more pre cisely, sov
er eignty: such a reli gion receives lam bent read ings in the twen ti eth cen tury from 
those two exem plary think ers of the equal ity of the minor, Gandhi and Ambedkar.31 
Both torque in a very strik ing direc tion the ten dency com mon place in their times 
to defne reli gion in terms of some ver sion of the dis tinc tion between the sacred 
and the pro fane—for exam ple, Émile Durkheim’s descrip tion in 1912 of the sacred 
as “things set apart and for bid den—beliefs and prac tices which unite into a sin gle 
moral com mu nity called a Church, all  those who adhere to them.”32

The torque is this: where Durkheim ofers a def  ni tion of reli gion, Ambedkar 
and Gandhi make it into what Derrida nicely calls a predefnition. Where def  ni
tions operate and are pos si ble only within a socio log i cal ana lytic, predefnitions 
inhabit an exis ten tial ana lytic. Martin Heideger writes in Being and Time that “Sci
ences are ways of Being in which Dasein com ports itself towards enti ties which it 
need not be itself. But to Dasein, Being in a world is some thing that belongs essen
tially.”33 Or again:

If to Interpret the mean ing of Being becomes our task, Dasein is not only the pri mary 
entity to be inter ro gated; it is also that entity which already com ports itself, in its Being, 
towards what we are ask ing about when we ask this ques tion. But in that case the ques
tion of Being is noth ing other than the rad i cal i za tion of an essen tial ten dencyofBeing 
which belongs to Dasein itself—the preonto log i cal under stand ing of Being.34

Simply put, then, an exis ten tial ana lytic is at work when ever I myself in my free
dom and respon si bil ity am the being to be ana lyzed, and when I am in my very 
being (that is to say, in my free dom and respon si bil ity) com plicit with what I am 
ask ing about. Only where I lean into this com plic ity, become an accom plice to what 
I ask about, do I actively inhabit an exis ten tial ana lytic; at other times, this ana lytic 
is obscured from me—sec ond ary, maybe repressed.

The coun ter point to an exis ten tial ana lytic, if we are to con tinue to work with 
Heideger’s terms, would be a sci en tifc ana lytic (or what could be called, when 
it takes soci ety as its dis ci plin ary object, a socio log i cal ana lytic, which is argu  ably 
what Ismail is tak ing aim at in his “cri tique of social sci ence and of rep re sen ta
tion”). Recall: “Sciences are ways of Being in which Dasein com ports itself towards 
enti ties which it need not be itself.” In other words, I move toward scientifcity 
when ever I engage with some thing that I regard as what I need not be myself—not 
myself, at least, in my free dom and respon si bil ity. If, for exam ple, I study a con
cept that I do not impli cate myself in (whether by aver sion or col lu sion), I would 
be closer to a socio log i cal ana lytic than to an exis ten tial one. Relatedly, where sci
entifcity is pre mised on the spec i fc ity and gen er al ity of def  ni tions, an exis ten tial 
ana lytic has lit tle space for gen er al ity and spec i fc ity; rather, an exis ten tial ana lytic 
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tries to move, in free dom and respon si bil ity, from the predefnition to the sin gu lar 
(even though, as we shall see, such a move ment will itself involve some engage
ment with the socio log i cal ana lytic).

Both Ambedkar’s and Gandhi’s predefnitions of reli gion pro ceed by privileg ing 
the sacred. (Ambedkar cites Durkheim on this, per haps not con sciously real iz ing 
his depar ture from Durkheim.)35 For them, the sacred is the cri te rion of reli gion in 
the sense that reli gion involves mak ing some thing into an entity to which we ofer a  
sac ri fce, whether of our selves or of oth ers. The rea son I call their invo ca tion of 
sac ri fce a predefnition is that it becomes an unavoid able aspect of free dom and 
respon si bil ity (terms that should, for their full force, be appre ci ated as coun ter
points to what appear as rights and duties from within the socio log i cal ana lytic).

Symptomatic of this is the fact that for them there is no space out side reli gion. 
Gandhi insists that even athe ists are reli gious; Ambedkar, likely him self an athe ist, 
nev er the less affirms reli gion from at least the time of Annihiliation of Caste. Relat
edly, both are driven by the search for a “true reli gion.” That phrase and its equiv a
lents recur in the writ ings of both, and what they mean by it has lit tle in com mon 
with what Asad identifes as the mod ern con cept of reli gion. Gandhi’s reli gi os ity 
unspools through more con ven tion ally rec og niz able forms, and is spelled out at 
length across his enor mous cor pus. Ambedkar’s reli gi os ity is explic itly affirmed only 
in a few late texts on Bud dhism, but once we operate with the cri te rion of the sacred 
as sac ri fce, then the per va sive ness of reli gi os ity in his inter ven tions too is evi dent.

Also, unlike Durkheim, nei ther Gandhi nor Ambedkar regards reli gion pri
mar ily as an object of study; they refuse to place it within a socio log i cal ana lytic. 
Indeed, Ambedkar has some acid crit i cisms of the study of the phi los o phy of reli
gion as merely a “descrip tive sci ence.” For him, it must be “both descrip tive and 
nor ma tive”; he says, “I shall be put ting Hin du ism on its trial to assess its worth 
as a way of life.”36 Thus, both attack many reli gious prac tices. Ambedkar’s attack 
is sophis ti cated and unspar ing, in a vein not that dif er ent from the young Marx, 
pointing to the work that reli gion as social order does in per pet u at ing the dom i na
tion of the upper castes. Gandhi’s attack is much less sophis ti cated—just dismiss
ing many forms of reli gion as blind faith and super sti tion, refus ing to engage with 
the work of dom i na tion they do. (His fail ure to rec og nize the systematicity of this 
dom i na tion is the nub of one of Ambedkar’s many lines of crit i cisms of him; it is 
one sense in which he remains within the Brah man i cal tra di tions that he crit i cizes 
in other ways.) But again, both attack these reli gious prac tices only in order to pur
sue a “true reli gion.”

Such a fram ing of reli gion as an exis ten tial ana lytic con sti tuted by the sacred 
wreaks havoc on dis ci plin ary bound aries. For a start, it ren ders wob bly, and even 
irrel e vant, the con trast between tran scen dence and imma nence. After all , most 
of what we describe as “sec u lar” tra di tions rest on mak ing some thing sacred (the 
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nation, sci ence, the human). So now reli gion becomes a pro mis cu ously uni ver sal 
cat e gory, even if one that always takes on its valence in sin gu lar and his tor i cal sit
u a tions and rela tions. Their fram ing also reveals the lim its of more recent argu
ments, such as Asad’s, that reli gion is a mod ern cat e gory coe val with sec u lar ism. 
Yes, it is that, to the extent that we seek to under stand reli gion from within a socio
log i cal ana lytic. But if we are to under stand the dis tinc tive ness of reli gion in—not 
just from within—this ana lytic, the ques tion we need to ask is two fold. First, how 
is the mod ern con cept of “reli gion” shaped by sec u lar ism’s appro pri a tion of some 
sacralities—nation, sci ence, human—for itself ?

Second, and more impor tantly for my pur poses here: what is the free dom and 
respon si bil ity with out sov er eignty—the reli gion—from which we seek to set aside 
the “reli gion” pro duced by the socio log i cal ana lytic? And because Asad, and most of 
the schol ar ship inspired by him, never quite ask this sec ond ques tion, their anal y sis 
remains within the very anthro po log i cal tra di tion that they cri tique; as Ismail put 
it in an email, Asad “returns the gaze—anthropologizes sec u lar ism.”37 Or as Aamir 
Mufti, Ismail’s friend since grad u ate school, astutely notes, Asad pre sumes a con
trast between “the lib eralsec u larmod ern (which is impe ri al ist in its worldly career) 
and those ‘tra di tional’ forms that have some how escaped its hold,” and engages with 
the lat ter pri mar ily through a ges ture of “eth no graphic phi lan thropy”—the mode 
“widely dis sem i nated and prac ticed in the con tem po rary world for the rep re sen
ta tion (of the lifeworld) of the (socially dis tant) other that exempts the other from 
the demand for selfcri tique that is con sti tu tive of the self. This is a quin tes sen tially 
lib eral ges ture in the global North.”38

As crit ics not just of lib eral sec u lar ism but also of the tra di tions of the soci e ties 
they inherit and inhabit, Gandhi and Ambedkar can not aford this eth no graphic 
phi lan thropy (nor can Ismail—hence “abid ing by,” his own athe ist form of reli gi os
ity). So they fnd them selves drawn into the ques tion of free dom and respon si bil ity 
with out sov er eignty—the ques tion, in other words, of reli gion as it arises in an 
exis ten tial ana lytic.39

5.
To clar ify for our selves the dis tinc tion that Ambedkar and Gandhi strive to make 
between the reli gi os ity they crit i cize and “true reli gion,” it helps to recall and 
reframe a famil iar dis tinc tion between two forms of love, argu  ably implicit in 
Kierkegaard’s con trast between the eth i cal and the reli gious, but more sug es tively 
framed for our times as a dis tinc tion between belief and faith.40 These are two ways 
of ren der ing—lov ing or not lov ing—the fac tic ity of the world we encoun ter. (By 
“fac tic ity” I mean the preempiricist phe nom e non of being thrown into the world, 
of encoun ter ing our sur round ings as hav ing a mean ing that we accept we can not 
change arbi trarily.)
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So if we fnd our selves still taken up by the ques tion “Who is the minor?” per
haps our fourth take could begin with an appar ently neg a tive stip u la tion: the minor 
are those who fnd it impos si ble to con tin u ously or pri mar ily inhabit the world in the 
modal ity of belief. Belief is at work when we ren der the fac tic ity of our sur round ings 
into knowl edge—into things we know or assume we know and have grounds for. 
Beliefs change, of course. But the pro to cols that pro duce belief require that changes 
in them must legit i mate them selves by pointing to changes in knowl edge. In this 
sense, even though it is we who pro duce the knowl edge, we are not quite sov er eign 
know ers. Rather, belief involves mak ing a knowl edge sov er eign over us.

Here I wish to just make four brief obser va tions about belief before dwell ing on 
faith for the rest of this essay. First, belief operates across the usual divide between 
sec u lar ism and reli gion. It is at work wher ever we regard the fac tic ity around us as 
some thing that we can have verifably right or wrong beliefs about, about which 
we can ask ques tions that have know able answers. Historically, theo lo gians have 
found this ver i f able ground in their var i ous claims about how the divine man i fests 
itself. This very ver i f abil ity made the divine sov er eign over us. It con tin ues to be 
at work in some ques tions asked by what we con ven tion ally call reli gion: Where 
in Ayodhya was Rama born? Why is the the ory of evo lu tion wrong? But by dif er
ent pro to cols the social sci ences and sci ences too cre ate ver i f able knowl edge and 
com mu ni ties of belief, com mu ni ties that pur sue answer  able ques tions: How do we 
pre vent or cure COVID19? How efec tive are the vac cines for it? What per cent age 
of peo ple voted for the BJP (Bharatiya Janata Party)? Across the con ven tional dis
tinc tion between reli gious and sec u lar knowl edge, these answer  able ques tions ren
der fac tic ity into belief, even where one com mu nity of belief would con sider the 
other’s pro to cols of ver i f abil ity non sen si cal, as I would those around cre a tion ism 
or the date and place of Rama’s birth.

Second, on both sides of that con ven tional divide, belief turns reli gious—that 
is, it comes to be ori ented toward the sacred as sac ri fce—wher ever it demands, 
as token of love, the sac ri fce of oth ers or self for it; such a demand for sac ri fce 
to a sov er eign entity is what makes this love ontotheological. And it is not only 
con ven tional “reli gion” that demands sac ri fces to its divin i ties. “Secularism” too 
sacralizes, as does most athe ism. Most evi dently, sec u lar tra di tions sacralize the 
nation—the prin ci pal remaining entity in the name of which we can die and kill. 
(Durkheim fleet ingly rec og nizes the sacralization involved in the nation, though 
he does not do too much with it.) Where belief turns reli gious, the sacred demands 
love from believ ers as its right, demands sac ri fce of oth ers or the believ ers them
selves. This oppres sive and vio lent love, need it be said, is not the love that Spivak 
writes of.

Third, belief involves a dis tinc tive free dom—one where we freely sub late our
selves to, par tic i pate in, and in the pro cess even reshape that which we sub or di nate 
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our selves to. This free dom is not found only in what is con ven tion ally called reli gion, 
where sub or di na tion to the divine is itself expe ri enced as a free dom. For with moder
nity and its remak ing of reli gion, this free dom has been trans ferred into mod ern 
“sec u lar” tra di tions—for exam ple, into col lec tive forms such as sov er eigntycen tered 
nation al ism, and also into indi vid u al ist forms such as Lockean selfown er ship or Kan
tian auton omy. Indeed, auton omy brings into play a dis tinc tive form of belief, one 
where we make humans sacred by install ing them as sov er eign, ratio nal beings, and, 
because we our selves are these sacred beings, par take of the free dom that this sov er
eignty entails. This sov er eignty makes us majors, enables our exit from a minor ity that 
can now be seen only in priv a tive terms. Becoming major this way, we don the man tle 
of an equal ity of the major—per haps an equal ity with other auton o mous beings, with 
whom we share a fra ter nity pre mised on the rel a tive invul ner a bil ity accorded by an 
order of rights.

Fourth, both Ambedkar and Gandhi are very crit i cal of belief, as of the sec
u lar free dom prom ised by its mod ern incar na tions. Gandhi often uses the word 
“super sti tion” to describe what I am here call ing belief.41 In “mod ern civ i li za tion” 
he sees even more “super sti tion” than in most prac tices that form part of what is 
con ven tion ally under stood as reli gion. The Editor remarks in Hind Swaraj: “Civ
ilization is like a mouse gnawing while it is sooth ing us. When its full efect is 
real ized, we shall see that reli gious super sti tion is harm less com pared to that of 
mod ern civ i li za tion.”

Ambedkar, in a par al lax move, famously distinguishes in Annihilation of Caste 
between a reli gion of prin ci ples and one of rules: “Rules seek to tell an agent just 
what course of action to pur sue. Principles do not pre scribe a spe cifc course of 
action.” For him, Hin du ism is a reli gion of rules, one that does not allow for the 
emer gence of a reli gion of prin ci ples.42 Analogously, in “Bud dha or Karl Marx,” 
what he fnds espe cially distressing about Russia is its “Communist Dictatorship.”43 
Especially where dic ta tor ship occurs in the name of the peo ple, as with com mu
nism, where the con ceit is that the peo ple make the dic ta tor ship sov er eign over 
them, the anal o gies with the reli gion of rules, and its order of belief, are strik ing.

6.
If, unable to accord pri macy to belief, we fnd our selves returning to the ques tion 
“Who is the minor?” then a fourth take could be: the minor are those who are 
thrown into ren der ing the fac tic ity of the world through faith. What I am call ing 
“faith” here Ambedkar and Gandhi both describe as “true reli gion,” and Gandhi also 
describes as “pure faith.” Pure faith is at work in all  those con vic tions and mat ters 
that we know or sus pect that we have or can assign no grounds for, but to which we 
nev er the less accord fac tic ity. Historically, long before the “death of God,” faith was 
prac ticed by all  those reli gious dev o tees who were con vinced of the exis tence of 
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their divin i ties but accepted that they could not prove it even to them selves. Such 
faith was the crux of the mys ti cal tra di tions as dis tinct from theo log i cal tra di tions. 
It was the crux espe cially of the neg a tive the ol ogy from which Derrida tries sus pi
ciously hard to dis tin guish decon struc tion.44 The apophatic mys tic said: God is not 
this, God is not that, I can not fnd God, but God is this form less fg ure who is not 
and whom I can not fnd.

To be clear, faith is not “believ ing some thing with out good rea sons to do so” 
(as in Steven Pinker) or “belief in spite of, or even because of, the lack of evi dence” 
(as in Richard Dawkins).45 True, it can very much look like belief with out evi dence; 
epis te mo log i cally, I am not sure that the two can be dis tin guished. But in the expe
ri ence of their being, so to speak, there is a vast gulf between them.

This dif er ence can be summed up in one phrase—the equal ity of vul ner a bil
ity. Belief, I noted, is pre mised on sub or di na tion to, and some times sub la tion into, 
the sov er eignty and invul ner a bil ity of the sacred. Even where equal ity in the com
mu nity of believ ers is asserted, as hap pens often in mod ern dem o cratic claims, this 
equal ity is often based on the insti tu tion of rights, or a shar ing of invul ner a bil ity. 
By con trast, at work in faith is a rev er en tial equal ity with the sacred itself: pre cisely 
because we are acutely aware here that faith is ground less, we can not sub or di nate 
our selves to the sacred. Cannot: even as we sur ren der to the sacred, we are thrown 
back into our selves in our free dom and equal ity to what we sur ren der to. As such, 
faith always inti mates (even if it does not usu ally accom plish) a sur ren der with out 
sub or di na tion, a vul ner a ble free dom with the sacred.46

Such faith not only mur murs in neg a tive the ol ogy and apophatic tra di tions 
concerned with the divine. It also often per vades our rela tions with each other, and 
is most evi dently con densed in the prom ise of the word “love.” To explain the love 
we give or receive or demand in terms of the rea sons for it is always inad e quate. In 
other words, where we accept and embrace its ground less ness, every act of love is 
also an act of faith—of ground less equal ity. And argu  ably this dimen sion of faith is 
not extinguished even when we repress its ground less ness, make our selves believe 
that we can ground it in rea sons. There is, more over, a word we have long priv i
leged to describe the “sec u lar” every day expe ri ence of a ground less love that is also 
a free dom and an equal ity. This word is friend ship. Friendship is the rela tion ship 
in which we ground lessly enact and embody an equal ity with those whom we love.

And if I use words such as “enact” and “embody,” I do so advis edly. For what 
also distinguishes faith from belief is that where faith requires prac tice—enact
ment and embodi ment by indi vid u als and the groups they form—prac tice is not a 
nec es sary part of belief. It is not only that belief can abstract itself into insti tu tions 
and tech nol o gies, which are then charged with the work of prac tice. It is also that 
belief, espe cially where the tra di tion of auton omy comes to be dom i nant, occurs as 
prin ci ples, which actors can decide when to prac tice and when to put in abey ance.47  
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Strikingly, Ambedkar’s invo ca tion of prin ci ples is not an auton o mous one: while he 
affirms prin ci ples, he does so from a per spec tive that is already given to the Dalit as a 
minor. As he declares on one occa sion, soon after stressing that Dalits and Mus lims 
will always be minor i ties:

Sir, I say this, that when ever there has been a con flict between my per sonal inter ests 
and the inter ests of the coun try as a whole, I have always placed the claim of the coun
try above my own per sonal claims. . . .  But I will also leave no doubt in the minds of 
the peo ple of this coun try that I have another loy alty to which I am bound and which I 
can never for sake. That loy alty is the com mu nity of untouch ables, in which I am born, 
to which I belong, and which I hope I shall never des ert. And I say this to this House 
as strongly as I pos si bly can, that when ever there is any con flict of inter est between 
the coun try and the untouch ables, so far as I am concerned, the untouch ables’ inter
ests will take pre ce dence over the inter ests of the coun try. I am not going to sup port a 
tyrannising major ity sim ply because it hap pens to speak in the name of the coun try.48

The Coper ni can rev o lu tion that Ambedkar and Gandhi efect in this world of 
faith is to sys tem at i cally polit i cize the equal ity of vul ner a bil ity—trans form it into the 
equal ity of the minor. The equal ity of the minor involves mak ing friend ship a polit i cal 
act, or, put dif er ently, it involves prac tic ing friend ship not just with inti mates but also 
with strang ers. The pro to cols for such a polit i cal friend ship would, need less to say, 
be entirely dif er ent from those for an inti mate friend ship. They would also involve a 
sec u lar ism incom pa ra ble with the major i tar ian sec u lar ism the Indian state adopted 
after inde pen dence; argu  ably, it is this other sec u lar ism of the minor that accounts for 
Ambedkar’s and Gandhi’s skep ti cal rela tion with major i tar ian sec u lar ism.

7.
If, tak ing our bear ing from this welling of faith in the form of polit i cal friend ship, 
we con tinue to ask “Who is the minor?” then we might fnd our selves led to a ffth 
take: the minor is also a method. This dimen sion we can elicit by recalling another 
con cept that Ismail was very com mit ted to: read ing, or, more pre cisely, decon struc
tive read ing. Deconstructive read ing is a very dis tinc tive form of cri tique. Some 
espe cially sloppy recent for mu la tions, such as Bruno Latour’s, have sugested that 
cri tique has “run out of steam.” Others have iden ti fed cri tique tout court with 
the her me neu tics of sus pi cion.49 But such for mu la tions are almost always inad e
quately atten tive to the dif er en tial work of power—spe cif  cally, of dom i na tion or 
its questioning—in the activ i ties they club together.

A for mu la tion atten tive to the work of power would put things dif er ently. Where 
the tra di tion of cri tique argu  ably inau gu rated by Kant works in the spirit of the major 
or mas tery, whether this mas tery be exer cised through exper tise or her me neu tics, 
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the tra di tion of read ing works in the spirit of the minor. In the South Asian con text, 
Dan iel Elam’s recent work nicely teases out the stakes of read ing as an act of “minor 
cri tique.” Noting that read ing is “a dis avowal of autho rial mas tery,” Elam stresses 
how the four fg ures he attends to—Lala Har Dayal, Ambedkar, Gandhi, and Bhagat 
Singh—refuse to speak as experts, and are concerned with the polit i cal dimen sion of 
their inter ven tions.50 In the spirit of this argu ment, Elam notes that Ambedkar was 
a vora cious reader who read “in ways that can not be cata logued,” and who more over 
read in ways that undid the claims of texts to author ity—most famously, the Manu 
Smriti, the clas si cal text that autho rized caste, among other forms of dom i na tion.51

Between obey ing Manu and burn ing Manu, we fnd the most rad i cally egal i tar ian prac
tice is read ing Manu. Obeying Manu is a jus ti f ca tion for con tin ued author i tar ian caste 
oppres sion. Burning Manu asserts author ity over Manu, thereby ges tur ing toward, per
haps, caste equal ity (a value that is, as we have noted, nec es sary but insuffi  cient). But 
when Ambedkar reads Manu closely—when Ambedkar cri tiques Manu—he reveals 
some thing more dev as tat ing to caste: Manu’s author ity, far from tran scen dent, is sim
ply irrel e vant. It is in this fnal move that Ambedkar ofers the begin ning of a model for 
the true anni hi la tion of caste hier ar chy.52

Put slightly dif er ently, where burn ing is an act of rebel lion against the mas ter, 
read ing does some thing more rad i cal: it asserts another form of author ity. The 
anni hi la tion of caste occurs not only because read ing has located instabilities and 
inter nal con tra dic tions within the text that ren der it inco her ent. It occurs also—
pri mar ily—because of the author ity of this egal i tar ian hori zon, which pro pels the 
read ing.

The prac tice of decon struc tion intensifes this egal i tar ian hori zon. The inten
si f ca tion is sig naled in the epi graph with which Ismail begins the intro duc tory 
chap ter of Abiding by Sri Lanka—a quo ta tion from Spivak: “I would rather think 
of the text as my accom plice, than my patient or my anal y sand.”53 With the patient 
and the anal y sand, as with an object, we have an unequal rela tion. As for the accom
plice, ety mol ogy is sug es tive here: an accom plice is one with whom we fnd our
selves folded or plaited together. To treat a text as an accom plice is to treat it as 
dis tinct from one self but also as some thing one is afected by. Put dif er ently, to 
read, and espe cially to read in a decon struc tive spirit, is to be unable to main tain 
an invul ner a ble rela tion with the text: even where the text is a detested antag o nist, 
read ing is, to begin with, an acknowl edg ment that it makes us priv a tively vul ner a
ble, and that we respond to this by undo ing that pri va tion with out resorting to the 
spirit of mas tery. Deconstruction is jus tice, yes, but it is not the jus tice exer cised 
by the sov er eign (which is more cor rectly described as the law of the land); it is the 
jus tice that stays faith ful to the vul ner a bil ity and equal ity of the minor, that seeks 
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to con vert a priv a tive vul ner a bil ity into a nonprivative one. Indeed, if love is not to 
be ontotheological, then it can be so only by enacting a nonprivative vul ner a bil ity 
that is nev er the less not a sub or di na tion.

8.
If, spurred by our glimpse of this egal i tar ian hori zon, we fnd our selves ask ing yet 
again “Who is the minor?” then we arrive at a sixth take: the minor is a striv ing 
for the impos si ble. To get a sense of what is at stake in this word, “impos si ble,” we 
could recall its coun ter point—the pos si ble. To say that some thing is pos si ble is to 
both be  able to defne it as an end or goal, and to at least dimly see a path to that end 
or goal. To say that some thing is impos si ble is to say one or both of two things: that 
we see no path or means to the end or goal, and/or that we have only the dim mest 
appre hen sion or inti ma tion of what the end itself is.

Why does the impos si ble mat ter? Because on both sides, whether as belief or 
as faith, impos si bil ity is the mark of a reli gious mat ter. But impos si bil ity is con fg
ured very dif er ently in both. Belief, espe cially in the form of auton omy, involves an 
ide al ist impos si bil ity; for exam ple, nobody is ever going to real ize the cat e gor i cal 
imper a tive in all  or even most of their rela tions. I use the term “ide al ism” to stress 
that “impos si bil ity” refers here to an idea in a dis tant future toward the real i za tion 
of which sov er eign power must try to orga nize soci ety con cretely and mate ri ally. 
Such an ide al ism is surely at work in the call in the Preamble of the Indian Consti
tution to a repub lic orga nized around jus tice, lib erty, equal ity, and fra ter nity; the 
Constitution’s length surely has to do in part with insti tut ing pos si ble paths to this 
ideal. A sim i lar ide al ist impos si bil ity is at work in the rec og ni tion by sci en tists that 
they will never arrive at fnal answers, will always fnd new ques tions, that what 
they know is itself suf used with a cer tain unknow abil ity.

But the equal ity of the minor is not this ide al ist impos si bil ity. It involves 
some thing far more intrigu ing and chal leng ing—a mes si anic impos si bil ity. 
What distinguishes the impos si ble as such a quasicon cept (I draw on the pre fx 
“quasi” to acknowl edge that the impos si ble here is weak in one key aspect that 
holds a con cept together—sov er eignty, or the head ing) is that it involves striv
ing to real ize the impos si ble in the here and now. Such a real i za tion is by its very 
nature always frag ile and fleet ing; it is also impos si ble in the sense that we can
not ever quite know that we have real ized it. Indeed, pre cisely because it is in the 
here and now, it is centrally about a com port ment but also a moment that may 
surge out of our every day rela tions when we least expect it. And the equal ity 
of the minor is a very dis tinc tive mes si anic impos si bil ity; it involves a soci al ity 
orga nized around relinquishing sov er eignty over one self, whether as an indi vid
ual or a group. This is also why the term “faith” is so appo site for describ ing the 
mes si anic impos si ble: here the sur ren der of sov er eignty is not a sub or di na tion 
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to a higher sov er eignty; rather, it is a sur ren der with out sub or di na tion; it is a 
nonprivative vul ner a bil ity.54

But this raises a fur ther ques tion: What kind of social and polit i cal rela tions 
does sur ren der with out sub or di na tion entail? Here I can not stress enough that to 
relin quish sov er eignty, as the minor does, is never to relin quish power. Rather, it 
involves the exer cise of power cen tered around author ity rather than sov er eignty; 
it is even an author ity with out sov er eignty. Authority and sov er eignty are very dif
fer ent forms of power, though we have, bar ring a few excep tions, barely dwelt on 
the con cept of author ity, and even less on its dis tinc tion from sov er eignty.55 Alex
andre Kojève, who is one of the few to explic itly make the dis tinc tion, pro vi des a 
help ful frst approx i ma tion of what is at stake in author ity: “Authority is the pos
si bil ity that an agent has of act ing on oth ers (or on another) with out these oth
ers reacting against him, despite being  able to do so.”56 In other words, cen tral to 
author ity is the assump tion of a cer tain free dom by those who accede to author ity, 
the acknowl edg ment also of a right ness to power. By con trast, if you have sov er
eignty over me, whether insti tu tion ally as a rep re sen ta tive of the state or socially 
because of your dom i nance, the ques tion of right ness or my assent is suspended: 
sov er eignty is some thing you can exer cise even puni tively.

Of course, author ity and sov er eignty are not nec es sar ily anti thet i cal to each 
other. The com ing together of the two pro duces what Elam calls “autho rial mas
tery” or, in the case of soci e ties, hege mony. Thus, the his tor i cal caste order of 
graded inequal ity was heg e monic among many of the priv i leged castes pre cisely 
in the sense that they accepted its author ity, even where they chal lenged their par
tic u lar posi tion within that order. Such a heg e monic com ing together of author ity 
and sov er eignty char ac ter ized also Gandhi’s 1932 fast, which was so invid i ously vio
lent in part because this com ing together was jus ti fed as pure author ity. Of course, 
author ity and sov er eignty need not come together in this way at all . It is very pos
si ble to have sov er eignty with out even a sem blance of author ity, which is what a 
tyrant exer cises, or for sov er eigns to claim an author ity they do not pos sess, which 
is what we call author i tar i an ism.

But the active pur suit of author ity with out sov er eignty is a dif er ent mat ter 
alto gether. Here, power cen tered around sov er eignty is relinquished as the flip  
side of acti vat ing a power cen tered around a ground less love.57 Where sov er eignty 
eval u ates actions in terms of con se quence or efect, author ity with out sov er eignty is 
dem o cratic in that it tries to trans form us in our very being, and freely have us our
selves enact this trans for ma tion—what Spivak in a related con text describes as an 
unco er cive or a non co er cive rearrangement of desire.58 Such trans for ma tions have 
con se quences and efects, of course, but that is not the point; the point is rather 
the very enact ment of this very free dom together. For exam ple, when Ambedkar 
exhorts Dalits to selfrespect, this is not a means to an end. Selfrespect is a pure 
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means, and one more over with incal cu la ble con se quences because once we accord 
equal ity to our selves in selfrespect, it is diffi  cult to pre dict how we will behave.

It is such author ity with out sov er eignty that allowed Gandhi’s fasts in the for
ties to bring HinduMus lim vio lence to a halt; it is such author ity with out sov er
eignty that led half a mil lion to fol low Ambedkar in 1955 by converting to Navayana 
Bud dhism. Authority with out sov er eignty—surely this is the name we should 
accord to the power of the mes si anic impos si ble?

9.
But the equal ity of the minor does not only take the form of refus ing to par tic i
pate in the sov er eignty of the state, as might seem to have hap pened on the most 
dra matic inter pre ta tions of Gandhi’s civil dis obe di ence, or Ambedkar’s con ver sion 
to Navayana Bud dhism. Rather, it is to relin quish sov er eignty. And to relin quish 
is not to either reject or over come.59 It is to acknowl edge that some par tic i pa tion 
in sov er eigntycen tered free dom is unavoid able, even nec es sary to redress some 
inequities, and nev er the less to con stantly cul ti vate a selfdis ci pline that gives up 
on this sov er eignty beyond what is pos si ble or cal cu la ble. Gandhi rec og nized his 
own par tic i pa tion in a sov er eigntycen tered free dom: he pointed out on sev eral 
occa sions that he was head ing a move ment that sought to estab lish a gov ern ment 
with its own police, army, and par lia ment—in other words, a sov er eign regime 
cen tered around “par lia men tary swa raj.” As for Ambedkar, he led the writ ing of the 
Constitution for that par lia men tary democ racy.

How do those such as Ambedkar or Gandhi, who are faith ful to the equal ity 
of the minor, par tic i pate in the very sov er eignty that they are also giv ing up on, 
and how is sov er eignty itself transformed in the pro cess? Heeding the under tow of 
these ques tions while ask ing “Who is the minor?” brings us to a sev enth take: the 
minor is the fg ure who, work ing in the inter stices of the ide al ist impos si ble called 
polit i cal democ racy, tries to trans form it into the mes si anic impos si ble, which he 
regards as an irre press ible poten ti al ity of polit i cal democ racy.

To unpack this: Ambedkar clearly has an ambiv a lent rela tion with polit i cal 
democ racy as a form of sov er eignty (a phe nom e non that, as I argue else where, 
includes two forms of power at slight odds with each other, lib eral and repub
li can democ racy, the frst cen tered around the sov er eignty of indi vid u als, and 
the sec ond around the author ity of that sov er eignty).60 We can see why. Politi
cal democ racy as a sov er eign form folds within itself a par a dox i cal ten sion. On 
the one hand, it affirms the prin ci ple of “lib erty, equal ity and fra ter nity.” Belief 
in the slo gan requires min i mally enshrining—mak ing wor thy of sac ri fce to and 
for—polit i cal rights for indi vid u als and groups, and max i mally enshrining social 
and eco nomic rights too. Such enshrining bears the poten tial to trans form the 
major ity into a plu ral ity—a soci ety where respect for each other’s equal ity and 
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lib erty makes it impos si ble to form any thing more than tem po rary and con tin
gent major i ties.

But only the poten tial. Ambedkar notes that par lia men tary democ racy (for 
him, just one form of polit i cal democ racy as a sov er eign order, though he does 
not to my knowl edge explic itly spec ify any other forms) priv i le ges lib erty over 
equal ity. Thus he writes, “Democracy is another name for equal ity. Parliamentary 
democ racy devel oped a pas sion for lib erty. It never made even a nod ding acquain
tance with equal ity. It failed to real ize the sig nif  cance of equal ity and did not even 
endeav our to strike a bal ance between lib erty and equal ity with the result that lib
erty swallowed equal ity and has made democ racy a name and a farce.”61 One might 
extrap o late: to priv i lege lib erty over equal ity is to insti tu tion al ize a pecu liar kind 
of equal ity—the equal right to inequal ity. This inequal ity unfolds on two reg is ters. 
On the one hand, the equal right to selfown er ship stages the lib eral sep a ra tion of 
the eco nomic and the polit i cal; it intensifes eco nomic inequal ity and even tu ally 
polit i cal inequal ity too, all  the more so under the cap i tal ist order. As Ambedkar 
observes in States and Minorities,

Ask those who are unem ployed whether what are called Fundamental Rights are of any 
value to them. If a per son who is unem ployed is ofered a choice between a job of some 
sort, with some sort of wages, with no fxed hours of labour and with an inter dict on 
join ing a union and the exer cise of his right to free dom of speech, asso ci a tion, reli gion, 
etc., can there be any doubt as to what his choice will be. How can it be oth er wise ?62

On the other hand, the right of free asso ci a tion and the free exer cise of reli gion 
inten sify existing social inequalities, or cre ate new ones. Political democ racy in its 
sov er eign form may ban the most vio lent man i fes ta tions of dis crim i na tion, and 
those that attack the auton omy of indi vid u als may be banned, but the qui eter and 
more struc tural forms of dis crim i na tion, which have invid i ous longterm efects, 
can not be abolished in the same way.

Quite apart from these two mat ters, lib erty and equal ity are pre mised here on 
dom i na tion: cit i zens are equally free because they are uniquely ratio nal—“ratio nal” 
as in possessing the capac ity to know and mas ter the world. The indi vid ual who is 
the unit of polit i cal democ racy in its sov er eign form is thus already major, con ceived 
in terms of the right and abil ity to mas ter their sur round ings, whether this mas
tery takes the form of selfown er ship or auton omy. As such, even as it cre ates insti
tu tional spaces for minor i ties, this indi vid u al ism already negates the minor. And 
the minor who is negated includes not only the non hu man but also those humans 
deemed unde serv ing or inca pa ble of cit i zen ship—women, Mus lims, the col o nized, 
ref u gees, and so on. In converting the minor into a minor ity, thus, what becomes 
reces sive is pre cisely the fg ure of the minor itself.

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/critical-tim
es/article-pdf/5/2/275/1725332/275skaria.pdf by guest on 18 April 2024



S K A R I A |  T H E S U B A LT E R N A N D T H E M I NO R  |  297

Given all  this, why does Ambedkar affirm polit i cal democ racy in its sov er eign 
form, includ ing its par lia men tary man i fes ta tion? Perhaps in part because polit i cal 
democ racy in its sov er eign form can never quite erad i cate the space—so trou ble
some to major i tar i an ism already—for indi vid ual rights. But argu  ably also because 
he senses that polit i cal democ racy in its sov er eign form can turn rad i cal, nur ture 
the poten ti al ity of a social democ racy. There are two lines of flight, aporetic to each 
other, in his argu ments about these rad i cal forms—one inten si fy ing the ide al ist 
impos si bil ity of sov er eignty, and the other more auto im mune, inten si fy ing the 
mes si anic impos si bil ity of faith.

The frst emerges very clearly in States and Minorities. (That doc u ment, it 
should be noted, exemplifes the con sti tu tion that Ambedkar indi vid u ally aspired 
to far more than the Indian Constitution ham mered out through nego ti a tion and 
com pro mise—itself nec es sary to the prac tice of democ racy—in the Constituent 
Assembly.) There, he stresses the “four prem ises of Political Democracy.” He begins 
with a famil iar and very Kantian one—that “the indi vid ual is an end in him self.”

But among the remaining three prem ises are two quite unusual ones, which 
Ambedkar argu  ably sees as implicit in the frst: “That the indi vid ual shall not be 
required to relin quish any of his con sti tu tional rights as a con di tion pre ce dent to 
the receipt of a priv i lege,” and “that the State shall not del e gate pow ers to pri vate 
per sons to gov ern oth ers.”63 These two prin ci ples lead him to argue that it is wrong 
to asso ci ate lib erty with reduc tion of state inter ven tion. Rather, “this lib erty is lib
erty to the land lords to increase rents, for cap i tal ists to increase hours of work and 
reduce rate of wages. This must be so. It can not be oth er wise. . . .  In other words 
what is called lib erty from the con trol of the State is another name for the dic ta tor
ship of the pri vate employer.”64

Thus, the star tling exten sion he gives to polit i cal democ racy’s founding  
prin ci ple—the ide al ist impos si bil ity of indi vid u als as ends in them selves—is that 
this very Kantian prin ci ple itself requires a state social ism. At the same time, he rec
og nizes that polit i cal democ racy is not just about that prin ci ple; it is also about the 
empir i cal world of major i ties. So those “who want the eco nomic struc ture of soci
ety to be mod elled on State Socialism must real ize that they can not leave the ful fl
ment of so fun da men tal a pur pose to the exi gen cies of ordi nary Law which sim ple 
major i ties—whose polit i cal for tunes are never deter mined by ratio nal causes—
have a right to make and unmake. For these rea sons Political Democracy seems 
to be unsuited for the pur pose.” “The way out seems to be to retain Parliamentary 
Democracy and to pre scribe State Socialism by the Law of the Constitution so that 
it will be beyond the reach of a Parliamentary major ity to sus pend, amend or abro
gate it.” This dem o cratic excep tion to dem o cratic major ity would allow the state to 
pro vide “pro tec tion against eco nomic exploi ta tion,” and do so more over by con
trol ling key sec tors of the econ omy.65 He com bines this empha sis on state social ism 
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with a pan o ply of mea sures also pro vid ing for the pro tec tion of minor i ties. In States 
and Minorities, then, we fnd the ide al ist impos si bil ity of auton omy—the crux of 
polit i cal democ racy as a sov er eign form—get ting an espe cially militant make over 
in the direc tion of a social democ racy that would simul ta neously pro tect the mar
gin al ized and the oppressed.

But else where, Ambedkar reads polit i cal and social democ racy oth er wise—
not through belief and ide al ist impos si bil ity but through faith and mes si anic 
impos si bil ity. Thus, he writes on one occa sion of “the spirit of social democ racy” 
(empha sis mine), and later, in the Constituent Assembly speech, declares that 
social democ racy is

a way of life which rec og nizes lib erty, equal ity and fra ter nity as the prin ci ples of life. 
These prin ci ples of lib erty, equal ity and fra ter nity are not to be treated as sep a rate 
items in a trinity. They form a union of trinity in the sense that to divorce one from 
the other is to defeat the very pur pose of democ racy. Liberty can not be divorced 
from equal ity, equal ity can not be divorced from lib erty. Nor can lib erty and equal
ity be divorced from fra ter nity. Without equal ity, lib erty would pro duce the suprem
acy of the few over the many. Equality with out lib erty would kill indi vid ual ini tia tive. 
Without fra ter nity, lib erty and equal ity could not become a nat u ral course of things. 
It would require a con sta ble to enforce them. 66

Envisioned here is the way that the slo gan “lib erty, equal ity, and fra ter nity” keeps 
open the pos si bil ity of an auto im mune trans for ma tion toward the spirit (though 
here we should, if we metic u lously fol low Derrida, really say “spec ter”) of polit
i cal and—even more—social democ racy. And even though this spec ter or spirit 
will often seek the bul wark of insti tu tions and of belief, it is quite dif er ent from 
them; it is a “way of life,” some thing to be enacted in the com port ments of every
day actions.

And surely the slo gan “lib erty, equal ity, fra ter nity” can only be declared in this 
way—as a mat ter of faith? Are all  humans equal or free? We might pas sion ately aver 
this, but the claim can not be ratio nally grounded. For the larger part of human his
tory, we have not treated each other as equal or free. And fra ter nity: what could be 
more laugh able than the claim that humans have treated each other in that spirit?

This other and more rad i cal sense of polit i cal and social democ racy leans 
into the ground less ness of the slo gan “lib erty, equal ity, fra ter nity”; it accepts that 
this dec la ra tion can only be uttered in the spirit of faith. Indeed, for those from 
oppressed or other mar gin al ized groups, how can the slo gan be uttered in any 
spirit other than that of faith? Going by the know able rea sons proper to belief, 
there were no grounds for Martin Luther King Jr. to accord human ity to the whites 
who had never even really acknowl edged their respon si bil ity for slav ery and the 
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Jim Crow era, or for Ambedkar to rec og nize the human ity of the dom i nant castes 
who had for mil len nia vis ited unspeak able vio lence on Dalits, and con tin ued to do 
so in his time. By the rea son proper to belief, it would have to be said that US whites 
and Indian dom i nant castes are inca pa ble of ever treating oth ers as equals, and so 
should be excluded from any soci ety founded on the prin ci ples of lib erty, equal ity, 
and fra ter nity. To not exclude them involves faith of the highest order.

In sum, polit i cal democ racy is marked by a curi ous poten tial for a rad i cal 
auto im mu nity—the poten tial to take the slo gan “lib erty, equal ity, fra ter nity” in 
the direc tion of a mes si anic impos si bil ity, an impos si bil ity that argu  ably pre cedes 
the insti tu tions of polit i cal democ racy them selves but is more likely to be nour
ished where polit i cal democ racy pre vails. This is why major i tar ian regimes, as they 
become more pow er ful, try to dis man tle even the insti tu tional mech a nisms of 
polit i cal democ racy, as the BJP seeks to do in India today.

This is also why it is quite mis lead ing to assume, as Carl Schmitt does, that 
“all  sig nif  cant con cepts of the mod ern the ory of the state are sec u lar ized theo log-
i cal con cepts,”67 or to make the friendenemy dis tinc tion the basis of pol i tics. It is 
unsur pris ing that Schmitt, argu  ably the most sophis ti cated twen ti eth cen tury the
o rist of major i tar i an ism, was unable to see what was dis tinc tive about par lia men
tary democ racy or, more broadly, the sov er eign forms of polit i cal democ racy; what 
is sur pris ing is that so many con tem po rary the o rists of democ racy have ech oed 
Schmitt. Yes, non dem o cratic sec u lar con cepts of state are indeed the ol o gized. But 
mat ters are messy with polit i cal democ racy: it tries to the ol o gize, make into belief, 
what is unavoid ably a mys ti cal prop o si tion—the slo gan “lib erty, equal ity, fra ter
nity.” And to the extent that it the ol o gizes this belief, it priv i le ges lib erty above the 
other two, insti tutes the equal right to inequal ity, efects a lib eral sep a ra tion of the 
polit i cal and eco nomic, thus both enhanc ing the power of cap i tal and inten si fy ing 
social oppres sion.

But it never com pletely accomplishes this trans for ma tion. Political democ
racy remains marked by what Claude Lefort, far more atten tive to the nuances of 
democ racy than Schmitt, describes as the “empty place of power.” To stress this 
empty place, Lefort points out, is not the same as say ing that power belongs to no 
one. Rather, it

implies ref er ence to a soci ety with out any pos i tive deter mi na tion, which can not be 
represented by the fg ure of a com mu nity. It is because the divi sion of power does not, 
in a mod ern democ racy, refer to an out side that can be assigned to the gods, the city, or 
holy ground; because it does not refer to an inside that can be assigned to the sub stance 
of the com mu nity. Or, to put it another way, it is because there is no mate ri al i za tion of 
the Other (which would allow power to func tion as a medi a tor, no mat ter how it were 
defned) that there is no mate ri al i za tion of the One.68
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Perhaps it is in rec og ni tion of the fact that this empty place of power always under
mines theo log i cal claims that Lefort places a ques tion mark at the end of his title—
“The Permanence of the TheologicoPolitical?”

10.
If, lean ing faith fully into the mes si anic impos si bil ity of “lib erty, equal ity, fra ter
nity,” we ask once more “Who is the minor?” then we might fnd our selves returned 
to the ques tion with which we began: How does the minor refuse to know its place? 
And this time around, we could take up an obser va tion made glanc ingly before, 
and say: it is through the modal ity of polit i cal friend ship that the minor refuses to 
know its place. Even more: the minor is the com port ment of polit i cal friend ship, is 
the polit i cal friend. The polit i cal friend is cen tral to both Ambedkar and Gandhi. 
And while Ambedkar does not, to my knowl edge, explic itly dis place the con cept of 
fra ter nity with friend ship, it would not take too much efort, if there was the space, 
to show that he reads fra ter nity in terms of friend ship.

This read ing should not sur prise us. As a mod ern form of sol i dar ity, “fra ter
nity” dis places and sub lates the rule of the father into the rule of broth ers, as Car
ole Pateman long ago taught us to rec og nize.69 This fratriarchy, so to speak, does 
not only take the form of auton omy. It also keeps open the pos si bil ity of suspend
ing dif er ences by insisting on the iden tity—fusion—of broth ers. Such a sus pen
sion of dif er ences, when it occurs, also sus pends the very ques tion of equal ity: 
between those who are one, why should equal ity even mat ter? So just as the slo gan 
can be hijacked by “lib erty,” it can be hijacked by “fra ter nity.” Arguably, it is the 
lat ter hijacking that describes the whole fam ily of ideologies that we often lump 
together under the term “fas cism.”

Perhaps it is to warn also not only against the dan ger of lib erty but also against 
this sec ond dan ger of fra ter nity (though it was not at the time as prominent in 
India as it is now) that Ambedkar insists, recall, that the slo gan “lib erty, equal ity, 
fra ter nity” is “a union of trinity in the sense that to divorce one from the other is 
to defeat the very pur pose of democ racy.” And by the time of The Bud dha and His 
Dhamma, fra ter nity is clearly under stood in terms of maitri (friend ship), argu  ably 
the key term in that text.

But what is polit i cal friend ship? For a start, both polit i cal and inti mate friend
ship are marked by a fni tude that distinguishes them from the equal ity of the 
major. The lat ter, we saw, is marked by a cer tain infn i tude. This does not only take 
the form of the auton omy of the cos mo pol i tan cit i zen. It can also take the con
verse form of the sodal ity of a com mu nity of broth ers. Hence the last pas sage in 
Savarkar’s Hindutva: “Whenever the Hin dus come to hold such a posi tion whence 
they could dic tate terms to the whole world down. A Hindu is most intensely so, 
when he ceases to be Hindu; and with a Shankar claims the whole earth for a  
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Benares ‘Waranasi Medini!’ or with a Tukaram exclaims ‘my coun try!’ Oh broth ers, 
‘the lim its of the Universe—there the fron ti ers of my coun try lie?’”70 An appar ently 
rooted ideology like Hindutva can claim the world pre cisely because here broth er
hood is pre mised on a mas tery that makes the broth ers infnite.71

By con trast, both inti mate and polit i cal friend ship are bounded: embod ied, 
enacted by fnite per sons in fnite rela tions. In other words, place, whether geo
graph i cal or topo log i cal, is thor oughly con sti tu tive of both sorts of friend ships. But 
the fni tude involved in these two friend ships is very dif er ent. Intimate friend ship 
involves acts of dis crim i na tion—this one as a friend, not that one, even though 
these are not sov er eign acts, for we do not quite choose our inti mate friends. But 
polit i cal friend ship is fun da men tally indis crim i nate. And it reveals, in the pro cess, 
another way of being indis crim i nate—one that emerges from lean ing into fni tude 
rather than lean ing into infn i tude. To lean into fni tude is to rec og nize our selves 
not as cos mo pol i tan beings but as neigh borly beings. Sociologically, our neigh bors 
are those inti mates and strang ers around us, whether geo graph i cally or topo log
i cally, among whom we are thrown because of our fni tude; preontologically, our 
neigh bors are those around us to whom we are vul ner a ble, or who are vul ner a ble to 
us. Political friend ship is a dis tinc tive rad i cal i za tion of this fni tude: it is the prac
tice of equal ity with all  neigh bors, which is why it can also be called a dem o cratic 
neigh bor li ness.72

Though both inti mate and polit i cal friend ship begin from place, both also 
refuse to know their place; it is pre cisely in doing so that they become friend ship. 
Thus, inti mate friend ship is not just about com fort and famil iar ity; it is also to chal
lenge and ques tion the friend, as well as to be there for the friend in unex pected 
ways. Unlike in the case of the equal ity of rights, there is no tem plate for this equal
ity with the inti mate friend cre ated by refus ing to know one’s place. The equal ity 
of vul ner a bil ity involved in inti mate friend ship is thus a fraught art, always at the 
risk of going wrong.

That fraughtness is fur ther inten si fed with polit i cal friend ship. At least our 
inti mate friends are usu ally those to whom we are already equal in some sense 
prior to the friend ship; this is why Aristotle noted that friends tend to be alike. We 
might add: inti mate friend ship sup ple ments and maybe even replaces that prior 
equal ity of sim i lar ity with an equal ity of vul ner a bil ity. By con trast, among neigh
bors, no such equal ity of sim i lar ity can be pre sumed. Not only are neigh bors usu
ally expected to know their place, but between them there may be dis sim i lar ity, 
dis trust, per haps even ani mos ity; between them, inequal ity and hier ar chy is often 
the norm.

In this con text, polit i cal friend ship is the fraught pro ject of engag ing with 
neigh bors in the spirit of a democ racy that is orga nized by a faith in equal ity, or 
by not resorting to sov er eignty and rights, by insisting, some times def antly, on a 
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free dom beyond rights. Such a refusal to know one’s place can take many forms—
sat ya graha; a refusal of every day rela tions of dom i na tion, as occurred in the var
i ous move ments of selfrespect; con ver sion out side the very order of belief, as 
hap pened with Navayana Bud dhism; and more. Such a refusal knows also that 
it will often encoun ter its own lim its. Surely Ambedkar saw Indian vil lages as 
neigh borly spaces so suf used by the dom i na tion of Dalits—by a vicious every day 
sov er eignty—that he saw no pos si bil ity for polit i cal friend ship within them, that 
he was inclined to annihilate them alto gether. Surely also, the attempt to cre ate 
a social democ racy cen tered around sov er eignty is another symp tom of the rec
og ni tion that dem o cratic neigh bor li ness can not do with out the com ple ment of 
sov er eign power. And yet, even so, the most cru cial stake of free dom is pre cisely 
this moment of faith in “lib erty, equal ity, sov er eignty”—hence the privileg ing of 
Navayana Bud dhism by Ambedkar, or sat ya graha by Gandhi.

Such attempts at dem o cratic neigh bor li ness can mis fre disas trously, as hap pened 
most evi dently with Gandhi’s fg ure of the “Harijan.” These disas trous pos si bil i ties are 
also an omni pres ent dan ger of polit i cal friend ship. For unlike in the case of the order 
of rights, there is no institutionalizable tem plate for polit i cal friend ship. The vul ner a
bil ity that is being ofered as equal ity must in each instance be calibrated dif er ently, 
in a way that tries, in that very dif er ence, to keep alive the spirit of the equal ity of the 
minor in each sin gu lar rela tion between com mu ni ties or indi vid u als. In each case also, 
the construal of what should be ofered can be wrong, or the very ofer of equal ity can 
also recoil in a way that intensifes inequal ity. This is the con sti tu tive uncer tainty and 
unknow abil ity that haunts the equal ity of the minor; this is the sense in which the 
minor not only refuses a place but never quite knows whether it is refus ing a place in 
the right way. It is because of this humil ity that it resorts to sov er eignty cau tiously, try
ing to always inflect even sov er eignty with at least the spirit of the minor.

So polit i cal friend ship is not just one com port ment; it is a whole sheaf of com
port ments. What are these com port ments, and how are they to be enacted? How 
is the equal ity of the minor to be ofered to the socially or polit i cally sub or di nate, 
dom i nant, or indif er ent, or to those who are so dif er ent that it is chal leng ing to 
mean ing fully raise the ques tion of equal ity?

Addressing these ques tions is a sep a rate task, and a large one. It is one that 
every pol i tics that strives for an equal ity of the minor will have to strug le with. 
In lieu of tak ing up that large task, I would like to only recall here the dis tinc tive 
feist i ness with which Ismail sought to ofer, in his way, a cer tain polit i cal friend
ship, a cer tain equal ity of the minor. What he gave to almost all  of his rela tions 
was a com bat ive gen er os ity.73 I invoke gen er os ity and the gift because in his case 
com bat ive ness was also the ofer of a cer tain equal ity, an invi ta tion to argue back, 
and so to clar ify one’s own line of think ing, or aban don it. This indis crim i nate 
gift of dis agree ment was also per haps part of what made Ismail such a strik ing 
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fg ure on cam pus. For he some times for got that many would fnd this ofer itself 
unnerving and even intim i dat ing when it came from some body as bril liant as 
he was. After all , most of us have learned, as part of our lib eral man ner isms, to 
prac tice a fc ti tious equal ity when we encoun ter, among our col leagues and even 
friends, argu ments that are shod dily con cep tu al ized or artic u lated. I some times 
think that, as the quin tes sen tial form of lib eral equal ity, this fc ti tious equal ity 
of polite dis en gage ment too may on occa sion be enabling. But Ismail would have 
none of that. He insisted on treating oth ers as equals by pointing to what he saw 
as the flaws in their argu ments, and ask ing them to explain why these were not 
flaws. For those unused to it, that demand could be very unset tling indeed.

Of course, this gen er os ity also quickly sur ren dered its com bat ive ness, espe
cially where he sensed vul ner a bil ity in those he questioned, or where he loved with 
the same gusto that he brought to argu ing. Perhaps, indeed, it was the other way 
round: the gusto—the gas tro nomic ety mol ogy of that word is espe cially appro pri
ate here—he brought to his argu ments was an over flow of the gusto with which he 
loved—abided by, made fnite—not only Sri Lanka but the intel lec tual and polit i
cal world that he neigh bored.
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6. Gandhi, Affective Communities, 7.
7. Gandhi, Affective Communities, 10.
8. Gandhi, Affective Communities, 182.
9. Though the phrase “equality of the minor” is from my book Unconditional Equality, I hesitate 

to claim authorship of the concept—it only crystallizes what many, including Ismail and 
Gandhi, have been saying.

10. Deleuze and Guattari, Kafka, 16. There is no reference to Deleuze and Guattari’s essay in 
either Ismail or Gandhi, and this is very likely not indeliberate.

11. See, for example, Q. Ismail, “What, to the Minority, Is Democracy?”; Q. Ismail, “F*** You, 
Mr. President.”

12. Being accorded the position of minors codifes in a distinctive way what Ben Baer describes 
as “the subaltern positionality of every human” during infancy. See Baer, Indigenous 
Vanguards, 10. It institutionalizes that subaltern positionality by specifying rights for and 
duties toward it, though of course the rights are signifcantly less than those exercised by 
majors.

13. M. Gandhi, Hind Swaraj, 294. Here, I have translated Gandhi from Gujarati myself, 
providing his own translation in parentheses where there is signifcant divergence.

14. Ambedkar, States and Minorities, 384.
15. Scott, Refashioning Futures; Elam, World Literature.
16. Ismail criticized this vigilantism incessantly in public forums, including in his articles 

in Groundview. In addition to the pieces mentioned before, see Q. Ismail, “Critiquing the 
President’s Victory Speech.”

17. Skaria, “Why Hindutva Is a Racist Supremacism.”
18. Kant, “What Is Enlightenment?,” 17.
19. Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?,” 284.
20. Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe, 100. Among the issues on which we disagreed was that 

of how to read Chakrabarty. See Ismail’s brilliant “(Not) at Home in (Hindu) India”; and 
Skaria, “Project of Provincialising Europe.”

21. The fgure of minor/ity is quite explicit in the writings of M. S. S. Pandian and Shail 
Mayaram, as in the later writings of Gyanendra Pandey, though within the Subaltern 
Studies volumes themselves, this fgure looms largest in Ismail’s own piece. See Q. Ismail, 
“Constituting Nation, Contesting Nationalism.”

22. Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe, 255.
23. Spivak, Critique of Postcolonial Reason, 310.
24. Q. Ismail, “Speaking to Sri Lanka.”
25. Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?,” 294.
26. Spivak, Critique of Postcolonial Reason, 383.
27. Q. Ismail, Abiding by Sri Lanka, xxx.
28. De Zoysa, “Lepidoptera.”
29. Asad, Formations of the Secular, 31.
30. Derrida, “Faith and Knowledge,” 71.
31. I would argue that a more precise predefnition of religion would be a “freedom without 

sovereignty” rather than “will and freedom without autonomy.” While the concept of 
religion certainly becomes more clearly visible with the emergence of autonomy, the 
Enlightenment form of sovereignty, religion precedes autonomy, and so is more properly 
understood as being without sovereignty. Relatedly, precisely because there is no will 
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possible without sovereignty, the action involved in religion cannot be encompassed within 
the problematic of will. For more on religion as a freedom without sovereignty, see Skaria, 
Unconditional Equality; Skaria, “NonWilling Freedom.”

32. Durkheim, Elementary Forms of Religious Life, 44.
33. Heideger, Being and Time, 33.
34. Heideger, Being and Time, 35.
35. Ambedkar, “Untouchables,” 179.
36. Ambedkar, “Philosophy of Hinduism,” 5.
37. Email correspondence between Vinay Gidwani, Qadri Ismail, and Ajay Skaria, March 24, 

2013. It needs be mentioned that Ismail’s Culture and Eurocentrism is a critique of the central 
category of anthropology, “culture.”

38. Mufti, “Response to Talal Asad’s ‘Reflections’”; for Mufti’s remembrance of Ismail, see 
Mufti, “Qadri and I.”

39. Symptomatic of Gandhi’s commitment to this existential analytic is the distinction he 
makes between “history” and “itihaas” (a word we would normally translate as “history”), 
and his emphatic assertion that all politics must be religious. On this, see Skaria, “Strange 
Violence of Satyagraha.” Ambedkar comes to this analytic from the other direction—by 
beginning from and breaching the sociological analytic.

40. For the ethicsreligion distinction, see Søren Kierkegaard’s (or, more precisely, Johannes 
de Silentio’s) Fear and Trembling and Repetition. I reframe Kierkegaard’s distinction as one 
between belief and faith. To partially anticipate remarks later in the essay, where ethics is 
primarily for de Silentio a matter of duty, to emphasize belief is to stress additionally the 
desire for certitude and sovereignty that belief grounds itself in. Relatedly, where religion 
for de Silentio is primarily a matter of a leap of faith, I will be stressing the equality and 
relinquishment of sovereignty that is constitutive of faith. The belieffaith distinction I 
make here is analogous not so much with Wilfred Cantwell Smith’s famous contrast as 
with Hannah Arendt’s in her “What Is Authority?” To be sure, Arendt makes the distinction 
only in passing, remarking most notably: “Only belief, but not faith, has an inherent affinity 
with and is constantly exposed to doubt” (“What Is Authority?,” 94). But that distinction 
resonates, in ways she does not quite acknowledge, with the contrast she draws elsewhere 
(for example, in The Life of the Mind) between knowing and thinking; relatedly, what she 
calls faith resonates also with her central category of “action.”

41. For Gandhi’s understanding of “superstition,” see Skaria, “ ‘No Politics without Religion.’”
42. Ambedkar, Annihilation of Caste, 76.
43. Ambedkar, “Buddha or Karl Marx,” 461.
44. Derrida, “Diférance.” Derrida acknowledges that his “detours, locutions and 

syntax” resemble those of negative theology, “occasionally even to the point of being 
indistinguishable from negative theology” (“Différance,” 6).

45. Quoted in HowardSnyder, “Does Faith Entail Belief ?,” 142.
46. I discuss surrender without subordination in Skaria, Unconditional Equality.
47. I discuss the diference between the principle and the vow in Skaria, Unconditional 

Equality.
48. Ambedkar, “On Participation in the War,” 258.
49. Latour, “Why Has Critique Run Out of Steam?”; Felski, Limits of Critique.
50. Elam, World Literature. Like Edward Said in Representations of the Intellectual, Elam seems 

to counterpoint “amateur” to “expert.” This is not incorrect, but I would sugest that the 
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amateurexpert contrast runs the risk of depoliticizing what is a more primary diference: 
it is their politicalness, and the promiscuity this involves, that makes minors appear like 
amateurs. Relatedly, Elam sometimes seems to ascribe qualities such as immaturity or 
failure or inconsequence to the minor, but this is inadequate; it only inverts the terms of 
majoritarianism.

51. Elam, World Literature, 47.
52. Elam, World Literature, 70.
53. Quoted in Q. Ismail, Abiding by Sri Lanka, xi.
54. For an extended discussion of surrender without subordination, see Skaria, Unconditional 

Equality. For a beautiful account of Gandhi’s practice of a messianic impossibility, see 
Chandra, Gandhi.

55. Hannah Arendt and Alexandre Kojève are the among the very few who have attempted to 
dwell on the concept of authority as distinct from sovereignty (or “force,” as Kojève prefers 
to call it). See Arendt, “What Is Authority?”; Kojève, Notion of Authority.

56. Kojève, Notion of Authority, chap. “A:Analyses.”
57. Kojève is emphatic that love has nothing to do with authority, despite the similarities: “If 

someone does what I ask him to do out of ‘love’ for me, he does it spontaneously, because 
he would do anything to please me without my having to intervene or act on him” (Notion 
of Authority). In other words, love involves no authority because the reaction has occurred 
without the demand being made. But surely this is part of the paradox of the phenomenon 
of love where it is faithful to the otherness of the beloved—that it responds to the other 
without a demand having been made. As such, the line between love and authority is by no 
means as clear as Kojève presumes.

58. Spivak, “Terror.”
59. As Ramsey McGlazer points out in a reviewer’s comment on this essay, “relinquo in Latin 

means both to hand, and to stand, down.” See also Skaria, “Relinquishing Republican 
Democracy.”

60. Skaria, “NonWilling Freedom.”
61. Ambedkar, What Congress and Gandhi Have Done, 447.
62. Ambedkar, States and Minorities, 410.
63. Ambedkar, States and Minorities, 409.
64. Ambedkar, States and Minorities, 410.
65. Ambedkar, States and Minorities, 410.
66. Ambedkar, What Congress and Gandhi Have Done, 482; Ambedkar, “Speech on Draft 

Constitution,” 1216.
67. Schmitt, Political Theology, 35.
68. Lefort, “Permanence of the TheologicoPolitical?,” 160.
69. Pateman, Sexual Contract, 78.
70. Savarkar, Hindutva, 141. (The frst edition of this book was titled Essentials of Hindutva; from 

the second edition, it was titled Hindutva: Who is a Hindu?)
71. For two insightful readings of this passage, counterpointing it also to Gandhi, see Sawhney, 

“Religion and Hospitality in the Modern”; and Sawhney, “Godse’s Gandhi.”
72. I thank Vinay Gidwani for conversations that immensely clarifed the distinctions between 

the neighbor and the political friend.
73. The remarks about Ismail in this and the next paragraph are adapted from those made at 

a memorial held for him on November 5, 2021. See E. Ismail et al., “Transcript of Professor 
Qadri Ismail Memorial.”
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