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Abstract

Gayatari Chakravorty Spivak plays an important role in the post-
modern feminist studies. Well-equipped with theories of deconstruc-
tion, Marxism, feminism and postcolonialism, she has been involved
in the campaigns for the rights of the gendered subaltern in the Third
World,

One of her greatest contributions to postmodern feminism is the
theory of strategic essentialism, The appropriation of postmodern the-
ories has helped feminism gather momentum and evolve into a most dy-
namic and creative branch of theories in the postmodern era. Howev-
er, the anti-essentialist perspective of postmodern theories threatens to
upset the cornerstones of feminism, and whether postmodern theories
and feminism could be combined in postmodern feminism has been
questioned. Postmodern feminism is in crisis. Spivak upholds strategic
essentialism to deal with the crisis of postmodern feminism. As an an-
ti-essentialist, she admits that there is not a universal essence of all
women, so the cultural, economic and other differences between
women should be recognized and respected. But she argues that politi—
cally it is still possible to make claims with the concept of ‘women’,
which is a strategic use of essentialism; With strategic essentialism,

postmodern feminism eventually gets out of the crisis,



Spivak scrutinizes International Feminisms represented by French
Feminism and Anglo-American Feminism and warns people of their
misfire in the Third World. She highly appreciates French Feminism’s
double program against sexism and for feminism and adopts its anti-es-
sentialist stand. However, when she examines the theories of French
Feminism represented by Héléne Cixous, Luce Irigatay and Julia Kris-
teva from the perspectives of race and class, she finds out that the so-
lutions offered do not meet the demands of the Third World women.
What’s more, they have generalized the experience of First World
women as universal to all women. Spivak strongly criticizes French
Feminism and holds that it will not benefit but do harm to women in
the Third World for its ignorance of the disparities between women in
race, class and culture. Spivak’s next target is Anglo-American Femi-
nism. She thinks highly of its efforts to reread female figures in litera-
ture and rewrite the history of literature by canonizing some women’s
writings, but determines that it is no more helpful for the women in
the Third World than French feminism for its complicity with imperial-
ism, Anglo-American feminists objectify and represent Third World
women as their “Other”, Thus, for Spivak, the striking difference
between the two schools of postmodern feminism is superficial, be-
cause they both foreclose Third World women and erase their heteroge-
neity.

According to Spivak, the key heterogeneity of gendered subaltern
lies in their impossibility to ‘speak for themselves’. Another disparity
between the First World feminism and gendered subaltern’s life lies in
the representations of women’s bodies. Ecriture feminine’ strives for
showing the magnificence and mystery of female body, but this kind of
body discourse is surely upset by the self-immolated bodies of sati and
the tortured bodies of tribal women described in Mahaschweta Devi’s
works.

Spivak reaffirms the huge gap between international feminism and



the Third World practice with her studies of the unretrievable heteroge-
neity of gendered subaltern, However, she keeps looking for ways to
bridge the gap and promote communication between women in different
worlds.

Translation is held as the first bridge between women in different
worlds by Spivak. As a translator, Spivak has translated into English
many feminist works of Devi about Indian subaltern women's suffer-
ings. In order to help the First World women better understand the
gendered subaltern described by Devi, Spivak attaches comments and
introductions to her translations, As a theorist, Spivak advocates that
a feminist translator should try hard to look for the agency of women in
her translation and convey the rhetoricity of the original work. She
warns the translators of the violence of translation and regards transla-
tion as a mechanism for promoting women's unity.

For Spivak, education in both ends of the spectrum, i. e , in the
First World university class and the Third World poor schools, ensures
close ties between women in different worlds. She holds that education
is the best complimentary for financial help. Following Paulo Freire’s
theory of the education of the oppressed, Spivak maintains that educa-
tion is the best means for the ¢ uncoercive rearrangement of the desires’
of the gendered subaltern. For her, only through education could they
be properly brought to the public sphere, And she argues that First
‘World women should learn to learn from below and to be open and to
respect the ethical singularity of the Other. As a scholar of compara-
tive literature, Spivak recommends Comparative Literature as the best
medium of education for women of the two worlds. However, today’s
Comparative Literature as a discipline is Eurocentric, narrow-minded
and lack of vitality. Spivak calls for reform of this.dying discipline,
and suggests women should learn the method of close reading and the
way of going to the Other from the reformed Comparative Literature,
s0 that they can build a kind of new ethical relationship responsible for

7



the subaltern,

In conclusion, Spivak explores the discontinuity of the First
World feminist theories and the Third World reality by analyzing the
heterogeneity of women from different racial, class and cultural back-
grounds. Upholding strategic essentialism, she tries to promote the
collectivity of women in the world to strive for their political rights.
Her studies have broadened the horizon of postmodernism and provided

insight for Chinese feminist studies.

Key words; strategic essentialism; gendered subaltern; heteroge-
neity; politics of translation; ethical singularity
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