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Seminar: ‘Can the subaltern speak?’ Can the Other be empowered? 
 
Quotes from Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty (1993) ‘Can the subaltern speak?’ in 
Williams, Patrick and Chrisman, Laura (eds.) Colonial Discourse and Post-Colonial 
Theory: A Reader. New York, London, Toronto, Sydney, Tokyo, Singapore: 
Harvester Wheatsheaf. 
 
 “… representation as ‘speaking for’, as in politics, and representation as ‘re-
presentation’, as in art of philosophy. Since theory is only action, the theoretician 
does not represent (speak for) the oppressed group.” (70) 
 
 “When I move, at the end of this essay, to the question of woman as subaltern, I will 
suggest that the possibility of collectivity itself is persistently foreclosed through the 
manipulation of female agency.” (78) 
 
  “Within the effaced itinerary of the subaltern subject, the track of sexual difference 
is doubly effaced. The question is not of female participation in insurgency, or the 
ground rules of the sexual division of labour, for both of which there is ‘evidence’. It 
is, rather, that, both as object of colonialist historiography and as a subject of 
insurgency, the ideological construction of gender keeps the male dominant. If, in the 
context of colonial production, the subaltern has no history and cannot speak, the 
subaltern as female is even more deeply in shadow.” (82) 
 
  “Belief in the plausibility of global alliance politics is prevalent among women of 
dominant social groups interested in ‘international feminism’ in the comprador 
countries. At the other end of the scale, those most separated from any possibility of 
an alliance among ‘women, prisoners, conscripted soldiers, hospital patients, and 
homosexuals’ (FD, p.126) are the females of the urban subproletariat. In their case, 
the denial and withholding of consumerism and the structure of exploitation is 
compounded by patriarchal social relations. On the other side of the international 
division of labor, the subject of exploitation cannot know and speak the text of female 
exploitation even if the absurdity of the nonrepresenting intellectual making space for 
her to speak is achieved. The woman is doubly in shadow.” (84) 
 
  “Can the subaltern speak? What must the elite do to watch out for the continuing 
construction of the subaltern? The question of ‘woman’ seems most problematic in 
this context. Clearly, if you are poor, black and female you get it in three ways. If, 
however, this formulation is moved from the first-world context into the postcolonial 
(which is not identical to the third-world) context, the description ‘black’ or ‘of color’ 
loses persuasive significance.” (90) 
 
  “Between patriarchy and imperialism, subject-constitution and object-formation, the 
figure of the woman disappears, not into a pristine nothingness, but into a violent 
shuttling which is the displaced figuration of the ‘third-world woman’ caught between 
tradition and modernization.” (102) 
 
  “The subaltern as female cannot be heard or read.” (104) 


