
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak
In Other Words

Sangeeta Ray

A John Wiley & Sons, Ltd., Publication

9781405103176_1_pretoc.indd   iii9781405103176_1_pretoc.indd   iii 1/28/2009   11:49:20 AM1/28/2009   11:49:20 AM



9781405103176_6_Index.indd   1529781405103176_6_Index.indd   152 1/28/2009   11:48:58 AM1/28/2009   11:48:58 AM



Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak

9781405103176_1_pretoc.indd   i9781405103176_1_pretoc.indd   i 1/28/2009   11:49:20 AM1/28/2009   11:49:20 AM



9781405103176_1_pretoc.indd   ii9781405103176_1_pretoc.indd   ii 1/28/2009   11:49:20 AM1/28/2009   11:49:20 AM



Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak
In Other Words

Sangeeta Ray

A John Wiley & Sons, Ltd., Publication

9781405103176_1_pretoc.indd   iii9781405103176_1_pretoc.indd   iii 1/28/2009   11:49:20 AM1/28/2009   11:49:20 AM



This edition fi rst published 2009
© 2009 Sangeeta Ray

Blackwell Publishing was acquired by John Wiley & Sons in February 2007. Blackwell’s 
publishing program has been merged with Wiley’s global Scientifi c, Technical, and Medical 
business to form Wiley-Blackwell.

Registered Offi ce
John Wiley & Sons Ltd, The Atrium, Southern Gate, Chichester, West Sussex, PO19 8SQ, 
United Kingdom

Editorial Offi ces
350 Main Street, Malden, MA 02148-5020, USA
9600 Garsington Road, Oxford, OX4 2DQ, UK
The Atrium, Southern Gate, Chichester, West Sussex, PO19 8SQ, UK

For details of our global editorial offi ces, for customer services, and for information about 
how to apply for permission to reuse the copyright material in this book please see our 
website at www.wiley.com/wiley-blackwell.

The right of Sangeeta Ray to be identifi ed as the author of this work has been  asserted in 
accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval 
system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic,  mechanical, photocopying, 
recording or otherwise, except as permitted by the UK Copyright, Designs and Patents 
Act 1988, without the prior permission of the publisher.

Wiley also publishes its books in a variety of electronic formats. Some content that  appears 
in print may not be available in electronic books.

Designations used by companies to distinguish their products are often claimed as trade-
marks. All brand names and product names used in this book are trade names, service 
marks, trademarks or registered trademarks of their respective owners. The publisher is 
not associated with any product or vendor mentioned in this book. This publication is 
designed to provide accurate and authoritative information in regard to the subject mat-
ter covered. It is sold on the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering 
professional services. If professional advice or other expert assistance is required, the 
services of a competent professional should be sought.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Ray, Sangeeta.
 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak : in other words / Sangeeta Ray.
  p. cm.
 Includes bibliographical references and index.
 ISBN 978-1-4051-0317-6 (hardcover : alk. paper) – ISBN 978-1-4051-0318-3 (pbk. : alk. 
paper)
1. Culture. 2. Feminist criticism. 3. Feminist literature. I. Title.
 HM623.R39 2009
 301.092–dc22
 2008043811

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Set in 10/13pt Palatino
by SPi Publisher Services, Pondicherry, India
Printed in Singapore

1  2009

9781405103176_1_pretoc.indd   iv9781405103176_1_pretoc.indd   iv 1/28/2009   11:49:20 AM1/28/2009   11:49:20 AM

http://www.wiley.com/wiley-blackwell


Acknowledgments vii

1  Writing Autobiography, Writing Spivak: 
In Lieu of an Introduction 1

2  Reading Literature, Teaching Literature: 
Whither Soul Making? 27

3  Reading Singularity, Reading Difference: An Ethics 
of the Impossible 67

4 Reading Woman, Reading Essence: Whither Gender? 107

Bibliography 139
Index 147

Contents

9781405103176_2_toc.indd   v9781405103176_2_toc.indd   v 1/28/2009   11:49:34 AM1/28/2009   11:49:34 AM



9781405103176_2_toc.indd   vi9781405103176_2_toc.indd   vi 1/28/2009   11:49:34 AM1/28/2009   11:49:34 AM



The author and publisher gratefully acknowledge the permission 
granted to reproduce the following copyright material in this book:

Ray, S., “Ethical Encounters: Spivak, Alexander and Kincaid,” from Cultural 
Studies, 17 (2003): 42–55. Reprinted by permission of Taylor & Francis Ltd., 
www.informaworld.com.

Ray, S., “The Postcolonial Critic: Shifting Subjects, Changing Paradigms” (sec-
tions). Reprinted by permission from Language and Liberation: Feminism, 
Philosophy, and Language, edited by Christina Hendricks and Kelly Oliver, 
the State University of New York Press. © 1999 State University of New 
York. All Rights Reserved.

Spivak, G. C., A Critique of Postcolonial Reason: Towards a History of the Vanishing 
Present. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. © 1999 by the President 
and Fellows of Harvard College. Sections reprinted by permission of the 
publisher.

Every effort has been made to trace copyright holders and to obtain 
their permission for the use of copyright material. The publisher apolo-
gizes for any errors or omissions in the above list and would be grateful 
if notified of any corrections that should be incorporated in future 
reprints or editions of this book.

Acknowledgments

9781405103176_3_postoc.indd   vii9781405103176_3_postoc.indd   vii 1/30/2009   11:16:49 AM1/30/2009   11:16:49 AM



9781405103176_3_postoc.indd   viii9781405103176_3_postoc.indd   viii 1/30/2009   11:16:49 AM1/30/2009   11:16:49 AM



Partial Beginnings

This book has taken a while to take the shape it has. When Andrew 
McNeillie asked me if I would consider writing a book on Spivak, my 
immediate answer was a categorical no. I felt the task to be impossible. 
How would I tackle the vast subject that is Spivak, the collection of 
works that arrive in every page in a dense prose that seems often impos-
sible to parse? And then how would I write her without diminishing 
her presence – always excessively present – in that prose. If, as Landry 
and Maclean say in their introduction to The Spivak Reader, echoing 
Spivak writing about Derrida, that “Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak is also 
this collection of texts” (2), wouldn’t the reader of my text feel frus-
trated at not finding a Spivak, or the Spivak they were looking for? 
Perhaps the fear was even more personal. Would I vanish in trying to 
write Spivak, reduced to an emulating disciple, whose role would be to 
enable an “accurate” reading of Spivak? In the end, of course, I did write 
the book, this book, a version of the many possible books that were 
discarded and rewritten. Andrew did give me a lot of leeway. Looking 
back at my correspondence with him, I realize how we negotiated the 
terrain in which Spivak could be discovered. Should we think of the 
various terms that one associates with Spivak and examine her devel-
opment of said terms in a principled manner? I suggested that we think 
of Spivak in terms of questions posed: a “what is?” model that then 
would produce, hopefully, complicated answers. Or we could think of 
the various contributions that Spivak has made to different fields. I could 
imagine a book (which I did for a while) where I read Spivak’s engage-
ments with Derrida and Marx on the one hand, and postcoloniality, ethics, 
and feminism on the other. Perhaps this book is closest to that book.

1

Writing Autobiography, Writing 
Spivak: In Lieu of an Introduction
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2 Writing Autobiography, Writing Spivak: In Lieu of an Introduction

My own encounter with Spivak is, in a way, exemplary.1 As a  graduate 
student, I discovered Spivak in the covers of Derrida’s Of Grammatology. 
It was the requisite graduate introduction to theory; it was the mid-
eighties and I had just arrived via a Pan Am flight to the Midwest. I did 
not know much theory, but I did know, like most good postcolonial 
subjects, a lot of British literature. In college in Calcutta, I thoroughly 
traversed the discipline from Beowulf to Virginia Woolf. Repeating a 
Master’s degree in the US seemed trivial at best. So to theory I gravi-
tated, attempting to master dense literary criticism as philosophy and 
vice versa. In that class, taught by a medievalist, who mainly talked 
with his back to the students while scribbling intensely on the black-
board, I discovered, unlike most in the class, that I liked theory. We read 
books or a set of articles under several rubrics: terms and definitions 
came flying at us without much preparation; I spent days and nights in 
the library trying to marshal my thoughts and keep at least half a step 
ahead. As a foreign student living on a pittance, I tried to check books 
out of the library rather than buying them at the bookstore. Looking at 
the syllabus, I saw that we were supposed to read a major chunk of 
Of Grammatology in a couple of weeks. I raced to check out the book. 
I remember sitting down and opening the book and coming across this 
name that seemed Indian; not just Indian but Bengali. I was hooked and 
I did then what I ask my students not to do – that is, do not read an 
introduction or an essay by someone else on a theorist.2 Read the “orig-
inal” text. Reading Spivak’s “Translator’s Preface” to Of Grammatology 
remains for me, even today, one of the greatest reading experiences, 
and not least because it is anything but an introduction, complicating 
profoundly the distinction between original and originary texts. Now, 
writing this book 22 years after reading that preface, I remind myself 
that at the beginning, almost, Spivak had underlined the significance of 
responsibility for one’s writing and reading:

[If] the assumption of responsibility for one’s discourse leads to the con-
clusion that all conclusions are genuinely provisional and therefore 
inconclusive, that all origins are similarly unoriginal, that responsibility 
itself must cohabit with frivolity, this need not be cause for gloom. (xiii)

Perhaps it is this cautionary promise of promise that allowed me to 
write this book, and, while the book that follows is not a preface, maybe 
I can still use Spivak’s description of the preface as an opening into my 
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Writing Autobiography, Writing Spivak: In Lieu of an Introduction 3

book on Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak: “[T]here, is then, always already 
a preface between two hands holding open a book. And the ‘prefacer,’ 
of the same or another proper name as the ‘author,’ need not apologize 
for ‘repeating’ the text” (xiii).

I could now move to the required biography of Spivak and list 
her various accomplishments, publications, and contributions to the 
making of a field such as postcolonial studies, and/or postcolonial 
transnational feminist studies. I could use another critic’s quite gauche 
sculpting of Spivak as “the model product of an Indian undergraduate 
and an American graduate education – probably the most scholarly 
combination in the planet” (IOW, ix), as a way to underline her move-
ment from a middle-class family in Calcutta to the upper echelons of 
academia in the United States via an initial stay in Iowa and a few visits 
elsewhere. But trying to capture the life and times of Spivak, and reduc-
ing her contributions to a pithy defining sentence, is impossible. Spivak 
is a literary theorist, a postcolonial critic, translator, feminist, Marxist, 
and deconstructionist. She has published on every significant social, 
political, and cultural topic that has engaged our times, while never 
losing sight of the role of the teacher in the university and beyond, to 
rural enclaves in Bangladesh and China. She remains an exemplary 
 literary critic of English texts, demanding, at the same time, an invest-
ment in the languages of the South for a productive comparative 
literature in the twenty-first century.3 Her subtle criticism of the long 
reach of the native informant has allowed her to think through the role 
and function of the informant, not just in colonial discourse, but in trans-
national feminism that repeatedly bypasses women who remain on the 
fringes of a present condition marked by nationalism, postcoloniality, and 
migration. Her commitment to a planetary ethics has produced trench-
ant criticisms of the racialization of capital in the hands of a “manage-
rial class all across the globe today in globalization who are many 
colors, again racialized” (“What is Enlightenment?” 199) and the 
manner in which the “transformation of indigenous knowledges into 
intellectual property deliberately bypasses the question of the subject” 
(“Claiming Transformations,” 123).

But above all, and in everything she writes, Spivak continues to take 
to task modes of critical self-representation, whether it be as an embat-
tled Third World scholar in the First, a feminist who is both a Marxist 
and a deconstructionist, or a teacher who remains ethically respon-
sible to pedagogy. My own engagements with Spivak’s work have 
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4 Writing Autobiography, Writing Spivak: In Lieu of an Introduction

changed and developed over time, especially in relation to her own 
self- representation in her work and her encounters with those who seek 
to represent her through her work. Such moments are particularly 
marked in Spivak’s numerous interviews, beginning with her first in 
1963, at the age of 18, in Newsweek, in an article entitled “Foreign 
Students: Diplomas and Diplomacy.” The interview was intended to 
capture the flow of foreign students to the US as a way of registering 
intercultural exchange between the US and the rest of the world. It 
seeks to register the culture shock that many students must have felt, or 
so the thinking goes, appropriately captured by a photo of Gayatri 
Spivak appearing on the cover in a sari. She refers to this interview in 
another one recorded by Angela Ingram in 1987 and notes:

[When I was being interviewed] by these blokes, I absolutely had no 
compunction in producing this deathless line. I only know because I got 
hate mail you would not believe. I said – and I was being honest because 
I felt that I should say what I thought – “I don’t understand why 
Americans who don’t know you smile at you on the street. I’ve been trau-
matized.” Can you imagine? Really. This was a very genuine kind of a 
thing. I was a luscious nineteen-year-old, and they smiled at me because, 
to an extent, they didn’t really think. It’s like women in National Geographic, 
where they are allowed to have bare breasts. I was not someone with 
whom they had the same rules, the same sexual code of behavior. So it 
was okay. But you know, that comes from two things. One is the fact that 
I was a “communist” so early, right? So I kind of felt politics in other 
people. But also a communist out of moral outrage. But it also comes 
from a very bad thing, which is my caste-fix. Brahmin women have 
always been unspoken. (PC, 84–5)

Reading this passage always makes me giddy. There is so much to 
unpack here. Spivak’s recollection of a traumatic event; her dismissal of 
the, obviously, more empowered interviewers as “blokes,” who had no 
idea what they were up against; her conviction that she could and must 
speak her mind and politicize an everyday, seemingly benign, practice 
as a trauma for the other. Trauma in benevolence. Benevolence as 
trauma. One can already see in the re-presented 18-year old the Spivak 
to come. But then she also represents herself, from the present vantage 
point, as a luscious 19-year old whose clothed image in a sari conjures 
up images of bare breasted “other women” in National Geographic. 
A representation that is further compounded by her investment in 
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Writing Autobiography, Writing Spivak: In Lieu of an Introduction 5

being a communist and an outspoken Brahmin woman. Race, class, 
caste, gender, and politics are evoked to challenge the notion of an 
essential foreigner captured in a seemingly unproblematic rendition of 
the Indian female student. But the slippages between women ranging 
from middle-class Indian Brahmin, to impoverished foreign student in 
Cornell, to subaltern bare-breasted women leaves me gasping for air. 
Does being a communist somehow help suture, however sloppily, these 
categories? Does Spivak rest uneasily on the Brahmin note? When she 
remarks that it is a bad thing to be an outspoken Brahmin woman, is 
she actually being good because it gives her strength to confront being 
othered? Does being Brahmin also allow her to be luscious?

A page earlier in the Ingram interview, entitled, “Postmarked 
Calcutta, India,” Spivak challenges the interviewer’s assumption that 
she can pass without being noticed in an airport in India. The idea of 
being different and thus marked carries over everywhere, including 
home. In India, given Spivak’s height, spiky hair, and “hopeless sense 
of dress,” she is considered as “some kind of foreign person who is so 
eccentric that she can dress [and look] like this” (PC, 82). However, the 
spiky hair produces another possible identity, that of the widow. Hair is 
an important signifier of femininity. Spivak’s spiky hair was not seen in 
India, especially in Bengal, as a westernized stylish cut. Being 45, 
 childless, and not married in the traditional sense of staying with one 
husband for the duration, people read her cut as a signifier of asexuality, 
a widow’s cut. I wonder if the widow’s cut was perceived as a Brahmin’s 
widow cut. Spivak does not say so, but given all her work on the regu-
lative psychobiography of women as sati, or rather sati as good wife 
and good woman,4 one could be forced to read this image as such. In 
the interview, Spivak leaves both accounts intact, begging the reader to 
make the connections between a hyper-sexualized figure as imagined 
by a 45-year-old looking back at a possible casting of a 19-year-old by 
the dominant western gaze, and a 45-year-old imagining her produc-
tion as an hypo-asexualized widow by the dominant Indian. Both are 
moments of acute discomfort, but only one produces trauma. Why? 
The question is never answered except through Spivak’s attempt to 
substitute her being read as a widow by her own reading of her self as 
an eccentric, a role further accentuated by her recourse to the accents of 
a British English. Interestingly, it is accent, an English accent, which is 
used to displace anxiety and lack of control over being read by others. 
In India, despite her tremendous fluency in Bengali, she can use her 
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6 Writing Autobiography, Writing Spivak: In Lieu of an Introduction

accent to help produce herself as an eccentric if she so desires. In the 
US, enraged by a screaming white guy who did not realize that she 
lived and owned a home in the same street, she can roll down her car 
window and scold him in a very English accent, “Stop muttering.” “And 
he was so amazed, that someone dressed like me had said [that] to 
him” (PC, 90).

This interview is particularly significant because it is conducted upon 
her return from having taught, as an academic, for the first time in 
India. Perhaps this garnering of an academic status at “home” allows 
her to open up to the many ways one can be and choose to be repre-
sented. It is also an interview where Spivak admits to having not just 
privilege, but also power: “You see, [she says to Ingram] I use positions 
of power” (PC, 89). She admits this parenthetically, and it is this 
 recognition of the power move that mitigates, for me, some of her more 
drastic deployments of shifting categories to describe herself. I used 
this interview to open up the space for my engagement with the collec-
tion of interviews gathered together in The Post-Colonial Critic. I revisit 
them here, and have thoroughly revised and self-consciously reworked 
my earlier review of the collection as a way to mark my own trans-
formative experience in reading Spivak. My essay was written for a 
special issue of Hypatia in 1992, and then it was republished in a collec-
tion entitled Language and Liberation: Feminism, Philosophy, and Language 
in 1999. In its second incarnation, I added an autobiographical anecdote 
and a postscript to situate my own reading of Spivak, underlining my 
critical stance on the “original” essay. In a fashion, I practice here 
 self-citationality as a mode of reading and writing Spivak. I use the 
essay as a point of departure for my introduction to this book on Spivak 
to mark the (im)possibility of ever resting easily with the collection of 
texts that is Spivak.

The Postcolonial Critic: Shifting Subjects

Many feminist and postcolonial critics continue to use a self-defining, 
clarifying sentence to produce a subject position vis-à-vis a text that 
they are attempting to read and critique. Here is one that I could use: 
I am a postcolonial feminist critic educated in a former British colony 
who now teaches in an American academic institution, and I am there-
fore intimately implicated in my reading of this text. One could  imagine 
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