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Trajectory of the notion of
‘Subaltern’ in Subaltern Studies

Mr. Liladhar Shivajirao Patil.
D.M.E.S. Arts College, Amalner.

Dr. Jyoti S. Rane
Pratap College, Amalner

==============***********===============
The notion of subaltern

Literally the word ‘subaltern’ means
Lower in position or rank; secondaryor
“subordinate”.  The term subaltern is used in
the British military to describe commissioned
officers below the rank of captain.
Philosophically, in historiography the term
subaltern is used in postcolonial theory to refer
to marginalized groups and the lower classes;
this sense of the word was coined by Antonio
Gramsci in his famous book Prison Notebooks
for “subordinate” or sometimes “instrumental”
to denote “non-hegemonic group or classes” 1.

He used the term subaltern for ‘the
unorganized groups of rural peasants based in
southern Italy, who had no social or political
coconsciousness as a group. He used it to
question the received Marxist emphasis on the
urban proletariat and economy. Instead of ‘top-
down’ or autocratic model of rule or the Marxist
concept of ‘ideology’ he uses the concept
‘hegemony’ to explain the relationship between
the dominant and compliant classes. Hegemony
is the power achieved through combination of
coercion, which is organized by political society,
and consent, organized by civil society. Gramsci
defines political society as the set of
apparatuses which legally enforce discipline on
those groups who do not give their consent2.
However he argues that ruling class achieve
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