
Can the subaltern speak?

NO

not just about being a majority its about being an normativity.

us vs them

you can be surrounded by them but still not be an us

power dynamic

universality is an illusion but we are constantly performing it

less about ‘how do i give a voice to’ more about ‘what voice am i speaking with’

its always about race, gender, ethnicity, sexuality

Leftist intellectuals who romanticize the oppressed, Spivak argues, essentialize the 
subaltern and thus replicate the colonialist discourses they purport to critique. To replace 
this leftist fantasy of an untouched or essential purity lodged in a particular group, Spivak 
reminds us (citing Ranajit Guha, a founding member of the Subaltern Studies Group) that 
a person's or group's identity is relational, a function of its place in a system of differences. 
There is no true or pure other; instead, the other always already exists in relation to the 
discourse that would name it as other.

From: http://www.academia.edu/3644590/Can_the_Subaltern_Speak-_Summary

In critical theory and postcolonialism, subaltern refers to the populations that are socially, 
politically and geographically outside of the hegemonic power structure of the colony and 
of the colonial homeland.

From: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Subaltern_(postcolonialism)

Postcolonialism or postcolonial studies is an academic discipline that analyzes, explains, 
and responds to the cultural legacy of colonialism and imperialism. Postcolonialism speaks 
about the human consequences of external control and economic exploitation of a native 
people and its lands.

From: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Postcolonialism

subjective sovereignty - 

the illusion we are trying to create is one of the western individuals subjectivity

spivak talking about western subjectivity as a whole

trying to cover up the fact that totalising western subjectivity is placing itself as knowledge 

west has singular narrative of literacy progress therefore judges other cultures on same 
basis

spivak says we often don't see that that is in operation

we have created an illusion 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Subaltern_(postcolonialism)


Edward Said- self-other dichotomy 

http://www.cscanada.net/index.php/sll/article/viewFile/1458/1477

the subject is possessor of subjectivity 

the object is assessed

‘women are objectified’

‘made real’ through law, economy, politics

western subjectivity sees itself as the universal subjectivity

set of standards and narratives that are specific to a place and mindset but think of 
themselves as universal 

‘Commonsense’

‘Obviously’

either distances speaker from audience or relates.

asserts speakers subjectivity as objectivity 
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epistemic-related to knowledge

how our knowledges are constructed

saying postmodernists need to bring in many different histories and knowledges

and also assess why we came to establish the west’s history as the normative history

‘Perhaps it is no more than to ask that the subtext of the palimpsestic narra tive of 
imperialism be recognized as ‘subjugated knowledge,’ ‘a whole set of knowledges that 
have been disqualified as inadequate to their task or insuffi ciently elaborated: naive 
knowledges, located low down on the hierarchy, beneath the required level of cognition or 
scientificity’ (Foucault 1980: 82).’

‘palimpsestic’-making changes so that something is very different to original but still has 
elements of or resemblance to and can be recognised as the original.

something reused or altered but still bearing visible traces of its earlier form.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Whitewashing_(censorship)

we give authority to written things

‘the hottest day since records began’

http://www.cscanada.net/index.php/sll/article/viewFile/1458/1477
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Whitewashing_(censorship)


‘In the face of the possibility that the intellectual is complicit in the persistent constitution 
of…’
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I cannot entirely endorse this insistence on determinate vigor and full autonomy, for 
practical historiographic exigencies will not allow such endorsements to privilege subaltern 
consciousness. Against the possible charge that his approach is essentialist, Guha 
constructs a definition of the people (the place of that essence) that can be only an 
identity-in-differential. He proposes a dynamic stratification grid describing colonial social 
production at large. Even the third group on the list, the buffer group, as it were, between 
the people and the great macrostructural dominant groups, is itself defined as a place of 
in-betweenness, what Derrida has described as an ‘antre’ (1981):

-Spivak has problem with creating of subaltern groups purely in response to powerful 
group. Lower rank in same structure. Within the dominant group but not the dominant 
party. Only contribute to make the dominant more dominant.
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Foucault is correct in suggesting that ‘to make visible the unseen can also mean a change 
of level, addressing oneself to a layer of material which had hitherto had no pertinence for 
history and which had not been recognized as having any moral, aesthetic or historical 
value.’ It is the slippage from rendering visible the mechanism to rendering the individual, 
both avoiding ‘any kind of analysis of [the subject] whether psychological, psychoanalytical 
or linguistic,’ that is consistently troublesome (Foucault 1980: 49-50). . . . 

-theres a different between understanding the mechanism and giving voice

problem of being ‘given’ a voice- it is yours to give out to the subaltern 

pg 5

When we come to the concomitant question of the consciousness of the subaltern, the 
notion of what the work cannot say becomes important. In the semioses of the social text, 
elaborations of insurgency stand in the place of ‘the utterance.’ The sender - ‘the peasant’ - 
is marked only as a pointer to an irretrievable consciousness. As for the receiver, we must 
ask who is ‘the real receiver’ of an ‘insurgency? 

performative utterance

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Performative_utterance#Austin.27s_definition

The postcolonial intellectuals learn that their privilege is their loss. In this they are a para-
digm of the intellectuals. 

But we are still colonials because we use things made with colonial money etc. It is the 
history. Eg the tate is made from sugar money.

https://www.jstor.org/stable/20057397?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Performative_utterance#Austin.27s_definition
https://www.jstor.org/stable/20057397?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents


the ideological construction of gender keeps the male dominant
-rules that are generally applied to humans, saying what is understood by each polarised 
gender-performing gender..female-dress, mannerisms, personalities, properties

pg 5

For the ‘figure’ of woman, the relationship between woman and silence can be plotted by 

women themselves; race and class differences are subsumed under that charge. 


