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In 1924, E. P. Dutton and Company, the dis trib u tor of the Everyman’s Library series in the United States, published 
a poetry col lec tion by noted Sikh scholar and writer Bhai Vir Singh. Titled Nargas: Songs of a Sikh, the vol ume was 
trans lated into English by the Pun jabi poet, sci en tist, and mys tic Puran Singh. A color print by the famed mod ern

ist painter Abdur Rahman Chughtai accom pa nied the vol ume, cap tioned with lines from Bhai Vir Singh’s poem “The 
Punjab Autumn: The Season of the Cooling Dew”: “The dew is fall ing every where, And wet is every rose” (fig. 1).1

Bhai Vir Singh, Puran Singh, and Chughtai were intel lec tu als in Punjab in the early twen ti eth cen tury. Bhai Vir 
Singh (1872–1957) reshaped Sikh and Pun jabi cul ture, lan guage and pol i tics even though his con cerns can not be 
reduced to Sikh or Pun jabi iden tity.2 His voluminous cor pus of nov els, poems, exe ge sis has itself pro duced much 
contested inter pre ta tion which ranges from touch ing on his incip i ent moder nity to dis cov er ing a neotra di tion
al ism.3 Professor Puran Singh (1881–1931), too, was a poet in the Sikh tra di tion, though he trained as a sci en tist in 
Japan, where he founded the nation al ist jour nal Thundering Dawn.4 After meet ing the famed Pun jabi ascetic Swami 
Rama Tirtha, Puran Singh became “a shaven renunciate wear ing the ochre robe of the sann yasi,” though an encoun
ter with Bhai Vir Singh a decade later brought Puran Singh back into the Sikh fold (though this might encase what 
schol ars have called Puran Singh’s ecstatic cre a tiv ity).5 Considered the first mod ern Mus lim art ist from South Asia, 
Chughtai (1897–1975) sought to dis tin guish him self from the renowned Bengal School of paint ing, which, though 
open to mul ti ple influ ences, had a sec tar ian char ac ter that “placed Bud dhist and Hindu aes thetic pre ce dents at the 
heart of national aes thetic prac tice.”6 Much like Bhai Vir Singh attempted to work with Sikh forms, Chughtai tried 
to bring clas si cal Islamic artis tic forms into moder nity, a pro ject made dif  cult by the imported tech niques of pro
duc tion to give one exam ple.7 And, more over, how do we rec on cile Chughtai’s attempt to “recre ate Per sian and 
Mughal clas si cism in an age of nation al ism, cap i tal ism, and decol o ni za tion,” asks Iftikhar Dadi?8 These ten sions are 
height ened with iden tity. Chughtai, for exam ple, still painted Hindu works along side his Mus lim ones, a dual ity that 
is, Dadi writes, “symp tom atic of the dif  cul ties the art ist faced dur ing this time of anti co lo nial move ments, which 
were struc tur ally unable to forge a uni fied strug le toward inde pen dence.”9

All three effu sively praised the work of the oth ers. For exam ple, in a let ter from 1921, Puran Singh extolled 
Chughtai’s sketches of Omar Khayyam: “I do not think Abanindranath Tagore or any of the Bengal School can do 
jus tice to him and of course all  west ern paint ers have so far failed to ren der him. . . .  Your Omar Khayyam, I have 
no doubt[,] would come as a rev e la tion to all  lov ers of spir i tu al ity.”10 Bhai Vir Singh, too, lauded Chughtai. He wrote 
to Chughtai after receiv ing a book from him, stat ing, “It has given me great plea sure to note that you are not only 
a painter but a writer as well, which is rather a rare com bi na tion. I hope to derive a great plea sure from the perusal 
of books writ ten by a man of vivid and colourful imag i na tion.”11 Chughtai, fur ther more, pro vided sketches for Bhai 
Vir Singh’s poem “Rana Surat Singh” and returned the lau da tory let ters. Thus Chughtai, Bhai Vir Singh, and Puran 
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Singh, along side other poets and art ists, com prised a 
vibrant artis tic and lit er ary scene at the turn of the cen
tury in Punjab. And in bring ing together these mul ti
ple lit er ary and artis tic reg is ters, Nargas embodies this 
vibrancy.

Such inter con nec tions in the Pun jabi artis tic and 
intel lec tual scene in the early twen ti eth cen tury dem
on strate what is now a tru ism in the exam i na tions of 
Punjab and South Asia more broadly: life refused cod i
fi ca tion into neatly enu mer ated “com mu nal” iden ti ties. 
Scholars have pit ted the plu ral ity within regional lit er
ary for ma tions against hard ened reli gious iden ti ties—a 
task that took on height ened impor tance after the dev
as ta tions of Partition in 1947. Farina Mir and Anshu Mal
hotra under score that “reli gious con flict/com mu nal ism 
was always coter mi nous with a thriv ing cul tural world 
where reli gious diff er ence—how ever con ten tious in 
some spheres—did not inhibit com mon, shared praxis 

in oth ers.”12 As Mir argues else where, one par tic u lar lit
er ary form, Pun jabi qisse, pres ents “a vision of late nine
teenth cen tury soci al ity and reli gi os ity in which reli gious 
com mu nity—Hindu, Mus lim, Sikh, or Chris tian— 
was not of par a mount impor tance.”13 Qisse was a flex
i ble genre that allowed it to “reflect local beliefs, and 
aes thetic and cul tural prac tices,” reveal ing an “inte gral 
aspect of a regional cul tural iden tity.”14

Punjabiyat is thus counterpoised with reli gious 
reform in the late nineteenth cen tury. For many, reli gious 
reform sig nals the emer gence of a colo nial episteme,  
appearing in oppo si tion to, as some argue, an indig e
nous syn cre tism.15 As the story goes, colo nial tech nol
o gies such as the cen sus cre ated dis tinct homog e nous 
bound aries within a prior fluid land scape. This is a 
prob lem of lan guage. Historians have taught us that, 
as NikkyGuninder Kaur Singh writes, “with the Brit
ish vic tory in the AngloSikh wars, the rich het ero ge
neous lin guis tic world of precolo nial Punjab was con
quered by ‘a dis course of diff er en ti a tions’ and reduced 
to homolingual units: Urdu, Hindi, Pun jabi.”16 In this 
inter pel la tion, colo nial ism pro duced sub jects who 
looked to purify their tra di tions in con cert with a new 
dis course; a colo nial lan guage then con stricts region, by 
cre at ing reli gion. Bhai Vir Singh comes to mir ror this 
shift, as many schol ars have argued. Anshu Malhotra 
and Anne Mur phy con tend that he reflects “a broader 
sense of the urgent need for Sikhs to estab lish their 
sep a rate iden tity.”17 Once the con text is set tled, other 
his to ri ans dem on strate how there were pro vi sional 
moments of agency that nev er the less pro vide a richer 
and tex tured under stand ing of the con text, fix ing the 
pos si ble discrepancies in time.18

Bhai Vir Singh, Puran Singh, and Chughtai unset
tle the easy rec og ni tion of Pun jabi cul tural relationality 
and colo nial diag nos tics.19 For exam ple, in his attempts 
to reform the Sikh tra di tion, Bhai Vir Singh emerges 
in direct oppo si tion to the mores of a Pun jabi lit er ary 
for ma tion. And yet if, as Mir con tends, “Pun jabi lit er
ary for ma tion reveals a diff er ent his tory of social and 
cul tural rela tions than sugested by socioreformists’ 
tracts, lan guage activ ists’ pro pa ganda, and the Urdu 
Press,” what do we make of the poetry of a socio re li gious 
reformer?20 Is he locat able within that con text, the dif
fer ent his tory con sti tuted by a regional con text, a region 
of coex is tence? Or does he instead reflect an altered 
con text by foregrounding the Sikh tra di tion, sig nal ing 
an approaching dis crep ancy that we can diag nose as 
“col o nized”? Chughtai too refuses medi a tion into a sim
ple Pun jabi syn cre tism.21 Even though he painted, for 

Figure 1. “The dew is falling everywhere, And wet is every 
rose.” Abdur Rahman Chughtai, frontispiece in Bhai Vir Singh, 
Nargas: Songs of a Sikh (1924). B892.38B53 T5 1924 Rare Book and 
Manuscript Library, Columbia University.
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exam ple, Hindu mythol ogy, Dadi reminds us that in his 
writ ings, “Chughtai remain[ed] largely silent about his 
‘Hindu’ paint ings, sugesting that, unlike the ‘Islamic’ 
works, the for mer were not paint erly embodi ments of 
his dis cur sive val ues.”22

The lit er ary reduced to a cir cu lar exchange between 
lan guage and a region—what Talal Asad under stands as 
Orientalism—can not con cep tu al ize such rela tion ships 
because Puran Singh, Bhai Vir Singh, and Chughtai 
undo a con tex tual har mony cen tral to mak ing sense 
of that very region or reli gion.23 The prob lem is that 
we ren der sen si ble through a higher order expla na tion 
grounded in a meth od ol ogy called con tex tual rea son
ing. We learn in con tex tual rea son ing that what Bhai 
Vir Singh says about the Sikh tra di tion is true for him, 
except his to ri ans have a clearer pic ture of how Bhai Vir 
Singh engages in invol un tary errors because the his to
rian can sit u ate him in his con text from an Archime
dean point. We can see more clearly because within 
this mode of rea son ing, as R. G. Collingwood explains, 
“all  tra di tions are true, but none mean what they say; in 
order to dis cover what they mean, we must know what 
kind of peo ple invented them and what such a kind of 
peo ple would mean by say ing that kind of thing.”24

Securing con text in dis cov er ing Punjabiyat and 
coloniality—a com mon thing dis tilled by reduc ing peo
ples and tra di tions to con text—flat tens incom men su
ra bil ity and con tra dic tion, the fail ings of Punjab and 
colo nial ism. 25 To work with Punjabiyat: Pun jabi kin ship—  
or, shall we say, the blood of Christ—cir cu lates too vig
or ously, bind ing a com mu nity within a con text, cre at ing 
its own exclu sions that are explained away as col o nized 
prob lems, sin, to be erad i cated.26 For his to ri ans, con text 
is the inev i ta ble space within which we pro ceed to locate 
poetry and art work. To study a text comes to mean pro
vid ing it a place exter nal to that text. Yet contextualiza
tion has “its own tem po ral ity and move ment, a move
ment of lan guage, and one that fails to become either 
back ground or fore ground, but con sti tu tively frames,” 
as Gil Anidjar teaches us.27 Context, then, frames—it 
both “is” and “vanishes.”28 Against this frame, per haps 
we have some thing to learn from the poetry rather than 
the his tory, from the dew that is fall ing every where 
that refuses to let the ground deter mine its place ment. 
Within the poetry, equiv o ca tion and trans la tion are 
cen tral, disrupting the pos si bil ity of locat ing Bhai Vir 
Singh’s poetry “within the coor di na tes of a preexist
ing his tory, cul tural sit u a tion, or rec og niz able lit er ary 
tra di tion, of containing it within a par tic u lar genre.”29 
Thus I offer a dis rup tion—a trans la tion—within the 

exchange, within the con text, since the world is not 
set tled but marked by discrepancies. Such trans la tion 
is not incar na tion. “Historicization leads us to for get 
that trans la tion has no end,” to bor row from Anidjar.30 
Translation is not secure. Instead, it seeks to, fol low ing 
Parama Roy, “ges ture, nec es sar ily imper fectly, toward 
the forms of unas sim i la ble diff er ence . . .  that it can 
nei ther nat u ral ize nor occult out of exis tence.”31

This is the strat egy that this arti cle takes by 
focus ing on, per haps strangely, the non hu man. What 
we learn in the poetry is that the non hu man is cen
tral, not instru men tally so, chal leng ing the overt 
focus on con tex tual rea son ing that under girds our 
under stand ing of the Pun jabi artis tic scene. Yet the 
non hu man in this arti cle does not emerge as a new 
object of inquiry, a new place ment for the text. I do 
not seek to replace the human with the non hu man, 
nor do I wish to resolve the ten sions between the two, 
to reveal a puri fied iden tity. The dis tinc tion between 
human and non hu man, like other dual oppo si tions, 
“can be nei ther reduced to unity, nor derived from a 
pri mary sim plic ity, nor dia lec ti cally sub lated or inter
nal ized into a third term,” as Jacques Derrida has 
elab o rated.32 Instead, I work with a mul ti plic ity of 
reg is ters of the non hu man—the non hu man ani mal, 
the “nat u ral” world (sky, stars, stream, rocks, etc.), the 
world of objects, and even organs disagregated from 
the human body—and the human to shift the angle 
from which the rela tion of human and non hu man 
becomes leg i ble and sup ple ment it with, to bor row 
from Anidjar, “an ambig u ous vanishing point (which is 
not sim ply an end point).”33 One could say I locate the 
con tam i na tions from below, ambi gu i ties that were 
already there, to mark the lim its that Bhai Vir Singh, 
Puran Singh, and Chughtai also draw our atten tion to 
in the iter a tion of an irrup tive non hu man, which is 
always already a dis ar tic u la tion.

The goal of this arti cle, there fore, is not to make the 
non hu man admis si ble into the social sci ences by reveal
ing a rig or ous ana lytic to under stand human and non
hu man rela tions in their ahistoricity.34 Nor is the goal 
to efface or ignore the sep a ra tion between human and 
non hu man to cre ate, as Derrida writes, “a sin gle large 
set, a sin gle grand, fun da men tally homog e nous and 
con tin u ous fam ily tree,” which would sim ply enlarge 
the capa cious ness of Punjab or a uni ver sal ized mys ti cal 
expe ri ence.35 Instead, I attend to the lim its of Punjab, 
human, and non hu man, to dis rupt them, which, keep 
in mind, does not mean to abol ish them.36 Here, the illu
sion of human/non hu man rela tions come to the fore. 
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And yet there is no res o lu tion that can be secured. As 
the Guru Granth Sahib teaches,

O Farid, my with ered body has become a skel e ton;
The crows are pecking at my palms
Rab has not come; Look, this is human for tune.
The crows have hunted the skel e ton and eaten the 

whole flesh.
Don’t touch these two eyes, I hope to see Him.37

Though this is but one verse, it reveals a cen tral tenet 
within the Sikh tra di tion: birha, which means “sep a ra
tion” but not a sep a ra tion between the tran scen dent 
and imma nent. Birha is the “phys i cal pain caused by 
a long ing,” according to Prabhsharanbir Singh; it is a 
long ing “for the divine: to expe ri ence rever ber a tions 
of the divine in our bod ies.”38 One waits because the 
sep a ra tion can not be nat u ral ized or warded off by sov
er eign proc la ma tions. One is in a state of ver tigo—a 
ver tigo that can not be set tled by secur ing mean ing or a  
con text.

This tear ing is pre cisely the poet ics beyond the 
human that this arti cle grasps toward to change the 
terms of anal y sis. It grasps toward that poet ics to tear 
at the object that kin dles our desire with out set tling 
a new object such as the non hu man. To appro pri ate 
Eduardo Kohn’s words, a poet ics beyond the human is 
“in large part about learn ing to appre ci ate the human 
is also the prod uct of that which lies beyond human 
con texts,” includ ing beyond the his tor i cal and its con
tex tual rea son ing.39 As Reinhart Koselleck reminds 
us, “nat u ral is tic deter mi nants that pen e trate all  his to
ries . . .  are not, for their part, com pletely historiciz
able”; the crows, tear ing at the human, may escape the 
human’s sov er eign reaches and the frame of con text, 
yet the crows are not merely antag o nis tic to human
kind.40

I undo the his tor i cal and rec og ni tion, cen tral to 
ana ly ses that fore ground syn cre tism, flu id ity, and colo
niality within a her met i cally sealed Punjab land scape, by 
focus ing on the non hu man reg is ters of poems in Nargas 
by Bhai Vir Singh. The non hu man, I will argue, func tions 
as an imped i ment to medi a tion and rec og ni tion; it desta
bi lizes neat and com plete trans ac tions by intro duc ing 
the lim its to the circumscribed human and its con text—
an aper ture in the pre mised exchange, as the human 
itself is torn apart. The non hu man, there fore, requires 
that we con sider this very impos si bil ity of ends. It pro
vi des this oppor tu nity to dis rupt the con tex tual func
tion because it tears time as we know it. I con sider the  

non hu man and the eth i cal by ana lyz ing Bhai Vir Singh’s 
and Puran Singh’s poetry in the 1920s, most nota bly 
Ernest Rhys’s fore word to Bhai Vir Singh’s Nargas. I then 
argue that the human/non hu man dis tinc tion became 
cen tral to trans lat ing the poet ics of Bhai Vir Singh and 
Puran Singh into an aes thet ics of his tor i cism—one 
pre mised on com mon al ity.41 In order to cul ti vate a dis
rup tion and recep tion against the ends cen tral to histo
ricization and uni ver sal i za tion, I cen ter poetic think ing 
or a poet ics beyond the human to con sider the poetry 
and work of Puran Singh, Bhai Vir Singh, and Chughtai. 
Finally, I con clude by think ing through the encoun ter 
between Bhai Vir Singh and Chughtai and disarticulat
ing syn the sis cen tral to the human and his tor i cal time 
by locat ing the non hu man within the human—a focus 
on the ques tion of vision and the eye, of see ing and being 
seen, of exis tences that per haps refuse our ends into a 
more uncon di tional hos pi tal ity.42

Philosophical Knowledge
Needless to say, this is not a his tory of the con ti nu
ity and trans for ma tion of diff er ent lit er ary forms and 
genres in South Asia.43 Instead, I want to con sider 
how con tex tual rea son ing sought to incor po rate Bhai 
Vir Singh’s poetic think ing into its reg is ter. Schol
ars have noted how empire func tioned through such 
think ing—one that was also pre mised on a range of 
rela tions between human and non hu man as the key 
became to deter mine what was com mon to the human. 
Crucial to this pro cess was the cre a tion of phil o soph i
cal knowl edge. Philosophical knowl edge, Derrida pro
posed, had to deprive itself concerning the ani mal (la 
pensée de l’ani mal) and could only see, observe, ana lyze, 
and reflect on the ani mal as a puta tive object.44 Phi
losophers thus made “the ani mal a the o rem, some thing 
seen and not see ing.”45 To pro duce a the o rem about 
Bhai Vir Singh and Puran Singh in the mid1920s in 
racially cod i fied hier ar chi cal empire, required that 
they be situated within their con text, that one see 
them as objects in their his tor i cal set ting. How did this 
see ing take place? A cer tain fas ci na tion undergirded 
the incor po ra tive ges ture of dis cov ery stem ming 
from a Euro pean con cep tual model. Sheldon Pollock 
attended to two aspects of this fas ci na tion. First, there 
was pre oc cu pa tion with “ori gins and lines of descent” 
that made India the cra dle of Euro pean civ i li za tion.46 
Second, with Euro pean eco nomic and social dis lo ca
tions, “India came to be con sti tuted as the repos i tory 
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of Europe’s vanishing spir i tu al ity.”47 For lit er ary schol
ar ship, con tex tu al iz ing in rela tion to antiq uity and 
reli gion became cen tral to con cep tu al iz ing the lit er
ary itself.48 This was an aes thet ics of his tor i cism that 
seam lessly sought to tie epochs and beliefs by over see
ing time.

The capac ity for selfrec og ni tion, distinguish
ing human from non hu man, was cen tral to con cep
tu al iz ing the under stand ing of the past as his tor i cal 
pro cess.49 As the human/non hu man divi sion took 
pre ce dence in knowl edge, Puran Singh’s and Bhai 
Vir Singh’s poetry came to be under stood through its  
con text—racialized kin ship net works informed by 
blood. But for colo nial of cials and lit er ary crit
ics, Sikhs trou bled the tax o nomic place pro vided by 
the rule of colo nial diff er ence—a rule that relied on 
map ping rela tions between human and non hu man. 
Reviewers of the poetry there fore reestablished the 
dis tance between Sikhs and the colo nial metropole by 
his tor i ciz ing Sikhs in rela tion to non hu man objects 
and map ping this diff er ence tem po rally.

Sikh place ment in the colonial hier ar chy, in this 
bestialization, trou bled because it refused easy res o lu
tion in time espe cially because, as schol ars have noted, 
Sikhs became objects of both envy and emu la tion for 
colo nial author i ties.50 Difference is not, to use Bradley 
Deane’s phras ing, “the only weapon in the ideo log i cal 
arse nal of empire,” since bar ba rism func tioned as a gen
er a tive fan tasy in its mas cu line viril ity.51 Determining 
the line between human and ani mal, human and non
hu man, his tor i cal and ahis tor i cal in order to con tex tu
al ize was not so eas ily adju di cated.

A review of Puran Singh’s Sisters of the Spinning 
Wheel dem on strates the dif  cul ties. “A Modern Sikh 
Poet,” published in the Sat ur day Review, marked racial 
dis tinc tions and approx i ma tions between Sikhs and 
the Brit ish.52 Sikh ism mir rored a Chris tian his tory of 
Reformation; it was ordered syn chro nous to the move
ment of epochs mea sured by Christ. “Nanak, the first 
of the Gurus and the vir tual founder of Sikh ism,” the 
reviewer noted, “was an expres sion, at the remote 
ends of the Aryan world, of the reli gious force that in 
Europe released the ener gies of Martin Luther for weal 
and woe.”53 There was, how ever, also an attempt to cur
tail this simul ta ne ity, since it would undo the rule of 
colo nial diff er ence. Racial his tory, then, was cen tral. 
Because the Guru Granth sig naled the “leg acy of their 
race,” Puran Singh’s poetry became “a con tem po rary 
epi logue to these ear lier writ ings.”54 While the reviewer 

situated Sikhs as a racial group ing, the reviewer argued 
that the Rhyses did an admi ra ble job of giv ing “a suc
cinct and sym pa thetic inter pre ta tion of the Sikh men
tal ity and the his toric neces si ties which imposed upon 
a foun da tion of phil o sophic qui et ism a mil i tary sys tem 
more than Moham medan in its har di hood.”55 In their 
intro duc tion to Sisters of the Spinning Wheel, the Rhyses, 
too, contended that Guru Gobind Singh “became more 
like the Moham med ans and he and his bards began to 
write like them.”56 For Edward and Grace Rhys, trans
lators of several volumes of Puran Singh’s work, the 
Islamic con text enveloped Guru Gobind Singh, realign
ing Sikh ism with Islam against its Chris tian ref or ma
tion ori gins. By sit u at ing Sikhs to this ambiv a lent man
li ness, the Rhyses ordered the Sikh tra di tion tem po rally 
as a prim i tive mono the ism.57

Settling into racialized con text also meant rec on
cil ing in rela tion to the non hu man in an attempt to mark 
dis tinc tions between Sikhs and Chris tians. For colo nial 
of cials, Indi ans, espe cially Indian vil lag ers, labored 
under the twin artic u lated des po tisms of nature and 
the gods. “They failed to under stand them selves as 
imago Dei, dis tinct from ani mals, or to dis en chant the 
nat u ral world,” writes Roy.58 The review also situated 
Puran Singh in rela tion to nat u ral deter mi nants, which 
were rea soned as antag o nists in his tor i cal devel op
ment.59 For the reviewer, the diff er ence between the 
more cos mo pol i tan Ben gali Tagore and Pun jabi Puran 
Singh were essen tial.60 Puran Singh was “ani mated 
with a more sim ple and impe ri ous emo tion than the 
famous inter preter of the Ben galis.”61 Against Tagore’s 
mor al ism, “crude earth calls to [Puran Singh] and he 
calls again.”62 While this nat u ral ism could be con cep
tu al ized through a Romantic reg is ter, it also remained 
diver gent, though not alto gether unfa mil iar, since ten
sions remained, and Puran Singh became “a [Percy 
Bysshe] Shelley scorched in hot Indian noon.”63 Rather 
than con cep tu al iz ing Puran Singh’s address to the  
earth and his tak ing upon him self the address of the 
earth through a poetic think ing that foregrounded 
the enmeshed rela tions between earth and humans, it 
was the o rized his tor i cally and racially—a the o ri za tion 
based on sen tience that rel e gated a thought less stone 
and earth to the low est rung.’64 In so doing, Puran 
Singh could be placed in time, though not an unfa mil
iar one. In time, he became a charred copy, delayed in 
his think ing and, there fore, con fined by mate ri al ity, 
though by no means was this restric tive to the Brit ish 
imag i na tion.65
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In his fore word to Bhai Vir Singh’s Nargas, Edward 
Rhys also lauded praise on Bhai Vir Singh’s lyr i cal sen
si bil i ties. Yet Western read ers, Rhys explained, would 
have to take into account “raceemo tion which we feel 
in all  the gen u ine Sikh writ ers.”66 This raceemo tion 
was traced gene a log i cally, placed in rela tion to kin, a 
com mon al ity.67 History dic tated the con di tions of Bhai 
Vir Singh’s poetry because he had “a remark able ped i
gree and a tra di tion of cul ture in his own house and 
descent”—his mater nal grand fa ther was a San skrit 
scholar; his father, a scholar and poet.68 Bhai Vir Singh, 
Rhys con tin ues, “fol low ing in their steps, runs a print
ing press at Amritsar, and publishes a jour nal which 
cir cu lates widely in the Punjab,” mak ing him “a cit i zen 
and a man of let ters, to his own time and to his own 
peo ple.”69 This attempt to sit u ate ped i gree and kin ship 
cre ated dis tinc tions since the world had to be located 
his tor i cally in order to map its diff er en ti ated con texts 
across time. As Rhys writes, “We are still, as West ern ers, 
aware of an ele ment mys te ri ous, sig nifi  cantly Oriental, 
breath ing of a world which is not quite ours.”70 At the 
end of his tor i cal time, for Rhys, there was a prop erly 
sec u lar rela tion to the world—what was con sid ered the 
cul mi na tion of a Chris tian his tory.

Situating the poet his tor i cally, Rhys found behind 
Bhai Vir Singh’s poetry “impres sive, unusual forms of 
Sikh war riors and Sikh Gurus, of maid ens like Ailin 
and Sirdars like Malek Jawala Singh.”71 Jawala Singh, 
in par tic u lar, was impos ing: “His face seemed fairly 
to glow with the fire of his Sikh ances try,” an ances try 
traced to Guru Nanak him self.72 Settled into this his
tory, Rhys argues, “to their her i tage Bhai Vir Singh has 
succeeded.”73 But what type of her i tage was this? In 
this her i tage, human and non hu man objects slip into 
each other as the Sikh body indexed the non hu man 
within itself in an enchanted rela tion.74 Jawala Singh, 
Rhys writes, “was about seven feet tall, a slim wiry fig
ure that always car ried a huge bam boo staff shod with 
ironrings at both ends.”75 With bam boo staff as append
age, “a small white tur ban was bound about his head, 
cov er ing his long Sikh tresses; he wore, gen er ally two 
widesleeved kurta of homespun tied by cords of the 
same cloth—one thicker and wider worn over one 
that was narrower and shorter.”76 For Rhys, Nanak too 
pro vided this very same pic to rial index. Though Guru 
Nanak ear lier sig naled a Chris tian ref or ma tion, here, in 
this rep re sen ta tion, there is now an elon gated his tor i cal 
con ti nu ity mea sured through pic tur esque non hu man 
objects that secure a sce nic and objectori ented inher
i tance from Guru Nanak to Bhai Vir Singh.77

Though his tor i cal con ti nu ity is traced between 
human to human rela tions, fas ten ing a gene a log i cal 
con ti nu ity and mak ing the poets leg i ble, this his tor i
cal pro cess was not con tig u ous with the West since the 
strug le for selfrec og ni tion in his tor i cal becom ing was 
medi ated through non hu man objects such as the earth 
and tur ban, for exam ple.78 Instead of plan ning and engi
neer ing his tory through rec og ni tion of Man as tran
scen dent over non hu man objects, there was a con ti nu
ity between human and nonhuman thereby hin der ing 
the his tor i cal pro cess and allowing Western read ers to 
mark dis tance through racialized demar ca tions. Mak
ing sense required deter min ing the con ti nu i ties of such 
a his tor i cal set ting, non hu man and human, and trans
lat ing it for a Western audi ence. This trans la tion sealed 
a par tic u lar rela tion between com mu nity and his tory—
one that sought to map time as a sin gu lar move ment 
toward rec on cil i a tion.

Poetic Thinking
Against such knowl edge, is it enough to sim ply locate 
a diff er ent, regional, con text within which to sit u ate 
poet ics? Is the goal sim ply to dis cover the right past, a 
humantohuman con text with these nonhuman det
ri ments elim i nated or ren dered sen si ble in order to 
secure rela tions, to trans late and authen ti cate into the 
pres ent? Foregrounding the non hu man, how ever, is not 
sim ply a mat ter of trans lat ing into mean ing and text.79 
To con sider the other than human is not to trans late 
into sym bolic ser vice in order to map the text, but to 
con sider the impos si bil ity of those very ends, of rep
re sen ta tion itself.80 My aim in the dehistoricized and 
decontextualized moment of the non hu man is then 
to hes i tate, pause our con quest of time and space. The 
non hu man is not to be situated; it is not awaiting our 
gaze to map it. Rather, the non hu man looks back—it 
addresses us—rather than sim ply pro vid ing the set ting 
from which to unearth mean ing.81 In this address back, 
how ever, we can not efface the bound aries between 
human and non hu man—cre at ing res o lu tion—but, to 
think of the irre duc ibil ity within the very categories 
them selves, to con sider nothing against a com mon 
thing cen tral to con text.82

Puran Singh, too, rejected the pos si bil ity of such 
tran scen dent medi a tions, trans ac tions, or trans la tions. 
Instead, trans la tion sig naled both a bound ary and 
thresh old: a hes i ta tion. In the pref ace to Sisters of the 
Spinning Wheel, which includes his trans la tions of saloks 
from the Guru Granth Sahib, he wrote, “I only pub
lish these frag ments in the joy of my total fail ure at an 
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attempted ren der ing of a few pieces from ‘Guru Granth’ 
into English.”83 Forgoing a pro gram matic func tion or 
cal cu la ble pro ce dure while betraying the des ti na tion 
lan guage, he claimed, “I would have been glad to have 
been overwhelmed in the Amrit [ambro sia; immor tal
ity] floods that are set free by the touch of that Sacred 
Presence; but no, I am still on the banks of the stream.”84 
The ques tion was not to efface bound aries and dwell in 
a uni ver sal oce anic expe ri ence, to cre ate pure trans la
tions, but to tee ter on the edge, the bank that pro vided 
joy in the drive toward its very impos si bil ity; trans la tion 
was a dis junc ture. And nei ther did the orig i nal pro vide 
authen tic ity, for, as Puran Singh declares in The Spirit 
of Oriental Poetry, “Even if we read Omar [Khayyam] in 
the orig i nal, we can not grasp him, for he tran scends his 
own word.”85

For our afore men tioned reviewer, such an auda
cious claim about trans la tion sig naled Puran Singh’s 
own sly ness: “To find [Puran Singh] capa ble of a sly 
taunt at a rival race gives him human lin e a ments which 
we rec og nize and salute across the sono rous seas of his 
poetry,” the reviewer wrote.86 Against these human lin
e a ments of poetry, the dis cov ery of the human within 
the entan gle ments of the world, Puran Singh argued, 
“We of the East admire the lark soar ing up to the sky 
rather than the miner delv ing for the dia monds in the 
end less beds of con glom er ate. What is the use of ana
lyz ing human nature when we wish to tran scend it.”87 In 
order to pro vide a poet ics beyond the human, a poet ics 
that tran scends the human, the tar get, for Puran Singh, 
was not to his tor i cize lit er a ture within a tem po ral tax
on omy or sit u ate within kin ship net works to secure a 
com mon thing—even though geo graphic deter mi
na tions remain. Rather, The Spirit of Oriental Poetry is 
decid edly anticontextual, exceed ing the very param e
ters of both ped i gree and peri od i za tion instead turn ing 
us to the sky in to rid our focus on the human.

For Puran Singh, the key was to become the lark 
even though the ends of the lark remain inscru ta ble— 
the lark is not trav el ing across sono rous seas to the 
West and what exactly tran scen dence of human nature 
implied remains obscure as well. He could be going 
nowhere. Still inscru ta ble ends remained pref er a ble to 
the delir ium of unearthing mean ing in the earth and 
the human. Puran Singh, thus, pro vi des a diff er ent 
reflec tion on Bhai Vir Singh. Refusing to sit u ate Bhai 
Vir Singh within a ped i gree and con text, Puran Singh 
pro voc a tively wrote, “Bhai Vir Singh is an epoch in him
self.”88 Expanding and col laps ing time, Puran Singh 
claimed that Bhai Vir Singh

is invis i ble to the vul gar eye; now and then we have a 
glimpse of the poet, when he pours out his pas sion sud
denly, in the mem ory of his beloved Guru, in the bosom 
of a river, or the heart of a rock, and makes them sing 
aloud his secret pain. This silent poet makes the riv ers 
cry and sets the hills on fire by the touch of his emo tion. 
He remains behind the scenes, invis i ble, with his flute 
ring ing in the lone li ness of a dark mid night.89

The earth, riv ers, and hills address us through their 
affect; the poet does not address us because he is ren
dered silent. Hidden, the poet is there not to be observed 
but only to be heard rela tion ally to the riv ers and hills as 
the expanse of time in the otherthanhuman entan gle
ments ren ders the poet—and humans more broadly—
anon y mous.90 To some, noth ing is hap pen ing: it is sce
nic, a land scape, if you will. For Puran Singh, how ever, 
there is some thing hap pen ing, if we dis rupt human 
under stand ings of dura tion. The earth is not mined for 
mean ing now. It pro vokes in its affec tive move ment—a 
move ment only pos si ble when we desta bi lize anthro
po cen tric time into a het er og e nous time of inter ac
tions that are both lap i dary and seis mic.91 Moreover, for 
Puran Singh, Bhai Vir Singh’s poetry does not sim ply 
elim i nate dis tinc tions between human and other than 
human; it also dis lo cates the human from within, now 
speech less, ren der ing the pos si bil ity of poetry as a rela
tional and dynamic act—an encoun ter secured through 
a coex ten sive affect rather than through sov er eign deci
sion and its atten dant his tor i cal mean ing.

One read ing of Puran Singh can dis cover a uni ver
sal mys ti cal expe ri ence brought forth by the poet—a 
tran scen dent one ness. His The Spirit of Oriental Poetry 
does indeed oscil late between a long ing for a unity with 
the divine and its very impos si bil ity. For the famous 
Indian writer Mulk Raj Anand this was pre cisely what 
Puran Singh’s poetry yielded—a pan the ism that fore
grounds “an iden ti cal ideal in all  expe ri ence[;] it brings 
about a cer tain same ness.”92 Yet Anand coun tered that 
Puran Singh averted this dan ger of monot ony “by the 
vari ety of things behind which he can see the Invisible 
spirit,” even though, Anand contended, it made “his 
writ ings tur gid and dith y ram bic and delib er ately mys
ti cal.”93 Puran Singh, how ever, rejected this bounded 
total ity of an “Invisible spirit” and instead pos ited that 
“the mod ern move ment for mak ing all  creeds into one 
lib eral reli gion, seek ing unity of feel ing in one shape
less, face less, uni ver sal God, wide as earth and aca
demic as Science,” lacked inten sity. He counterpoised 
that we need “the grossest super sti tions and crud est 
mythol o gies,” which “gen tle man are busy in sweep ing 
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clean away.”94 These are enmeshed rela tions that are not 
shape less but dynamic, that are not stripped away but 
thick ened.

To learn from Puran Singh is not to negate Pun
jabiyat. It is to dwell in what is pro duced in excess to 
the demar ca tions Punjab inscribes. As Jagdish Singh 
writes, “The Guru’s love pul sates inside Puran Singh 
to the extent that Punjab’s wind, riv ers, crops, ani mals, 
birds, and every where else we glance, for him, turn into 
col ors of the Guru as the Guru’s spark shines on their 
sur face.”95 In this iri des cence, Punjab itself explodes. 
This explo sion is the result not of the hard en ing of 
bound aries inscribed by the colo nial state’s exit but of 
rela tions that con tin u ally appear and dis ap pear, artic u
la tions and dis ar tic u la tions in a play across and beyond 
Punjab, across sea sons. The world shim mers with the 
dew and yet tears us apart.

Is it pos si ble, then, to refuse to search for a sin gu
lar mean ing, to still the min ing for mean ing and com
mon al ity and instead pay atten tion to the fan tasy itself, 
to the mythol ogy that shim mers, as indexing a cer tain 
posi tion of the sub ject?96 Nargas pro vi des this oppor tu
nity to dwell on fan tasy and the “crud est mythol o gies” 
while refus ing the search for mean ing behind them. 
In par tic u lar, “The Punjab Autumn: The Season of the 
Cooling Dew,” com posed on Guru Nanak’s birth day in 
1916, draws our atten tion to a diff er ent form of time that 
dis rupts the ends of contextualization. Human time 
becomes one of waiting and long ing as the earth rebuffs 
modes of recov ery or secur ing. The poem relays the 
chang ing of the sea sons—the rou tine now is one that 
brings dew (trel). As the dew cools the earth, the poet 
demands for the return of Guru Nanak in the sea son of 
slum ber and love:

My Guru Nanak! Come to me today!
O light of lights!
Thy seats are the sun and the moon!
My beloved! return to me today!
It is the sea son of the cooling dew!
The dew is fall ing every where,
And wet is every rose.
The gen tle breath of heaven blows.97

There is no res o lu tion as the waiting con tin ues even as 
the sea son shifts. Dew cov ers the earth, which the poet 
trans lates as a sig nal for the cul mi na tion of his desire—
the recov ery of the object cause of desire:

Now is the time of ever last ing embraces!
My beloved! Come, meet me today!
Take me to thy bosom!

The dew is flooding things with joy.
My love! come to me!
It is the sea son of the cooling dew!98

Although the poet makes mul ti ple demands, rev el ing 
in his desire and fan tasy, the dew refuses to set tle time 
in con cor dance with human desire—to neatly trans late 
human desire into its domain. Instead, the con tin ual 
appear ance and even tual vanishing of the dew—day 
after day, sea son after sea son—undoes the cen tral ity of 
anthro po cen tric des tiny, both in the invo ca tions of the 
Anthropocene and human mas tery.99

At the end of the poem, the dew itself becomes the 
con di tion of (im)pos si bil ity for glimps ing Guru Nanak. 
Yet this is not the fail ure of desire, cre at ing loss and 
there fore an object of mel an cholic attach ment awaiting 
memorialization. Instead, the very fail ure of the dew 
becomes the marker of its suc cess in its rep e ti tion—
that is, desire is con sti tuted pre cisely by the fail ure to 
pro cure and set tle an object while still maintaining that 
rela tion to it in its fail ure, in this case, via the dew:

The dew cometh from heaven down!
It bringeth heav enly peace for all .
It wetteth all  with sweet ness.
Invisible, it raineth deep into souls.
It raineth love and peace and joy.
It raineth sweet ness.100

To be clear, the dew sig nals the com ing of Guru Nanak. 
But, in the dew’s archive, this arrival is not a per ma nent 
one. It does not grant a com mon fig ure; it fails as the sea
sons shift. The poem begins with this rec og ni tion:

The pip ing of the rainbirds has ceased,
Dadar and peepiya are silent now,
The dance of the pea cock is over,
It is the sea son of the cooling dew!
The dew is fall ing every where,
And wet is every rose.
The gen tle breath of heaven blows.101

One can not secure one self in an eter nal rap ture of the 
danc ing pea cock or the sing ing of the song birds or even 
in the dew. They func tion in their own time, elud ing 
while also sus tain ing human desire, refus ing to let the 
human become the fetish object as the dew does not 
revolve around human inter est. Change in the world is 
not marked by tel e ol ogy or human mas tery coin cid ing 
with an end of time.102

The mul ti ple reg is ters of the non hu man here—
the nat u ral world intertwined with the divine—dis rupt 
the very plan ning of time and his tory essen tial to the  
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colo nial pro ject. To return to the shift in sea sons, 
weather does not deter mine human behav ior, but dis
rupts ends as time eludes. But weather in the late nine
teenth cen tury held the prom ise enact these ends with 
man’s sov er eign con trol over nature, which was no lon
ger sim ply pred i ca tive. This is Katharine Anderson’s 
les son. In the late nineteenth cen tury, it appeared that 
mete o ro log i cal research could “con trol the anar chy of 
the weather just as the Raj con trolled its cha otic and 
immense pos ses sions.”103 Meteorology emerged as a 
sci en tific dis ci pline that, though com plex and chal leng
ing, would fall under the domin ion of obser va tion and 
coor di na tion: “These experts assured pol icy mak ers 
that through patient mea sure ment and sta tis ti cal study, 
they would soon estab lish order in the atmo sphere,” as 
Sarah Carson has detailed.104 Bhai Vir Singh over turns 
such phil o soph i cal knowl edge in his poetic think ing: 
con trol is undone through the sea sonal change in which 
a secure sov er eign posi tion is no lon ger pos si ble; change 
endures with out fore cast, though rep e ti tion pro ceeds.

In “Love and Wisdom: Told by A Nightingale and 
a Wayfarer,” Bhai Vir Singh con sid ers the gift of a rose, 
sur ren dered, and how it func tions as a pal li a tive in this 
world:

But pray, why did not thy eye dis cern that one day
all  this would die both the gar den
and its blos soms gay?

Why can it not see that spring shall die,
And the autumn of dead and decaying leaves

take its place;
And the flow ers and leaves fall to the ground

dust with dust!105

The human gaze and its spec u la tions, even in the man
age ment of pain or fore cast ing of the weather, can not 
mas ter the terms of the atmo sphere. As Bhai Vir Singh 
con tin ues,

Spring with its blos soms is gone,
Autumn sets in; this too shall go,
And the spring shall come again.
These thorny leafl ess branches cause thee pain,
But the wheel shall roll, the zeph yrs blow, the

sea son again shall come;
Again the pur ple leaf buds! again the green

leaves shall appear in mil li ons,
Again, the buds blow, and the armies of flow ers

come and encamp again!106

Time does not pro vide escha to log i cal res o lu tion. It 
only repeats its entan gle ments, as the way farer tells the 
night in gale to remain patient to which it despairs:

To thirst for love, to roll through despair and
sep a ra tion for the hope of meet ing him
is all  illu sion:107

Yet the way farer reminds the night in gale that this world 
is con sti tuted by change and to focus on the rose within. 
The object of desire, then, can not be con cret ized as some
thing past, pres ent, or future or within the imma nent 
struc tures of the world. Instead, focus ing on the dew 
or the danc ing pea cock or the sooth ing rose with out 
recourse to mean ing or intent behind them takes us away 
from the demand for con trol in human desire and usurps 
a set tled his tory. In the now rest less world, there is no 
res o lu tion in the memorialization of an object one longs 
for in the past, such as Punjab, or a secure iden tity in a 
future such as a com mu nal one—there are no ends, since 
the ideal bour geois undo ing their selfincurred imma tu
rity remains within the binds of desire, object, and syn
thetic judge ment—that is, the path o log i cal pas sions.108

Thus one waits, long ing, func tion ing not in 
rhythm within an imma nent har mony but a dis cor
dance between the dew and rose and desire that repu
di ates neat adju di ca tion in time as one has to dis joint 
the human within. To return to the Punjab autumn, the 
dew addresses the human with out res o lu tion as his tor
i cal time with ers—even though the long ing in the sep a
ra tion from Guru Nanak remains.

Fill my tear ful gaze for ever with thy celes tial
face;

And let my eyes be for ever wet with the joy
of see ing thee!

My love! dwell for ever in my eyes!
It is the sea son of the cooling dew!
The dew is fall ing every where,
And wet is every rose.
The gen tle breath of heaven blows.109

And yet the dew does dis si pate, even if “it bringeth heav
enly peace for all ” at the moment. For just as the sea son 
of the cooling dew began with the end of the dance of 
the pea cock, so this sea son will shift as well. This is Bhai 
Vir Singh’s lament of sep a ra tion. Yes, there are these 
moments of rec og ni tion, but they elude and can not be 
pos sessed. In “On Separation from the Stars and the 
Sky,” even as the poet looks out at the stars, becom ing 
one with them, it is soon win ter, and he can no lon ger 
sleep on his roof; the cruel roof is now between him and 
the heav ens:

My free dom lov ing soul is to be shut up again
within four walls, with a sti fling roof
above them to weigh me down!110
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Weighed down by human mas tery and also by sea sonal 
change (there fore, nat u ral forces), the body aches once 
more.111

Waiting to See / Be Seen
In this with er ing time, the inter nal unity of the aes thetic 
com po nents of his tor i cism become undone as the past 
is opened to the pos si bil ity of an eth i cal encoun ter 
rather than a har mo nized and sealed con text; it is an 
eth ics of non pos ses sion and dis tance.112 For exam ple, in 
1929, Chughtai wrote a let ter to Bhai Vir Singh, thank
ing him for a gift:

Respected Elder Bhai Sahib Ji,

Tasleem, Adaab

With your grace, the book Mary: The Mother of Jesus has 
reached me, regard ing this, a weird dream came me, 
because I was very much wor ried about the pub lish ing of 
my sec ond book, which will be named only “Chughtai.” 
My sec ond book will have paint ings based on var ied 
themes, seven paint ings will be on Omar Khayam and 
nine will be on Hindu Myth and some will be on his tor i
cal personalities. Four to five paint ings will be on Panjab, 
surely one paint ing will be on your poem and one will be 
on HirRanjha. If I am suc cess ful in my aim and effort, 
then I will add a paint ing on Baba Guru Nanak Sahib. It 
is sad that you have not yet seen my immor tal paint ing, I 
will try and make it go through your eyes. This is my pro
gram, please pray, you are elder: May Allah grant me suc
cess in this effort. Because I con sider that this is a kind of 
ser vice that I am doing through my art. Allah has given 
me this kind of bless ing that I can eas ily paint a supe
rior paint ing for your book. I am your child, if you have 
any other pro gram regard ing this, then defi  nitely write 
to me, I will imple ment it quickly.

Yours,
Chughtai113

They exchanged more let ters, since Chughtai, Puran 
Singh, and Bhai Vir Singh remained close. But let us 
focus on a cen tral aspect of this par tic u lar exchange. For 
Chughtai, his goal was for his image to come within Bhai 
Vir Singh’s sight (nazar). What does it mean to gaze at 
an image? Does looking at an image, such as Chughtai’s 
art work in Nargas (fig. 1), sig nal the pos si bil ity of linking 
human embodi ment and sen sory expe ri ence through a 
rap tur ous uni fy ing aes thetic? Even with out con text, is 
the human still cen tral in trans lat ing images to pro duce 
uni ver sal mean ing in see ing and being seen?

In ask ing these ques tions, my efforts are not to 
pro vide a more pre cise rec og ni tion, to see more capa
ciously to elim i nate discrepancies, or to secure the self 

through writ ing; instead, the goal is to dis ar tic u late 
the human through a focus on the eye and vision. That 
might appear odd. Vision has been linked to the colo nial 
pro ject as a key sense in pro duc ing taxonomies of hier
ar chy through the impe rial gaze—that Archimedean 
point again. These are “impe rial eyes,” as Mary Louise 
Pratt has detailed. Looking to describe the world, these 
eyes uni fied and ordered the globe as “the rela tion of 
mas tery pred i cated between the seer and the seen” 
took hold.114 One could now see with out being seen, as 
well be seen with out see ing, as the disembodied gaze 
became cru cial for knowl edge.115 My turn to vision does 
not uphold it but dis lo cates it within, show ing that the 
eye itself is not human and, there fore, how it is non hu
man. Or, to walk with our way farer, we must con sider 
how these moments of unity of the human and non hu
man are illu sory shad ows pro vid ing a sense of har mony 
and cor re spon dence.

Vision is, cer tainly, com plex. The cen tral ity of pay
ing obei sance with one’s eyes alludes to the con cept of 
darśan. As Diana Eck argues, “[Seeing is] an imag i na tive, 
con struc tive activ ity, an act of mak ing. It is not sim ply 
the recep tion of images on the ret ina.”116 Seeing, Eck 
con tin ues, is “not a pas sive aware ness of visual data, 
but an active focus ing upon it, ‘touch ing’ it.”117 Seeing 
can con join the two if there is rec i proc ity. The eye as 
an organ reaches out and is cou pled with, for exam
ple, the eye of the deity to suture the gap between the 
two—a har mo ni ous see ing / being seen dyad. More 
than sim ply gaz ing, darśan is the pri mary con duit of 
con tact between the two; it brings the two together. 
This con tact, how ever, is by no means strictly benev o
lent, for “the wrath ful glance of deity or guru can also be 
destruc tive.”118 It can also be, as John Cort con tends, not 
based in the medi a tion through vision.119 Still, to quote 
William Elison, “To have engaged in darśan, in short, is 
indeed for the encoun ter between human and god to 
have ‘worked.’”120 There is a bring ing together, a cou
pling, in darśan.

Nazar, too, invokes the impor tance of vision and 
can be used to beseech a lin guis tic equiv a lence, Nile 
Green explains, “as a delib er ate means by which reli
gious agents deflect and dis solve the cog ni tive struc
tures of reli gious diff er ence between diff er ence com
mu ni ties of read ers.”121 But it also has a diff er ent reg is ter 
than darśan, cen tered in the Persianate poetic par a
digm and laden with evil poten ti al ity.122 Shaila Bhatti 
and Christopher Pinney expand on this point, writ ing 
that it is within an “untrans lat able zone of the cure and 
poi son.”123 Nazar thus func tions as both a “malevolent 
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mode of visuality,” the evil eye, and that which allows 
for “sen sual prox im ity and proc la ma tion of feel ings 
between indi vid u als in pub lic that were oth er wise for
bid den by social mores”—for exam ple, nazar milana.124 
Nazar milana is to bring vision together, to cou ple 
the see ing / being seen dyad and secure an exchange 
between the two in a nat u ral ized move ment.

In our with er ing time of birha, how ever, the eye 
is not a tool for a higher syn the sis, a recip ro cal union, 
nor a clan des tine schol arly autom a tism. We can not see 
and hold Guru Nanak in place. Remember what Bhai 
Vir Singh both cel e brates and laments in “The Punjab 
Autumn”—that there is bring ing together out in the 
world, but there is no ful fill ment of darśan and nazar 
milana, from the stand point of the dew, to give one  
exam ple, since rec og ni tion and acknowl edg ment dis
si pate.125 We make a tem po ral jump when we bring the 
nazar together or ful fill the tem po ral move ment in darśan 
as a tale of mutual rec og ni tion, a recip ro cal exchange, 
cre at ing cor re spon dence.126 Put another way, the see ing /  
being seen rela tion ship cen tral to darśan and nazar also 
has a tem po ral dimen sion that repro duces an imma nent 
har mony as schol ars com plete the tem po ral pro cess by 
tak ing the rit ual or meet ing to its pre sumed tel e o log i cal 
end and elim i nat ing birha. If we take the rit ual of darśan 
to its end, it leads to a fulfilled see ing / being seen rela
tion. To see where the nazar falls is to secure it.

In Chughtai’s let ter, we find a diff er ent tem po ral
ity, one of long ing to bring Bhai Vir Singh’s nazar to his 
image with out con clu sion; they are sep a rated. In this 
hes i ta tion, the eye does not medi ate by both see ing and 
being seen, but nei ther does it just watch, sur veil ling 
while dis ci plin ing its own hab its as a disembodied gaze 
returns the favor. There is not a onetoone trans la
tion between eyes. Instead, the eye becomes dislocated 
while remaining car nal. It can not ful fill the tem po ral 
prom ise of rec og ni tion in darśan or the prom ise of love 
and awak ened desire in nazar.127

Working through the poetic aspect of Bhai Vir 
Singh, Puran Singh, and, now, Chughtai helps us undo 
the ends of a tel e o log i cally driven recip ro cal see ing / 
being seen dyad and instead con sider sep a ra tion. Non
possession of the other is cru cial to birha, but so too is 
non pos ses sion of the self—a non pos ses sion that can
not be nat u ral ized because a yearn ing remains. Or, to 
return to the way farer and the night in gale, the goal is to 
dis lo cate the human within while remaining entangled 
in the world. The chal lenge is, then, not only to forgo, to 
fol low Christopher Pinney, the “numbing of the human 
sen so rium” in “ ‘anaes thet ics,’ ”128 and instead high light 

“an embod ied, cor po real aes thet ics” that Pinney terms 
corpothetics,129 but also to inter rupt the human by refus
ing to medi ate human rela tion ships through vision—
to hes i tate in birha. In this pause, the goal is to dis rupt 
autopoietic clo sure while maintaining long ing.130 Is it 
pos si ble to con sider the eye sim ply as a sup ple men tary 
organ with out a body that con tin u ously dis rupts the 
fulfilled medi a tion between gazes while also refus ing 
the disembodied gaze? Is it pos si ble to think of an eye 
not as wholly embed ded within a networked and uni
fied human body—as an organ func tion ing as a tool for 
human use? Is it pos si ble to think of an eye as an expres
sion of desire with out end, with out pos ses sion?

In his “On Separation from the Stars and Sky,” Bhai 
Vir Singh cen ters such questioning. It is only when the 
eyes are discontinued from their daily human tasks—
“the rest less eyes of pas sion led”—do they begin to 
func tion diff er ently:

These almighty eyes are now closed, the lids
have dropped on them.

Thank God! The magic of eyes has ended;
The tired world sleeps at last.
This is the time, my soul, for thy love

mak ing with the stars.131

Whereas vision cre ates a sense of tran scen dence—
almighty eyes—this sov er eignty is only magic, only 
maya, an illu sion of con trol pred i cated on a sep a ra tion 
between the eyes and the world. This sov er eignty, the 
pas sions of the eyes in daily human life, becomes dislo
cated when Bhai Vir Singh “sees,” by which he becomes 
entangled with the stars rather than map ping them. 
The poet records,

His grace fills all  space,
The divine sub stance pours down in these

won drous show ers of starry light.
One great illu mi na tion, one great beau te ous

twin kling of a mil lion eyes!
One supreme repose. I see God.132

Yet, as I men tioned, this moment ends because the 
moment can not be pos sessed—not only in the ris ing of 
the day but also in the shifting sea sons. The poet can
not man age the daily pas sions as he goes back inside for 
win ter, and, as the day arises, the poet implores,

My eyes! close down now; shut your doors and
drop your shades!

The scene is over;
Those that you loved to see are gone!
Better by far not to be than to be with out those
whom we love.133
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The eyes open to life, but in open ing they close, 
entranced by magic in daily exis tence, bind ing them 
to life and the world while rela tions of pos ses sion and 
non pos ses sion oscil late within vision itself.

The human, then, appears only as a sur face effect, 
what is called maya.134 There remains some thing—not 
the total iz ing organ ism but sim ply a sup ple men tary 
par tial inhu man object that allows for sight. There 
remains an organ with out a body in the very glanc
ing out into the sky.135 It is pre cisely this par tial object 
(in this exam ple, the eye) that is the con di tion of both 
pos si bil ity and impos si bil ity of the see ing / being seen 
rela tion ship, turn ing us back to sep a ra tion and non pos
ses sion, birha. The eye brings together the two gazes—
between Bhai Vir Singh and the stars—yet it is also the 
“path o log i cal stain” that dis turbs the imma nent har
mony of the tel e o log i cally driven recip ro cal being seen / 
see ing dyad.136 The eyes open and can not look out; they 
are closed and can see. The human becomes dislocated 
and the eye becomes a non hu man object—not located 
within a total human body—in what is a tem po ral delay 
with inscru ta ble ends. It is the excess part from which 
the two are medi ated—an inter me di ary zone, per haps, 
both allowing and disallowing the very rela tion ship, 
ignit ing the very desire and, there fore, refus ing homeo
sta sis.

Nargas requires that we con sider this aspect of the 
eye.137 For exam ple, in the title poem, “Nargas,” Bhai Vir 
Singh writes,

Let eye and brain dis solve,
Let limb after limb fail,
Let my stems and my leaves drop;
But let my eyes last a lit tle while more!
My life is in my eyes,
The ele ments try in vain to dry me up by dry ing

blood and flesh and bone.
There is a lit tle lamp of life lit by love and set

in the shrine of my eyes,
And I tell you the winds of death know not how

to blow it out.

All other limbs are dead, let them die; but let
my eyes remain.

The green stem has turned dry,
But heaven and earth feed the life in my

eyes.138

Here the very con tin ued exis tence of the eye pres ents a 
prob lem, which the poet rec og nizes, ask ing for the eye’s 
anni hi la tion ini tially. But the gaze con tin ues to look out, 
even though it is not returned. There is no mutual rec
og ni tion. There is no rec i proc ity. There is no end. There 

is not even a moment of respite in the entan gle ment 
that appeared with the stars when the eyes closed. Now 
there is no pos ses sion or clo sure in rest. There is only 
what is becom ing, as the body frag ments, a disembod
ied gaze; the organ remains, which the poet both asks 
for (“feed the life in my eyes”) and refuses (“Let eye and 
brain dis solve”). The tem po ral dimen sion is cru cial. 
Against a quick move ment toward rec on cil i a tion, past 
or future, or a final ity in unsatisfaction as the obsta cle 
is con cret ized, the poet must wait as desire con tin u ally 
eludes its sat is fac tion; the object of desire can not be 
brought under the poet’s domin ion, even as the sub ject 
fades. And yet the eyes repeat edly look out while evad
ing death. The poet does not write a his tory, though 
he invokes a past. The poet does not plan a future, 
though he invokes hope. The poet waits, per haps, driv
ing toward fail ure, immersed in his fail ure, hes i tat ing. 
Recall Puran Singh, teetering on the bank, refus ing the 
anni hi la tory bliss prom ised by the rag ing waters while 
long ing for an impos si ble uni fi ca tion.

Conclusion
We return, again, to birha. Separation, writes Naisargi 
Dave, is to “love in dis tance and in nonpos ses sion” 
of a com mon thing, such as a Pun jabi con text. It is a 
diff er ent yearn ing as divine sin gu lar ity mapped onto 
the world and time gives way.139 The cor re spon dence 
is not so neat; the human is torn within. In this hes i
tant time of waiting, of long ing, with out rec og ni tion, 
a dis tur bance rises as the body aches and noth ing hap
pens. There is an eth i cal encoun ter rather than one of 
har mo niz ing con text, since a gap remains—one that 
can not be his tor i cized away. The encoun ter within this 
sep a ra tion, let us say, breaks down the chain of sig
ni fi ers (ani mal, human, non hu man) and returns us, 
Oxana Timofeeva sug ests, “to an impos si ble truth of 
the real, which is itself a rup ture, a cut.”140 There is no 
deter min ing of a com mon thing to pro duce a homog
e nous set ting and a map ping of relationality; there 
are only frac tures, since there is noth ing there to bind 
(and, there fore, simul ta neously, noth ing bro ken, as we 
remain enmeshed within the world rather than ris ing 
above it or unearthing it).

Burying the dead, the his to rian, in their mourn ing, 
laments a lost past while uphold ing the excep tion al
ity of coex is tence in Punjab. But can these rela tions—
between, for exam ple, Puran Singh, Bhai Vir Singh, 
and Chughtai—be set tled through an excep tional 
con text? Working with the non hu man and on a poetic 
reg is ter, I have tried here to waver when confronted 
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with such ends and offer instead an eth i cal stance in 
which desire—for con text, the past, the future, or the 
 non hu man—could not be sat is fied, even when the 
human itself is ripped away to its inhu man core. I think 
of this as a poet ics beyond the human. And yet in this 
poet ics, in this long ing, I deny an envel op ment into a 
uni ver sal mys ti cal expe ri ence, one in which all  dis tinc
tions are col lapsed—a homog e nous flu id ity cen tral to 
polit i cal grat i fi ca tion in the pres ent. Instead, the sup
ple men tary eye remains, gaz ing, pin ing, car nal, refus
ing the objects of sat is fac tion. Such a hes i ta tion requires 
that we “come apart in the face of some thing extraor di
nary” and also that we not.141 In this poet ics beyond the 
human, one is left to won der at the very lim its of ends, 
ask ing, with Puran Singh, with out leap ing while antic i
pat ing the leap, in the moment of birha, “How long can 
the tree remain implanted on the riverbank?”142

Rajbir Singh Judge is assis tant pro fes sor of his tory at 
California State University, Long Beach. He spe cial izes 
in the intel lec tual and cul tural his tory of South Asia.
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84. Puran Singh, Sisters of the Spinning Wheel, xl.

85. Puran Singh, The Spirit of Oriental Poetry, 36.
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91. Cohen, Stone, 161.

92. Anand, The Golden Breath, 97.

93. Anand, The Golden Breath, 97.

94. Puran Singh, The Spirit of Oriental Poetry, 58.

95. J. Singh, “Walt Whitman, Puran Singh, and Punjabiyat,” 2 (my 
trans la tion).

96. Lacan, Desire and Its Interpretation. As Lacan writes, “Fantasy is 
the prop and index of a cer tain posi tion of the sub ject in desire” 
(422). Fantasy does not har mo nize a rela tion ship between sub ject 
and object; rather, they are incon gru ent, hence sit u at ing desire.

97. Bhai Vir Singh, Nargas, 90. Pun jabi orig i nal can be found in Bhai 
Vir Singh, Kambdi Kalai, 142.

98. Bhai Vir Singh, Nargas, 90. Pun jabi orig i nal can be found in Bhai 
Vir Singh, Kambdi Kalai, 142–43.

99. Deanowski and Viveiros de Castro, The Ends of the World, 111.

100. Bhai Vir Singh, Nargas, 93.

101. Bhai Vir Singh, Nargas, 88.

102. Cohen, Stone, 39.

103. Anderson, Predicting the Weather, 284.

104. Carson, “Anticipating the Monsoon.” Also see Anderson, Predict
ing the Weather, 1. For more on obser va tion, see Daston, “Empire of 
Observation.”

105. Bhai Vir Singh, Nargas, 52. For the Pun jabi orig i nal, see Bhai Vir 
Singh, Lehran De Haar, 144.

106. Bhai Vir Singh, Nargas, 54–55.

107. Bhai Vir Singh, Nargas, 56.

108. See Lacan, “Kant with Sade,” 660.

109. Bhai Vir Singh, Nargas, 91.

110. Bhai Vir Singh, Nargas, 102.

111. I am grate ful to Parama Roy for this for mu la tion.

112. Dave, “Love and Other Injustices.”

113. Chughtai to Bhai Vir Singh, 1929. The let ter in Pun jabi appears 
framed along side an Urdu let ter at Bhai Vir Singh Niwas Asthan (res
i dence), Bhai Vir Singh Marg (Street), Amritsar, Punjab. Following 
Bhai Vir Singh’s death, his home (on a street renamed after him) was 
converted to a memo rial library. Translation is in col lab o ra tion with 
Dr. Jaswinder Singh.

114. Pratt, Imperial Eyes, 200.

115. Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 173.

116. Eck, Darśan, 14.

117. Eck, Darśan, 15.

118. Cort, “Situating Darśan,” 3; Cort ref er ences Babb, “Glancing.” 
Cort high lights the plu ral ity of darśan expe ri ences by pointing to 
darśan’s his tor i cal diver sity (“Situating Darśan,” 3).

119. Cort, “Situating Darśan,” 31.

120. Elison, The Neighborhood of Gods, 82. Drawing on Lacan, Elison 
exam ines the mutual rec og ni tion between mas ter and slave as cen
tral to darśan.

121. Green, Terrains of Exchange, 195.

122. Taylor, “Penetrating Gazes,” 303; Bhatti and Pinney, “Optic
Clash,” 226.

123. Bhatti and Pinney, “OpticClash,” 228 (empha sis in the orig i nal).

124. Bhatti and Pinney, “OpticClash,” 230.

125. Naisargi Dave argues this empha sis on sight con sti tutes an inti
mate event in which two sin gu lar beings acknowl edge each other, in 
a moment of rec og ni tion thereby reproducing the sup posed value of 
the human being (“Witness,” 434).

126. Elison, Neighborhood of Gods, 5.

127. I am not argu ing that we need to return to the disembodied eye 
in the Car te sian sense that Martin Jay cri tiques. See Jay, Downcast 
Eyes, 81.

128. Pinney, “Photos of the Gods,” 21, 19; Pinney cites BuckMorss, “Aes
thetics and Anaesthetics.”

129. Pinney, “Photos of the Gods,” 8.

130. Žižek, Organs with out Bodies, 120.

131. Bhai Vir Singh, Nargas, 96.

132. Bhai Vir Singh, Nargas, 97.

133. Bhai Vir Singh, Nargas, 102.

134. Žižek, Organs with out Bodies, 118.

135. Žižek, Organs with out Bodies, 99, 175.

136. Žižek, Organs with out Bodies, 99.

137. Mohinder Singh also exam ines this aspect when he looks at 
Baneshfe da Phul, though he argues this is a turn to sub lime beauty in 
Bhai Vir Singh’s work. See M. Singh, “From Sikh Identity to Ultimate 
Reality,” 121.

138. Bhai Vir Singh, Nargas, 8–9.

139. Dave, “Love and Other Injustices.”

140. Timofeeva, “The Two Cats,” 108.

141. Dave, “Witness,” 451.

142. Guru Granth Sahib, 1382.
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