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A young woman of sixteen or seventeen, Bhubaneswari Bhaduri, 
hanged herself in her father's modest apartment in North Calcutta in 

170. I have taken this question further, in an analysis of metropolitan multicul­
turalism, in "Moving Devi," essay for an exhibition on the Great Goddess at the 
Arthur M. Sackler gallery at the Smithsonian, in March 1999. 

171. A position against nostalgia as a basis of counterhegemonic ideological 
production does not endorse its negative use. Within the complexity of contempo­
rary political economy, it would, for example, be highly questionable to urge that 
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1926. The suicide was a puzzle since, as Bhubaneswari was menstruat­
ing at the time, it was clearly not a case of illicit pregnancy. Nearly a 
decade later, it was discovered, in a letter she had left for her elder 
sister, that she was a member of one of the many groups involved in the 
armed struggle for Indian independence. She had been entrusted with a 
political assassination. Unable to confront the task and yet aware of the 
practical need for trust, she killed herself . 

Bhubaneswari had known that her death would be diagnosed as the 
outcome of illegitimate passion. She had therefore waited for the onset 
of menstruation. While waiting, Bhubaneswari, the brahmacarini who 
was no doubt looking forward to good wifehood, perhaps rewrote the 
social text ofsati-suicide in an interventionist way. (One tentative expla­
nation of her inexplicable act had been a possible melancholia brought 
on by her father's death and her brother-in-Iaw's repeated taunts that 
she was too old to be not-yet-a-wife.) She generalized the sanctioned 
motive for female suicide by taking immense trouble to displace (not 
merely deny), in the physiological inscription of her body, its imprison­
ment within legitimate passion by a single male. In the immediate con­
text, her act became absurd, a case of delirium rather than sanity. The 
displacing gesture-waiting for menstruation-is at first a reversal of 
the interdict against a menstruating widow's right to immolate herself; 
the unclean widow must wait, publicly, until the cleansing bath of the 
fourth day, when she is no longer menstruating, in order to claim her 
dubious privilege. 

In this reading, Bhubaneswari Bhaduri's suicide is an unemphatic, ad 
hoc, subaltern rewriting of the social text of sati-suicide as much as the 
hegemonic account of the blazing, fighting, familial Durga. The emer­
gent dissenting possibilities of that hegemonic account of the fighting 
mother are well documented and popularly well remembered through 

the current Indian working-class crime of burning brides who bring insufficient 
dowries and of subsequently disguising the murder as suicide is either a use or abuse 
of the tradition of sati-suicide. The most that can be claimed is that it is a displace­
ment on a chain of semiosis with the female subject as signifier, which would lead us 
back into the narrative we have been unraveling. Clearly, one must work to stop the 
crime of bride burning in every way. If, however, that work is accomplished by 
unexamined nostalgia or its opposite, it will assist actively in the substitution of 
race/ethnos or sheer genitalism as a signifier in the place of the female subject. 



---
HISTORY HISTORY 

308 309 

the discourse of the male leaders and participants in the Independence 
movement. The subaltern as female cannot be heard or read. 

I know of Bhubaneswari's life and death through family connections. 
Before investigating them more thoroughly, I asked a Bengali woman, a 
philosopher and Sanskritist whose early intellectual production is aI, 
most identical to mine, to start the process. Two responses: (a) "Why, 
when her two sisters, Saileswari and Raseswari, led such full and Won, . 
derfullives, are you interested in the hapless Bhubaneswari? (b) I asked 
her nieces. It appears that it was a case of illicit love. 

I was so unnerved by this failure of communication that, in the first 
version of this text, I wrote, in the accents of passionate lament: the 
subaltern cannot speak! It was an inadvisable remark. 

In the intervening years between the publication of the second part of 
this chapter in essay form and this revision, I have profited greatly from 
the many published responses to it. I will refer to two of them here: 
"Can the Subaltern Vote?" and "Silencing Sycorax."I72 

As I have been insisting, Bhubaneswari Bhaduri was not a "true" 
subaltern. She was a woman of the middle class, with access, however 
clandestine, to the bourgeois movement for Independence. Indeed the 
Rani of Sirmur, with her claim to elevated birth, was not a subaltern at 
all. Part of what I seem to have argued in this chapter is that woman's 
interception of the claim to subalternity can be staked out across strict 
lines of definition by virtue of their muting by heterogeneous circum­
stances. Gulari cannot speak to us because indigenous patriarchal "his­
tory" would only keep a record of her funeral and colonial history only 
needed her as an incidental instrument. Bhubaneswari attempted to , 
"speak" by turning her body into a text of woman/writing. The imme­
diate passion of my declaration "the subaltern cannot speak," came 
from the despair that, in her own family, among women, in no more 
than fifty years, her attempt had failed. I am not laying the blame for 

172. Leerom Medovoi et al., "Can the Subaltern Vote?" Socialist Review 20.3 
Guly-Sept. 1990): 13 3-149; and Abena Busia, "Silencing Sycorax: On African Co­
lonial Discourse and the Unvoiced Female," Cultural Critique 14 (Winter 1989­
90): 81-104. 

the muting on the colonial authorities here, as Busia seems to think: 
"Gayatri Spivak's 'Can the Subaltern Speak?'-section 4 of which is a 
compelling explication of this role of disappearing in the case of Indian 
women in British legal history."1?3 

I am pointing, rather, at her silencing by her own more emancipated 
granddaughters: a new mainstream. To this can be added two newer 
groups: one, the liberal multiculturalist metropolitan academy, Susan 
Barton's great-granddaughters; as follows: 

As I have been saying all along, I think it is important to acknowledge 
our complicity in the muting, in order precisely to be more effective in 
the long run. Our work cannot succeed if we always have a scapegoat. 
The postcolonial migrant investigator is touched by the colonial social 
fonnations. Busia strikes a positive note for further work when she 
points out that, after all, I am able to read Bhubaneswari's case, and 
therefore she has spoken in some way. Busia is right, of course. All 
speaking, even seemingly the most immediate, entails a distanced deci­
phermet:t by another, which is, at best, an interception. That is what 
speaking is. 

I acknowledge this theoretical point, and also acknowledge the prac­
tical importance, for oneself and others, of being upbeat about future 
work. Yet the moot decipherment by another in an academic institution 
(willy-nilly a knowledge-production factory) many years later must not 
be too quickly identified with the "speaking" of the subaltern. It is not a 
mere tautology to say that the colonial or postcolonial subaltern is 
defined as the being on the other side of difference, or an epistemic 
fracture, even from other groupings among the colonized. What is at 
stake when we insist that the subaltern speaks? 

In "Can the Subaltern Vote?" the three authors apply the question of 
stakes to "political speaking." This seems to me to be a fruitful way of 
extending my reading of subaltern speech into a collective arena. Access 
to "citizenship" (civil society) by becoming a voter (in the nation) is 
indeed the symbolic circuit of the mobilizing of subalternity into he­
gemony. This terrain, ever negotiating between national liberation and 

173. Busia, "Silencing," p. 102. 
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globalization, allows for examining the casting of the vote itself as a 
performative convention given as constative "speech" of the subaltern 
subject. It is part of my current concerns to see how this set is manipu­
lated to legitimize globalization; but it is beyond the scope of this book. 
Here let us remain confined to the field of academic prose, and advance 
three points: 

1. 	 Simply by being postcolonial or the member of an ethnic minor­
ity, we are not "subaltern." That word is reserved for the sheer 
heterogeneity of decolonized space. 

2. 	 When a line of communication is established between a member 
of subaltern groups and the circuits of citizenship or institution­
ality, the subaltern has been inserted into the long road to he­
gemony. Unless we want to be romantic purists or primitivists 
about "preserving subaltemity" -a contradiction in terms-this 
is absolutely to be desired. (It goes without saying that museu­
mized or curricularized access to ethnic origin-another battle 
that must be fought-is not identical with preserving subalter­
nity.) Remembering this allows us to take pride in our work with­
out making missionary claims. 

3. 	This trace-structure (effacement in disclosure) surfaces as the 
tragic emotions of the political activist, springing not out of su­
perficial utopianism, but out of the depths of what Bimal 
Krishna Matilal has called "moral love." Mahasweta Devi, her­
self an indefatigable activist, documents this emotion with exqui­
site care in "Pterodactyl, Puran Sahay, and Pirtha." 

And finally, the third group: Bhubaneswari's elder sister's eldest daugh­
ter's eldest daughter's eldest daughter is a new U.S. immigrant and was 
recently promoted to an executive position in a U.S.-based transna­
tional. She will be helpful in the emerging South Asian market precisely 
because she is a well-placed Southern diasporic. 

For Europe, the time when the new capitalism definitely superseded 
the old can be established with fair precision: it was the beginning of 
the twentieth century .... [With t]he boom at the end of the nine­
teenth centtury and the crisis of 1900-03 ... [c]artels become one of 
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the foundations of the whole of economic life. Capitalism has been 
transformed in to imperialism. 174 

Today's program of global financialization carries on that relay. 
Bhubaneswari had fought for national liberation. Her great-grandniece 
works for the New Empire. This too is a historical silencing of the 
subaltern. When the news of this young woman's promotion was 
broadcast in the family amidst general jubilation I could not help re­
marking to the eldest surviving female member: "Bhubaneswari"-her 
nickname had been Talu-"hanged herself in vain," but not too loudly. 
Is it any wonder that this young woman is a staunch multiculturalist, 
believes in natural childbirth, and wears only cotton? 

174. V. I. Lenin, Imperialism: The Highest Stage of Capitalism: A Popular Outline 
(London: Pluto Press, 1996), pp. 15, 17. 


