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Abstract

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s essay Can the Subaltern Speak? remains one of the most influential
and debated texts in postcolonial studies, feminist theory, and cultural criticism. The essay critically
examines the relationship between power, representation, and knowledge production in colonial and
postcolonial societies. Spivak argues that marginalized groups, particularly subaltern women, are
systematically excluded from dominant structures of discourse and representation. This paper
critically analyses Spivak’s central arguments, methodological approach, and theoretical
contributions. It explores her critique of Western intellectual traditions, the concept of epistemic
violence, and her analysis of the practice of Sati in colonial India. The paper also evaluates the
strengths and limitations of her argument, particularly regarding the accessibility of her language
and the implications of her claim that “the subaltern cannot speak.” While the essay is theoretically
dense, its significance lies in challenging conventional assumptions about voice, agency, and
representation. The paper concludes that Spivak’s work continues to remain highly relevant in
contemporary discussions on feminism, identity, postcolonialism, and the ethics of intellectual
engagement.

Introduction

The relationship between power and representation has remained a central concern in postcolonial
theory. One of the most significant interventions in this field was made by Gayatri Chakravorty
Spivak, Indian literary theorist through her influential essay Can the Subaltern Speak? published in
1988. The essay fundamentally transformed discussions surrounding marginality, colonialism,
feminism, and intellectual representation. Spivak’s work emerged in response to the limitations she
identified in both Western intellectual traditions and certain strands of postcolonial scholarship. She
questioned whether marginalized groups, particularly colonized women, could genuinely express
themselves within structures dominated by elite systems of knowledge and power. According to
Spivak, even when intellectuals attempt to represent the oppressed, they often reproduce the same
hierarchies they claim to challenge. The essay is important not merely because it discusses
oppression, but because it critically examines how knowledge itself is produced and controlled.
Spivak’s argument moves beyond economic or political domination and focuses on the deeper issue
of epistemic domination — the ways in which systems of knowledge silence and erase marginalized
voices.

This paper critically analyses Spivak’s essay by examining its central arguments, theoretical
foundations, methodological approach, and contemporary relevance. It also evaluates the strengths
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and limitations of her intervention and explores why the essay continues to remain influential in
contemporary academic discourse.

Objectives

1. To examine the central arguments presented in Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s Can the
Subaltern Speak?

2. To analyse Spivak’s critique of Western intellectual traditions and representation.
3. To understand the concept of epistemic violence and its relevance in postcolonial studies.
4. To evaluate the strengths and limitations of Spivak’s theoretical intervention.

5. To assess the contemporary relevance of the essay in discussions on gender, identity, and
marginalized voices.

Hypotheses

1. Spivak’s essay challenges dominant forms of representation by exposing the structural
silencing of marginalized groups.

2. The concept of epistemic violence remains relevant in understanding the exclusion of
subaltern voices in contemporary society.

3. Despite its theoretical complexity, the essay significantly contributes to postcolonial and
feminist discourse.

Discussion and Analysis
1. Understanding the Concept of the Subaltern

The term “subaltern” originally referred to socially, politically, and economically marginalized
groups who exist outside dominant power structures. Spivak adopts this concept from Marxist and
postcolonial traditions but gives it a more complex meaning. For her, the subaltern is not simply the
oppressed person; rather, it refers to individuals and groups who are excluded from systems of
representation and whose voices are either ignored, distorted, or appropriated.

Spivak argues that the problem is not merely whether marginalized people speak, but whether their
voices are recognized within dominant structures of knowledge. Even when the oppressed attempt to
express themselves, their experiences are often translated through elite frameworks that reshape or
dilute their realities. Thus, the issue is not silence in a literal sense but the inability of subaltern
voices to achieve genuine recognition.

This argument becomes particularly significant in postcolonial societies where colonial systems not
only controlled political and economic structures but also shaped cultural and intellectual narratives.

2. Critique of Western Intellectual Traditions: One of the most important aspects of Spivak’s
essay is her critique of Western intellectuals such as Michel Foucault and Gilles Deleuze. Although

2

Volume 1, Issue 2- May-June 2026 https://shahucollegepublications.in



(S ‘ScholarNova Research Journal’

;\\l}__’ (International Interdisciplinary Peer Reviewed Journal)
Scholar INova ISSN: Online

these thinkers criticized structures of power and domination, Spivak argues that they still privileged
the Western intellectual subject.

According to Spivak, thinkers like Foucault and Deleuze assumed that oppressed groups could
naturally speak for themselves if systems of domination were challenged. Spivak considered this
assumption problematic because it ignored the structural inequalities that shape representation itself.
The oppressed cannot simply “speak™ freely when the very frameworks through which speech is
recognized are controlled by dominant institutions. Her criticism is significant because it exposes a
contradiction within radical intellectual traditions. Even progressive theories can unintentionally
reproduce forms of dominance when they fail to examine their own privileged position.

Spivak therefore calls for intellectual humility and self-reflexivity. She does not argue that
intellectuals should stop engaging with marginalized communities; rather, she insists that they must
critically examine how their own authority shapes representation.

3. Epistemic Violence and Colonial Knowledge

A major contribution of Spivak’s essay is the concept of “epistemic violence.” This refers to the
violence committed through systems of knowledge that erase, misrepresent, or silence marginalized
groups. Colonialism, according to Spivak, was not only a system of political and economic
domination but also a system of intellectual control. Colonial powers produced knowledge about
colonized societies in ways that justified imperial rule. As a result, colonized people were denied the
ability to define themselves. Spivak’s argument expands the understanding of violence beyond
physical oppression. She demonstrates that knowledge production itself can become a mechanism of
domination. The marginalized are often spoken about, interpreted, and represented by elites, but
rarely allowed to define their own experiences. This insight remains highly relevant today.
Contemporary media, academic institutions, and political systems continue to shape public
understanding of marginalized communities. In many cases, representation still occurs through
dominant perspectives rather than through genuine inclusion of subaltern voices.

4. The Example of Sati and the Silencing of Women

To explain her argument more concretely, Spivak analyses the colonial discourse surrounding the
practice of Sati in India. During colonial rule, British authorities presented themselves as rescuers of
Indian women from oppressive native traditions. At the same time, many Indian reformers also
discussed Sati without centering the perspectives of the widows themselves.

Spivak famously summarizes this situation as:
“White men saving brown women from brown men.”

This statement captures the double marginalization of subaltern women. On one side, colonial
powers used women’s suffering to justify imperial intervention. On the other side, nationalist and
patriarchal structures also denied women independent agency.
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The significance of this example lies in Spivak’s focus on representation rather than moral judgment.
She is less concerned with debating whether Sati was right or wrong and more interested in showing
how the voices of women disappeared within larger political narratives.

This analysis introduces a feminist dimension into postcolonial studies. Spivak demonstrates that
gender cannot be treated as secondary within discussions of colonialism and oppression. Subaltern
women experience marginalization not only through colonial domination but also through patriarchal
structures within their own societies.

5. Methodological Approach and Theoretical Complexity

Methodologically, Spivak’s essay is highly interdisciplinary. She combines elements of
poststructuralism, Marxism, feminism, literary criticism, and postcolonial theory. Rather than using
empirical data or fieldwork, she employs philosophical and discursive analysis.

Her writing style is dense and theoretically complex. The essay does not follow a simple linear
structure but moves across philosophical reflection, historical examples, and theoretical critique. This
complexity reflects the nature of the questions she addresses, but it also creates difficulties for
readers.

One of the most debated aspects of her work is the accessibility of her language. Critics argue that
the highly theoretical nature of the essay limits its reach to elite academic audiences. This creates an
important contradiction: a text concerned with marginalized voices becomes difficult for many
people to access.

However, defenders of Spivak argue that the complexity of her language reflects the complexity of
the systems she critiques. Simplifying these structures excessively could risk reproducing superficial
interpretations.

6. Critical Evaluation of Spivak’s Argument

Spivak’s essay remains influential because it fundamentally changed how scholars think about
representation and power. One of its greatest strengths is that it challenges the assumption that
speaking about marginalized groups automatically empowers them.

Her argument encourages scholars and activists to question who speaks, who is heard, and who
controls systems of knowledge. This has had a major impact on postcolonial studies, feminist theory,
cultural studies, and subaltern historiography.

Another important contribution is her critique of essentialism. Spivak warns against treating the
subaltern as a single homogeneous category. Marginalized groups differ according to caste, class,
gender, religion, and region. This insight adds depth and complexity to discussions of oppression.

At the same time, there are valid criticisms of her work. The statement “the subaltern cannot speak”
is often interpreted as overly pessimistic. Some critics argue that it leaves little room for resistance,
agency, or political action.
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However, a more nuanced interpretation suggests that Spivak is not literally claiming that
marginalized people are incapable of speech. Rather, she is highlighting how systems of power
distort or invalidate their voices.

Thus, the essay should be understood less as a declaration of impossibility and more as a warning
about the politics of representation.

7. Contemporary Relevance of the Essay

The relevance of Can the Subaltern Speak? extends far beyond colonial history. In contemporary
society, questions about representation, identity, and voice continue to remain central. Marginalized
communities across the world still struggle to gain recognition within dominant political, social, and
media structures. Discussions surrounding race, caste, gender, tribal identity, migration, and minority
rights continue to reflect concerns raised by Spivak.

The rise of digital media has created new opportunities for marginalized groups to express
themselves. However, these platforms are also shaped by unequal structures of visibility and
influence. Certain voices continue to dominate public discourse while others remain excluded or
selectively represented. In the Indian context, Spivak’s arguments remain particularly relevant in
discussions on caste, gender, and representation. Debates surrounding who gets to speak for
marginalized communities continue to shape academic and political discourse. Her essay therefore
continues to encourage critical reflection on the ethics of intellectual practice and the responsibilities
of scholars, activists, and institutions.

Conclusion

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s Can the Subaltern Speak? remains one of the most important
interventions in postcolonial and feminist theory. Through her critique of representation, epistemic
violence, and intellectual authority, Spivak challenges dominant assumptions about voice and
agency. The essay demonstrates that marginalization operates not only through economic and
political structures but also through systems of knowledge and representation. By analysing the
silencing of subaltern women and critiquing both colonial and intellectual frameworks, Spivak
expands the meaning of oppression and justice.

Although the essay is theoretically dense and sometimes difficult to access, its intellectual
significance remains undeniable. Its continuing relevance lies in its ability to provoke critical
reflection on how societies represent marginalized voices and how power shapes knowledge itself.

Ultimately, Spivak’s essay does not merely ask whether the subaltern can speak; it compels readers
to question whether dominant structures are genuinely willing to listen.

Recommendations

1. Academic institutions should encourage more accessible engagement with postcolonial
theory.
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2. Research on marginalized communities should prioritize ethical representation and inclusion.

3. Greater interdisciplinary studies should be conducted on voice, identity, and representation.

4. Scholars should critically examine their own positions of privilege while studying
marginalized groups.

5. Contemporary media and digital platforms should be evaluated for how they include or
exclude subaltern voices.
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