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¬This collective volume edited by Jazeel and
Legg is resulting from two sessions of the 2014
annual conference of Royal Geographical So-
ciety, concerning subaltern forms of space-
making and -understanding. The book elab-
orates on the intersections between Subaltern
Studies and critical geography while casting
a light on subaltern modes of production and
reflection on space. It expands on the notion
of ‘subalternity’: drawing from the geneal-
ogy of this concept from the Subaltern Studies
collective to its intersections with postcolonial
studies, it explores the usages of the category
‘subaltern’ in the production of geographical
knowledge. The challenge to employ the con-
cept ‘subalternity’, in order to conceptualize
configurations of space, that are external from
the hegemonic colonialist points of view, is
grounded in the specific spatial connotation of
the notion of ‘subaltern’, that describes an in-
ferior position within a spatially hierarchized
structure. Precisely because of this spatial
connotation of the very meaning of ‘subalter-
nity’, the move to put subaltern questions in
conjuncture with geography is a brilliant one,
helpful in giving a new productivity both to
the concept of ‘subaltern’ and to postcolonial
geography.

The introduction by the editors, ‘Subaltern
Studies, Space, and the Geographical Imagi-
nation’ is probably one of the most valuable
parts of the book. The authors insist on the
necessity to investigate the nexus between ge-
ography, space, and representation, and sug-
gest the possibility to extend the scope of the
Subaltern Studies project to explore spatial in-
visibilities: for this to be accomplished, they
call for a reframing of the geographical lexi-
con, to enable radically different ways to por-
tray space. Furthermore, questions are raised
about the methodological and philosophical
implications of a geographical interest in the
subaltern questions, and the kind of skills re-
quired to track subalternity, both in the past
and in the present. They highlight the op-

portunity to work on subalternity as both an
empirical and analytical category. The au-
thors discuss different subdisciplines where a
useful deployment of the concept of subalter-
nity could occur - black geographies, urban
studies, area studies, indigenous geographies,
development geography and colonial history.
All these fields are practically engaged in the
subsequent nine contributions.

The contributions from other authors each
suggest a specific case studies and/or reflec-
tion about the usage of ‘subalternity’ in geog-
raphy, especially, but not exclusively, with ref-
erence to postcolonial contexts. Though, the
authors do not rely on a shared meaning of
‘subalternity’: some draw from the Subaltern
Studies a geographical understanding of sub-
alternity as a relational site to negotiate access
to state and citizenship, while others engage
with this concept in a more creative way. Al-
though this variety of meanings do not denote
an inconsistency within the book, but rather a
productive heterogeneity, a concluding recon-
struction of the different ways in which the
authors use the notion of ‘subaltern’ would
be useful, as well as an analysis of the ad-
vantages of such different uses for the specific
case studies presented: the book would prob-
ably benefit from a concluding chapter that
connects the multifarious interventions, ques-
tions, perspectives, and case studies raised in
the single chapters. In what follows I will give
example of a few contributions that think in
an innovative way the relation of subalternity
to space.

The chapter by David Featherstone „Read-
ing Subaltern Studies Politically: Histories
from Below, Spatial Relations, and Subalter-
nity“ stresses how subaltern political activ-
ity shapes oppositional agencies within ge-
ographies of connection and contestation: it
points to a link between subaltern agency and
the situated geographies that take place pre-
cisely through this agency. Featherstone sug-
gests the possibility that subalternity, far from
being a mere space for doubt and pain, can
in fact be reshaped as an active determina-
tion of space and society. He in part con-
tests the spatiality of the Subaltern Studies,
and in part draws from it to rework the pro-
duction of spatial relations, proposing a strat-
egy to spatialize and dislocate difference: he
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highlights a coexistence between multiple dif-
ferences not to be aligned in binary, oppos-
ing structures, but rather to be explored in
their multifarious, plural, and overlapping
configurations. This makes possible to outline
the multiple, alternative connections between
spatial instances of subalternity, themselves
shaping a new cartography of relations. It
is worth noting how the author suggests that
this approach overcomes the impossibility of
agency and consciousness for the subaltern
implicit in Spivak’s account.1 Furthermore,
Featherstone hints at a promising productiv-
ity coming from oceanic studies, in explor-
ing simultaneous, conflictual routes, along-
side which different connotations of democ-
racy, equality and freedom take shape. This
last point recalls another intervention in Sub-
altern Geographies, „Subaltern Sea? Indian
Ocean Errantry against Subalternization“ by
Sharad Chari. This essay provides quite an
innovative perspective in proposing the sea
as a space of resistant subalternity. Chari fo-
cuses on the history of the seas to grasp routes
of resistance, through the image of a „mar-
itime globe“. The oceans allow for the pos-
sibility of a productive revision of the con-
cept of subalternity, so that the subaltern is no
longer positioned in a radical, localized alter-
ity, but rather in a spatially scattered differ-
ence, visible from a planetary, non-essentialist
point of view. From this perspective, capital’s
operations to hierarchize difference in space
are contradicted by creative processes of cre-
olization that connect the Caribbean, the black
Atlantic and the Mediterranean into a fertile
web based on the image of a maritime inter-
connected globe. Chari thus challenges the
notion of black geography as a dead space
of alterity - inscribed in the image of planta-
tion - and substitutes it with a concept of ‘er-
rantry’, that allows to portray the movements,
whether forced or otherwise, of subaltern sub-
jects.

In „Practicing Subalternity? Nyerere’s Tan-
zania, the Dar School and Postcolonial Geopo-
litical Imaginations“, Joanne Sharp analy-
ses Nyerere’s political interventions in post-
colonial Tanzania as a conscious attempt
to provincialize Europe, through a pan-
Africanist project reworking the categories of
‘margin’ and ‘center’, and collocating Tanza-

nia at the center of a geopolitical and edu-
cational enterprise: Tanzania became a site
of Afrocentric geographical imagination that
challenged cold war geopolitical binarism.
Within the creation of Dar es Salaam Univer-
sity in particular, a powerful shift of ideolog-
ical leadership and postcolonial politics oc-
curred: intellectuals coming from Africa and
the global North engaged an educational pro-
gram aimed at decentering colonial knowl-
edge. In this way, a subaltern imaginative
spatiality was brought into geopolitical and
academic practices. To better grasp this com-
plex enterprise, Sharp interprets the concept
of subalternity as a relational one, that allows
to understand the complex interplay between
subaltern and elite positions.

Subaltern Geographies is a valid attempt to
reinvigorate both postcolonial studies and ge-
ographies. Postcolonial studies have recently
being questioned as to their relevance and
productivity today, after the initial ground-
breaking impact of the most known early
elaborations: 2Subaltern Geographies chal-
lenges such questionings by casting a spe-
cial light on the notion of subalternity: far
from having exhausted its theoretical pro-
ductivity with the famous elaborations from
Gramsci, the Subaltern Studies collective, Spi-
vak and Latin American subaltern scholars,
subaltern questions can in fact productively
meet the very discipline of geography, so as
to give a new vigour to the postcolonial call
that the latter has been facing in the last
decades 3 and hence foster a new productiv-
ity. Moreover, the volume helps to move be-
yond a merely destructive critique of colonial
power/knowledge, and actively respond to
the challenge to reconfigure a positively post-
colonial world. Far from confirming the end
of postcolonial studies/geographies, the book
shows how much is still to be done to de-
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colonize knowledge, why it is still important
to think in terms of coloniality and subalter-
nity, and furthermore effectively shows con-
crete ways to do so.
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