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One could argue history has three narrative voices — those of the oppressors, those of the oppressed, and
those voices not yet colonized either by victory or loss. The latter are the existential voices of silence attuned
to what remains unsaid in the sayings from above and from below that reveal the (strategic and unconscious)
elisions of dominant narratives (gender, caste, class, language, violence etc.,). Given these three voices, two
clear narratives and the undertone of contrapuntal and hetero-lingual silence, it is myopic to read the present
by merely engaging with contemporary dominant narratives of oppressor and oppressed (as heard in the
current media discourse today that broadcasts "religious violence/terrorism” to be the root cause of today’s
troubled times). Rather, we need to embark on an “ancestry of the present” (Thapar), to uncover non-
ideological readings that are neither dominated by the ruling elite, nor scripted by reactionary forces, but are
open to the unsaid in both. Through such an approach, attuned to the varied constructions of hegemonic
discourse, alternative readings come into view:

1. SPECTACULAR AND SLOW VIOLENCE. Spectacular violence (subjective, visible, direct, agent-
driven, event-based) cannot be understood apart from slow violence (objective, invisible, indirect,
structural, institutionalized, incremental, symbolic, systemic) (Zizek, Ahmed, Nixon). There is therefore the
need to understand the traumatic effects of both forms of violence as part of a single process: the “shock and
awe” of synchronic devastation (1984’s Operation Bluestar) as being inseparable from the legacy of
diachronic dehumanization manifest in the assimilating forces of Hindu-majority India (the elision of Sikh
interests in the partition of Panjab, the expedient and reductive translation of Sikh demands as “communal”,
“separatist”, and “anti-India”; oppression through continued military operations, police encounters,
draconian security legislation and extrajudicial killings; conscious alienation of a whole people from their
land, rivers and culture - expressed in farmer suicides, alcoholism, and drug addiction).

2. MAJORITY-MINORITY DIALECTICS. The construction of modern identities are caught within
and produced by powerful political processes that result in the marginalization of the minority through
the nationalization of the majority (Mufti, Chatterjee, Massad). Arguably, the European “Question of
the Jew” persists as a key trope or specter of modernity such that it volleys back to the question of the
colonized Other as it projects forward to minorities caught within and beyond Europe; today it manifests as
the Question of the Palestinian (Massad), the Muslim (Dabashi), the Kashmiri, the Tribal (Roy), the Sikh, etc.
When national unity is presupposed on the conferral of an inferior status to an entire community, then the
mobilization of violent mobs are not far behind. Given this majority-minority structure, it is not hard to



governments “enabled” by the base (passive/active) support of a massive Hindu majority. The
nationalization of the majority into a Hindu (racial) nation is no longer possible to ignore given the recent



nation-building and state-governance reveals an often-missed continuity of systemic and symbolic violence
between colonialism and secular global capitalism (Mufti, Massad, Mignolo, Mandair, Nandy).

VIOLENT NATION: 1984’s OTHERING OF SIKHS, aims to reflect on the past 30 years of violence,



