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IN RESPONSE

LOOKING BACK, LOOKING Fgp WARD

“Can the Subaltern Speak?” was delivered as “Power and Desire” at the In-
stitute on “Marxist Interpretations of Culture: Limits, Frontiers, Boundar-
ies” in the summer of 1983. That version was never published. It was an
exciting occasion, held in the evening. In the audience were my student
Forest Pyle, now teaching at the University of Oregon, Jenny Sharpe, now
teaching at UCLA; new friend Patricia Clough, then a student, now teaching
4t CUNY; Peter Hitchcock, a cool stranger recently arrived from England,
10W teaching at Baruch; Hap Veeser, whom I did not then know, but now a
gluod friend, then a student, now teaching at CCNY. At the end of the ses-
0, Cornel West ran down from the top of the auditorium to give me a hug
becauge, 1 think, T was WOmanfully and repeatedly invoking “the difference
Wfthe thirg world”—a phrase still utterable in 1983—in the Q & A_-- My fellow
Pekers were Ellen Willis and Catharine McKinnon. A Scots mtellfectuﬂl
1108 name €Scapes me wrote much later in the Village VO""? that it :as
SHr.St Visit to the United States and he had heard Gayatri Spivak 2 chat
fMicans believeq they could achieve freedom by rearranging furniture. d
that fipgt version I was trying to unenthrall myself from Foucault an

ﬂeuze a kind of

erica; €Cause of the semanalyse people, turning all t}lq\it ;xg,tsoinﬂuence
ButIh d Sraffit, think. I had spoken of sati, under Lata ¥id

seernI:,O: Yet written of Bhubaneswari’s message. y
Uchigy, 0 haye been a beginning, a turning .of I?ern 0
Qmg e turn, T looked toward the Bengali middle clas

Y Work was rench theory, my work was Yeats—I am

a toward politics.
out of which

a Europeéan-
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ist—my work was Marx, but I wanted to make a change. 1y, th
this change I looked homeward; I went home to my clags,

I have told this story many times. In 1981 T was asked }
Studies to write about French feminism and by Criticq] Inquiry ¢, Write
deconstruction. I felt it was time for a change. The Immediate result WOH
«French Feminism in an International Frame” and a translation of Mahaa-s
weta Devi’s “Draupadi.” In a profound response to that impuy]ge for changbeﬁ
I was turning, then, to the Bengali middle class, Mahasweta Devi, of course’
but also Bhubaneswari Bhaduri, who was my grandmother’s sister, To bEg]'I;
with, then, an act of private piety.

The woman to whom Bhubaneswari wrote the letter that wag forgotten
was my mother’s mother. The woman who told me the story was My moth-
er. The woman who refused to understand what she had said was my first
cousin. I was a student of English honors at the University of Calcutta, she
of philosophy. She was quite like me in education, and yet it made no differ.
ence. She could not hear this woman who had tried with her suicide, using
menstruation, that dirty secret, to erase the axioms that endorsed sati. Sati
in the piece was not given as a generalizable example of the subaltern not
speaking, or rather not being able to speak—trying to, but not succeeding in
being heard. Lata misunderstood me. It was Bhubaneswari who could not
be heard, even by her.

The point that I was trying to make was that if there was no valid institu-
tional background for resistance, it could not be recognized. Bhubaneswari’s
resistance against the axioms that animated sati could not be recognized.
She could not speak. Unfortunately, for sati, a caste-Hindu practice, there
was an institutional validation, and I unraveled as much of it as I could. MY
point was not to say that they couldn’t speak, but that, when someone did
mdosm?ﬁxnﬁi‘ifmcoumbe‘a‘azﬁowleagedaecauww
s no institutional: validation, It was not a point about satis not speaking:

The point I was making about Foucault and Deleuze was that Whe?
$€SG great intellectuals talk to each other, just in conversation as it W?re,
ﬁlﬁydl:-:z:a}(; gil‘;ji:hkinds of convictions that, when they. are in the:l;n; .

AR oW themselves. I have said this also in respons

4 on is
nt of Kant in The Critique of P OStcowmalReisKant
t may indeed seem so. For I am not looking

e first flugh of

demonstrated.” I
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. for the Fourth World, the Aboriging] 2 That is the
&6 R ) w
speC s T look at the “marginal” momen that unrgye a
St

o1l ; sense of what g « ,
jte! .. gives US a Sense ( at 18 “norma]”
josically 1€ 8 for the tex

e text:

he text; para-
» What normg

emain with Devi and nationalist Women. Sg

ot the place to end. Those two women Opened possibjit;
. roward other kinds of things that I could think of as sy
(went ring t0 make her body speak, even unto death, Bhubap
in aﬂi:lher subalternity to crisis. As T will expand below, | req
er?;iﬂuence of the Marx of “The Eighteenth Brumaire” an(

gnder the influence of the § !zzbaf tern St ”.dfef group.® But gradually I stepped
.o scenes where subalternlty,toppresswn itself, was accepted as normality
o the underside of the Bengali rural poor. I do not quite know how, but T
hecame involved in hanging out in that subaltern Space, attempting, while I
ws there, to think it a normal teaching scene. In this effort I learned some-
thing about teaching. All teaching attempts change, yet all teaching also as-
sumes a shared scene.

Gradually, some schools came into being as I hung out, thanks to my dol-
lar salary. These'schools are fragile things; mired-in-a“system of education™
thapmakes sure that the subaltern will not be heard.except-as beggars. Hoy
different this scene is from national liberation, from the neighborhood of
Bhubaneswari, Madan Mitra Lane in old Calcutta. Eleven schools in Purulia
and Birbhum, the two most backward districts of West Bengal, undertaken
the year “Can the Subaltern Speak?” was first published. N

It was not enough for me to have moved from my class of origin. I am
dComparativist; I needed to move away from my mother tongue to be 731'1-
‘Ountered by the subaltern. From 1989 to ’94 I learned Moroccan 111"11‘13 el;

" Peace Corps manuals and local tutors and worked my way, Zlihe
Socialjst Women, through the urban subproletariat, fnownng .tow:;lraSkEd
Sahe inch by inch, in Aleeria. I went every year, sometimes twice. T aske!

: ) geria. _ Bella: “what is 1t
“Women in the old socialist villages established by Ben

. elec-
inics. I did some
tur;OtE?’, I'sat in sjlence in Marabouts, in women’s Chli“cssing in Wahran. I
educas: . il : -] me hou
. _cation with socialist women in low-inco alvation Front wor

Eznf;tored Polling booths with them when the IslamicC Srfew- The question
thy rsf found, 1 94 1 had to leave at the head of 2 CILO hears the subal-
tefll?gllll *d my time in Algeria seems to have been: W
Singe ;Sstayed with me since. me Ca;
Oneg . 0011 have been learning Chinese—Man untainous X18
%gh. 80 to three tiny remote schools in rural

. -Can 1 hear the subaltern as China dismal

N I realizeq that
dhat was 1 es for me,
ba]ternity,
€swarij had
d her under

recoded her
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I do not know in wh.at i :chis Strange adventyyg
: k, the publication routine, and the lectyp, ci
O s on it as well. I only know that jt was the
stream, dl; i:at put me on this path.
bal}egr:j‘rmyself saying that when 'I am in those sch,
poverty, just as 1 perhaps d{?n’t notice the opulence in
are teaching, you are teaching. Over the years | have
is not my way to give people shelter, not even tq ma
tance. My work, as I have said many times, is the un
of desires, the nurturing of the intuition of the pu
work. In Bangladesh in the eighties I traveled some
to intervene in the subaltern’s sense of normality,
nourishing habits; again, a teacher’s Worlk. This to
to crisis. This intervention in normality has brought me—city gir];
ganizing ecological agriculture among the families and Communities of
students. Here, too, a difference from “Can the Subaltern Speak?” must be
noted. Not only that Bhubaneswari too, was a city girl; my class, as I mep.
tioned. But also that she had already brought subalternity to crisis, she
needed me only to read her, hear her, make her speak by default. (Derrida
has a marvelous discussion of the pun in French il faut—it must be [done},
that it also carries the sense of it cracks, it defaults# I am reminded of thatas
I'think of my relationship with Bhubaneswari.)

We now live in a time of sweeping projects for the betterment of the
wor ld“‘PO"’e‘”tY eradication, disease eradication, exporting democracy, d
porting information and Communication technology. I have my own pohtt;
cal analysis of these projects. This is not the place to launch them-‘ 1 1:0
AsSume that they gpe laudable. But, even so, in order for theSe.Proleczs i
Sustain themselyeg without top-down control—sustainability in the

01-0[15,-
sen_se that should Matter—there must be a supplement vl oo
Patient, hands.op, work—the way

Way everyw, jonh
edlf . :e here. In 5 general sense we know that every generat Jltern
ate
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With rurg] Paramei,
to foster Preventiye and
O may bring subalternity

in
family h:d tfme on this line, T sau that, in two generaﬂonsl;a‘::;ie of the
failure of ed org?tten how to read her. That was a pEaRe neral Subaltt?fg
Norma}; “cation. As Mmoved on to the terrain of more g; an 10 reallze
that ¢ i:y " creasingly sy, this as a public narrative. iier ) dﬂ:e
Socia] Per::aiz JUSt schoolrooms teachers, textbooks and_;f;mt ththe
thingg s : Sion for children to pe at school that count, 1 hen 0

W
ay (s

SuI:v-ah.-erngi tbe. Unless there is an increment—to make sur€ ress’
* o the path of hEgemony, “they do not beco
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¢ we do not celebrate them Simply bec

tha :
and the other details are

. not socially Productiy
rmitys ' '
te s is where my turn to the Bengalj

. +akes in the first version. I have kept the g
mlStrant of the material of South Asia. One
vea(l) that she was my gral“.idmother‘s sister. But
10 a love fest, legitimizing myself becayse m 'S sister ki
herSelf' In the event Wha:E I drew was many hosti er killed
was in fact an act of private piety.

As I have indicated, in my reference tq «
imperialism may have displaced itself al] gye
pavid Harvey says quite openly:

e‘S

the betterment of the world »
r the world, A thinker such as

I share with Marx the view that imperia]ism, like capitalism, can prepare
the ground for human emancipation from want and need. In arenas like
public health, agricultural productivity, and the application of science
and technology to confront the material problems of existence (includ-
ing the preservation of the environment), capitalism and imperialism
have opened up potential paths to a better future. The problem is that the
dominant class relations of capitalism and the institutional arrangements
and knowledge structures to which these class powers give rise typically
block the utilization of this potential. Furthermore, these class relations
and institutional arrangements set in motion imperialist forms dedicated
tothe preservation or enhancement of the conditions of their own repro-
duction, leading to ever greater levels of social inequality and more and
More predatory practices with respect to the mass of the world’s popula-
tion (“accumulation by dispossession,” as I call it). .

My argument is that, at the present moment, the U.S. has no c‘)ptlon eili— |
“Ptto engage in such practices unless there is a class movement mter.nalilnj-r
that challenges existing class relations and their associated hege;ﬂh"m‘;ﬂd
*titutions ang political-economic practices. This leaves therest ofthew

‘ : . in the caseé
Vith the option of either resisting U.S. imperialism directly (as 1n

. either to divert
of map, . ; eeking either
y deve vements) OT $ :
o, lopmg country social mo -imperialisms under

“Ompromise with it by forming, for example, S}lb :alist movements
¢ Umbre]] of US. power. The danger is that anti-imperia® ents rather
Wbecome purely and wholeheartedly anti-modernist -move::lemjty that
o Seeking an alternative globalization and an alternatl"z‘;l
Makes fiy)) use of the potential that capitalism has e

Haryay . | . o (ie., addressing 2
of ST erﬁng a displaced imperlallsm (1.5-; of Subimpe

perialism characterized by the multip Jiiitton

i

late stage
rlah S mS?) J
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Lenin’s argument, that communisin‘ needc-d Ito align ‘itself With the -

liberationist progr essive b.o urge(?lsle, antlcma‘t‘es him, for it tacitly a: o
that the liberationist colonial SH})}‘SC'E h.as bfe.n fre'ed”. by Imperig};
vey does not mention these earlier nationa ,hberatlomst Move
which Bhubaneswari would have found her place.

I find it difficult to accept Harvey’s endf)rSijent of the burde
upon the United States today. My alternative is not.to 80 back tq old-fagp
:oned nationalism. If I may quote myself: “In globalized Postcolonigliy, kw
can museumize national-liberation nationalism, good for exhibitiom.’ WZ
can curricularize national-liberation nationalism, good for the discipji,;e of
history. The task for the imagination is not to let the museum ang the cur.
riculum provide alibis for the new civilizing missions, make us mis-chogse
our allies.”® I would rather focus on Harvey’s phrase “unless there i acl
movement internally that challenges class relations. . . . ”

Nice words. The lesson that Gramsci taught was that class alone cannot
be the source of liberation within subalternity. And that is the lesson the
subalternists taught in their first phase. The problem is that subaltern stud-
ies now seems not concerned about class as an analytical category at all. Be-
tween Harvey’s Scylla and the subalternists’ Charybdis lies my downwardly
mobile trajectory. I think of education as a supplement—and a supplement
can animate an alternative.

Joseph Stiglitz would offer a corrective to David Harvey’s sense of the
mission of the United States. In his Globalization and Its Discontents he ar-

- 8ues again and again that the developing countries be allowed to set their
own agenda over against the transnational agencies. Yet in a recent presen-
tation he was obliged to offer something like a good imperialism, the recon-
struction of the world by Americ a, in exchange for a bad imperialism—the
war in Iraq—that he, of course, opposed. To bring to the floor what his text
S€Ems to ask for, we would need the project of listening to subalterns, P
oo 20 that e, s intellctuals commited 0 edcaion

n of the public sphere in subalternity—a teacher’s wor™

i ' : Nt i
MW_QT kis not performed, subalterns remain.n-Subaitelize.,

8ugg

Sm_? Harﬁ

ments, Within

n IMpogey

ass

- o~ T ey g g ‘_#. ) .
ent-themselves and therefore needingsto-be=iepr

mse eSO
aneuver” signaled by Gramsci could not happen with
above,

% » i arx
hm?%@%mtm@‘tgfbwbh 4 fIhj)“js
” L terms of class in “The Eighteenth Brumaire o emo-

> Where the famoysg line occurs. Gramsei had intTOduced et :

dition inte which the subaltern graduates as a result of 2 ]'nte 1
cl

rsuasi . . 1
asion ang, Inevitably, some coercion from the orga™!
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leadership from
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|1 as the state. T mention this bec
)] as L

well @

s as

ause when I gave

st version of “Can the Subaltern
I'S )

» the

Speak?” [ 54 rea
esire; of the Southern Question,” byt | read Ranajj
ts
Aspec
.-sQOme

f the Historiography of Colonjg] India”
) S0 - :

gome Aspect d Guha’s essay I was so overwhelmed by
4 [ rea
When

es group, which he headed, that 1 pyljeq

dltern Stndl"iz piety, that I had performed to get m

act of p;l‘.\fjst being a mere Europeanist,
use 0 J .

. lave. I recoded the story.

enclayt

ay that “the subaltern is in the space of difference ” follow-
[ learned to say ssage in Guha. (I did not then understand that Guha’s
ing Wond?rful pa]j ;gubaltern would subsequently take onboard 4 much
understanding of t t‘:o‘n of the Gramscian idea insofar as the subaltern, ac-
broader transforma uld call out in a collective voice ' T never went that way
crang 9 Guhal: ‘:r? had thought of when I gave the first version oftl?e story
atan.') In fact Wha Ing an institutional structure of validation. And indeed,
. absu;ezztini?e irords Partha Chatterjee kindly sent to the t:ozn’f;er;?t?:,
:: ib;ternists themselves felt that it was my Stu.ff ﬁ:o;trﬁjznz orepl‘fx}’
teenth Brumaire, on different kinds of rePresent?ﬂOIt]l:lat introduced a new
and Darstellung or portrait, and also representatzon,h -
twist in the understanding of the representation of t e::;en tthemsslves®—
Right before the famous passage of “they cannot Ii;epe incapable of assert-
the English translation of Marx says “they are there }?rou h a parliament or
ing their c]ass interest in their own name W?Ether - f translation, the
through 4 convention.” And although this is not .a Wlontg” «make it hold”
Serman 8eltend zu machen is, literally, to “make it tccl) e;nptied out in the
® French peasant proprietors who were comp e-;;irSm, could not make
¥ transition from feudalism to one stage ;?;f (;:5; Marx, they had no in-
Ir pyy ant, sa
sﬁ:ﬁirlevances COunt: s COV:E whatever they wanted to say
1S through which they could make

Qﬁunt]” “

Make it hold”
Thig is

is a cle
AT There 1s 2 "
h One of Mary’s great journalistic pieces. where reason 18 god
Tethat it IS not g¢ €asy to write a liberation thwlfgymake the subject the
Ove lic use o
prﬂletari Iturning the pub
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n, called forth by existing socia]

. Conditi(ms
the end of the paragraph shows, those conditions tell the pmletari;
't wait for the right moment, leap here now. By implicatio

lis to the vain boaster in Aesop’s fables, the claim of i PFOIe,t Nee
Hrian

Mary th, e

and) ds
M reyy,
lution, don o

the cal ; _ _
revolution seems theoretically distant and practically urgent.

tionalist asks for a restricted use O.f reason here. As is wel] known, ¢, ¢pa
graph ends in a deliberate alteration '_Df Aesop by Hegel, Marx thep, a]t:,l.
Aesop another way. Again, by implication, what he corrects is Hegel 5
ing confidence in historically determined reason in The Philosophy
«As a work of philosophy,” Hegel writes, this book

B vault.
of Right:

must be poles apart from an attempt to construct the state as it ought to
be. The instruction which it may contain cannot consist in teaching the
state what it ought to be; it can only show how the state, the ethical [sit.
lich] universe, is to be understood. “Idon Rhodos, idon kai to pedema. Hie
Rhodus, hic saltus.” To conceive of [begreifen] what is, this is the task of
philosophy. ... Itis just as absurd to fancy that a philosophy can rise above
[hinaus iibergehen] its contemporary world as it is to fancy that an indi-
vidual can overleap his own age, jump over Rhodes. If his theory really
goes beyond the world as it is and builds an ideal one as it ought to be,
that world exists indeed, but only in his opinions, a soft [weich] element
which will let anything you please be shaped [dem sich alles Beliebige ein-
bilden ldsst]. With hardly an alteration, the proverb just quoted would
run: “Here is the rose, dance thou here” What lies between reason as self-
conscious mind and reason as reality to hand [vorhandener Wirklichkeit,
what separates the former from the latter and prevents it from finding
satisfaction in the latter, is the fetter of some abstraction or other which
has not been liberated into the concept. To recognize reason as the 105¢
in the cross of the present and thereby to enjoy the present, this is the -
tional insight which reconciles us to the actual, the reconciliation which
philosophy affords us.12

'::1,:3 a?:il_l but CI'l:lCial change made by Marx is from “leap”.a;:j;:;:lhz
saltus—a litsllep;ﬁwe. 'Unhke tlegel's, this fsunannounced, B1E :c Rhodi5

slation of the Greek—is changed by Marx to Hi¢

hi : 5
‘¢ salta! By Tepeating Hegel’s alteration immediately afterwar d, he alilfe

the mes P e in
2B of a mystica] (Rosicrucian) acceptance of reason as L

Cross, whi ) orvi
) lch allOWS us tO enJOY t'he pl'esent and see all change asa S e

to abstract; .
of i trﬂCth'nS. He changes it to a message of change, a livelier acc®
€ Aesopian challenge,
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o 1 WaS thinking of Bhubaneswari g
Brumﬂil‘e-” It seems to me now that [

ent ; , i
fe foremother into that gap between the reason
my :

llfg't:jm:}r ¢ ’
| of Marx’s senses. But the gesture and the tag], could s
n

inal
her 10 a . ) L oty
, considerations of collectivity and of the public - yet emerge
in fact where the essay -

wh aduri, was full of “The Eig}
igh-

into ¢
S0 that was

began. Not in
' und -
ate of difference. Andit st erstanding the sy.

Jrernas ast oK . artejd the trajectory of the sy altern
aywork in the possibility of creating an infrastructure here gt o hr} 12
€ whic

w{'} Lid-make the subaltern not accept subalternity as normality: I though
(hat phubaneswarl as .revolutionary subject, as it were, had queé,ti()m:}c;l fht
presuppositions of sati, but could not be acknowledged. She remained sin(f
gular. I was therefore unable to generalize from her. But I certainly never
spoke of sati as anticolonial resistance. I thought the criminalization of sati
while it was an unquestioned good, had not engaged with the subject-for:
mation of women; colonial education remained class fixed. I was trying to
understand how it could be that women, perhaps two or three generations
behind me, in my own formation, could have respected sati in its traditional
meaning. To think that I could support sati is derisive. But I needed to step
out of myself.

When, in 1986, Rup Kanwar had committed sati, her mother had smiled.
Itis that smile that T was anticipating—that was the text I was reading as I
tead the Scriptures—the Dharmasdstra.!® For the smile said yes to the Scrip-
fure. That desire had to be rearranged. I felt that Bhubaneswari rearranged

that desire, coerced by situational imperatives.

.She taught me yet another lesson: death as text.
?t%ons Where no response happens. If the peace process carries no cred-
bl if o whole country is turned into a gated community, young people
0o ot vet know how to value life—and Bhubaneswari was seventeen
::r fs Old~may feel that it is possible to write a response W o e

*r'the same cause. Suicide bombers form a collectivity W

e bee . like that in BhU-
N rearrange ision to die was something
Negy, ged. The dec1510n. d decision, 0 postpone

She made me read situ-

hen you die with

e ’c:}llxast ma.lde her exclusive. The idea that' when
b €mg ?’ S.lnce you will not listen to me, smcfe
bureg arb_rlahze an accord—is action in extremis- s

e 1t1.‘ate desire? The question of the Korar of the
On the tTa]ectOI'y of “Can the Subaltern Speak?” ol ccularism g
e hand, the schools. On the other, the searc
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legal instrument of social justice that can dccommodate ¢

he gy},
. alte
consuming interest only to be mentioned here, I,

NOTES

1 Spivak, “French Feminism,” ““Draupadi’ by Mahaswetx Devi”

2 Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial Reason, pp. 19-36,

3 Marx, “The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte,” p. 239,

4 Derrida, Rogues, p. 109.

5 The idea of the oppressed themselves becoming suboppressors without Proper
pedagogy comes from Freire, The Pedagogy of the Oppressed, pp. 29-34.

6 Agglutianations.com, November 3,2003.

7

Indeed, as Harvey points out, the position is already present in Marx. See Kar]
Marx, “The British Rule in India,” in Surveys from Exile, PP. 306-307. The ques-
tioning of the teleological view of Marxism is most strongly associated with
Louis Althusser’s structuralist project. The subalternist questioning, legitimizing
Marx’s position by reversal, can lean dangerously toward nationalism.

Spivak, “Nationalism and the Imagination”

Stiglitz, Globalization and Its Discontents, pp. 236-252 and passim.

10 Gramsci, “Some Aspects of the Southern Question”; Guha, “On Some Aspects”
11 Guha, Domination Without Hegemony, p. 134 and passim.

12 Hegel, Philosophy of Right, pp. 10-12 (translation modified).
13 Kane, H; istory of the Dharmasastrq.




