
International Journal Online of Humanities (IJOHMN)              ISSN: 2395-5155  Volume 1, Issue 5, August 2015 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.24113/h6sgr620 

www.ijohmn.com  6 

Echoes in the Margin: Subaltern Voices and Narrative Agency in 

Modernist Fiction 

Deepak Singh 

Asst. Prof. (Communication Skills)  

Punjab University 

Chandigarh, India 

 

Abstract 

Modernist fiction is frequently characterized by its formal experimentation—stream-of-

consciousness narratives, fragmented structures, and deep interiority. While these techniques are 

traditionally celebrated for capturing the alienation of the Western bourgeois subject in the wake 

of rapid industrialization and war, they also opened unprecedented spaces for marginalized 

perspectives. This paper examines how Modernist literature engages with subaltern voices—the 

marginalized, colonized, gendered, and socio-economically silenced "other." By exploring the 

tension between subaltern silence and narrative agency, this study argues that literary Modernism 

does not merely mirror imperial and patriarchal hegemonies; rather, through its formal 

dislocations, it disrupts dominant discourses and allows peripheral voices to resonate within the 

text. 
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1. Introduction: The Modernist Form and the Subaltern 
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The turn of the twentieth century brought monumental shifts in global socio-political 

structures. Industrial expansion, imperial overreach, rising feminist consciousness, and the 

devastation of the First World War fractured traditional notions of a unified human experience. 

Literature responded not through stable, omniscient realism, but through fragmentation, 

dislocation, and psychological depth.  

While early critiques of literary Modernism often framed it as an elitist, Eurocentric 

movement focused primarily on the angst of the Western intellectual, postcolonial and feminist 

revisions reveal a more complex landscape. Antonio Gramsci (1971) initially articulated the 

concept of the subaltern to describe social groups excluded from the socio-political hegemonies of 

dominant ruling classes. Expanding this framework into literary and postcolonial theory, Gayatri 

Chakravorty Spivak (1988) famously posed the central question, "Can the Subaltern Speak?"—

arguing that dominant representational structures often subsume or erase true peripheral agency.  

However, within Modernist fiction, the breakdown of master narratives created formal 

cracks through which subaltern voices, though frequently silenced or translated by elite observers, 

claim a distinct form of narrative agency. Rather than assuming that voice requires explicit, 

unmediated speech, Modernist form allows marginality itself to operate as an active theoretical 

force. 

2. Textual Silence and Unspoken Agency 

In classical narrative structures, power is asserted through authoritative speech, logical 

progression, and linear plot development. Modernism, conversely, operates heavily in subaltern 

spaces through silence, absence, and ellipsis.  

Rather than treating silence purely as passive submission or total oppression, Modernist 

texts frequently employ silence as an active critique of dominant power structures. Subaltern 



International Journal Online of Humanities (IJOHMN)           ISSN: 2395-5155  Volume 1, Issue 5, August 2015 

www.ijohmn.com  8 

figures often refuse full articulation within the language of the hegemon, turning opacity into a 

protective shield against imperial or patriarchal surveillance. When elite or central narrators 

attempt to categorize marginalized characters, the text demonstrates the inadequacy of colonial or 

patriarchal vocabularies.  

Homi K. Bhabha (1994) notes that colonial authority is continually undermined by the 

"hybridity" and "ambiguity" of the colonized subject, where the inability of the master to fully 

know or represent the subject creates a site of resistance. Similarly, as bell hooks (1990) observes, 

the margin is not merely a site of deprivation, but "a space of radical openness" and possibility (p. 

149). Silence in the modernist text becomes a site where subaltern agency resists totalizing 

interpretation. 

3. Comparative Dynamics: The Imperial and Domestic Margins 

In texts confronting the height of empire, subaltern characters often occupy the spatial 

margins of the plot while driving the text's psychological core. Where imperial narratives favor an 

omniscient, linear, and centralized authority, subaltern Modernist narratives introduce fragmented, 

polyphonic, and decentered perspectives. Language shifts from assertive categorization to 

elliptical, hesitant phrasing. 

In works depicting colonial encounters, the subaltern's presence fundamentally destabilizes 

the colonizer's certainty. The native or marginalized subject, even when denied extended internal 

monologue, ruptures the narrator's sense of self, exposing the anxieties underlying imperial 

control. The imperial center is shown to be dependent upon the peripheral margins to construct its 

own identity, yet unable to fully contain or silence those margins. 

The subaltern condition is equally defined by gendered and socio-economic hierarchies 

within the domestic sphere. Modernist women writers utilized interior monologue to liberate 
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female characters from external patriarchal definitions. By elevating interior consciousness over 

external social dynamics, narrative agency shifts from public political action to private 

psychological authority. Secondary female figures—servants, working-class women, and social 

outcasts—frequently act as moral or emotional anchors within modernist narratives, exposing the 

fragility of high-society constructs. 

4. Re-imagining Agency Beyond Speech 

To understand narrative agency in subaltern Modernist fiction, one must broaden the 

definition of agency itself beyond standard Western individualism. Agency does not always 

manifest as heroic rebellion or clear, vocalized political protest; in fragmented modern worlds, 

agency operates through subtle structural disruptions: 

First, subaltern characters disrupt narrative focalization, forcing central narrators and 

readers to confront their own ideological blind spots and analytical limits. 

Second, peripheral characters assert spatial dominance by occupying physical and 

emotional spaces within the narrative world that destabilize the socio-political status quo. 

Third, the subaltern presence enacts formal resistance by refusing integration into a neat, 

resolving plot structure, thereby leaving the text open-ended, unresolved, and resistant to 

comfortable closure. 

5. Conclusion 

Echoes in the Margin demonstrates that Modernism was never a monolithic or exclusively 

Eurocentric movement. Instead, its radical formal techniques provided a canvas where subaltern 

voices—though rendered fragile or fractured—could challenge the grand narratives of empire, 

class, and gender. By shifting analytical focus from central protagonists to the echoing margins, 
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readers uncover a dynamic landscape where silence speaks, margins dictate the center, and 

narrative agency is reclaimed through the very form of the modern novel. 
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