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Abstract

Contemporary postcolonial English narratives often return to the question of a “wounded
psyche,” a condition produced at the intersection of colonial histories, migration, and cultural
displacement. This paper combines insights from psychology—such as Post-Traumatic
Stress Disorder (PTSD), Complex PTSD (CPTSD), acculturative stress, and bicultural
identity integration—with postcolonial concepts like Homi Bhabha’s “unhomely,” Marianne
Hirsch’s “postmemory,” Paul Gilroy’s Black Atlantic, and Achille Mbembe’s
“necropolitics.” Through close readings of Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Americanah
(2013), Mohsin Hamid’s Exit West (2017), and Abdulrazak Gurnah’s Afterlives (2020), the
article demonstrates how psychological alienation is not portrayed as a fixed pathology but
as a dynamic process shaped by history, memory, and migration. These texts show how
identity is wounded by trauma but also reconfigured through narrative, suggesting that
literature functions as a medium of healing as well as a record of suffering.

Key Words: Psychological Alienation, Identity Crisis, Cultural Hybridity,
Transgenerational Trauma, Colonial Violence, Healing and Resilience

Introduction

Postcolonial English literatures often dramatize a painful paradox. Migration,
education, and the freedom of movement appear as opportunities, yet they carry invisible
wounds that travel with people across borders. These wounds affect the psyche, producing
what psychologists call psychological alienation;: a state of estrangement from home,
language, community, or even the self. Unlike ordinary anxiety, this alienation has deep
historical roots in slavery, colonization, displacement, and forced cultural assimilation.
Psychology helps make sense of these wounds. Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), as
described in the DSM-5-TR, occurs when trauma overwhelms memory, returning in
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flashbacks, nightmares, or hypervigilance (American Psychiatric Association, 2022). The
ICD-11 goes further in recognizing Complex PTSD (CPTSD), a condition that arises from
long-term trauma such as colonization, systemic racism, or exile. This condition does not
only involve intrusive memories but also lasting struggles with trust, relationships, and self-
worth (World Health Organization, 2019). For migrants, alienation also appears in the form
of acculturative stress, the difficulty of adapting to new environments while holding on to
one’s own culture (Berry, 2005). Bicultural identity integration (BII) research adds another
dimension, showing that some immigrants harmonize their identities across cultures while
others experience deep internal conflict (Benet-Martinez & Haritatos, 2005).

Postcolonial theory offers a parallel vocabulary. Homi Bhabha’s idea of the
“unhomely” describes the unsettling moment when familiar spaces become strange, when
the private home reflects the traumas of history and politics (Bhabha, 1994). Marianne
Hirsch’s notion of “postmemory” reveals how trauma is transmitted across generations
through stories, silences, and fragments of memory (Hirsch, 2008). Paul Gilroy, in The Black
Atlantic, rethinks identity not as tied to one homeland but as formed through diasporic routes
and cultural exchanges (Gilroy, 1993). Achille Mbembe’s concept of necropolitics shows
that colonial and postcolonial powers still shape who lives with dignity and who is
condemned to death or marginalization (Mbembe, 2003).

Adichie’s Americanah, Hamid’s Exit West, and Gurnah’s Afterlives illustrate these
forms of wounding in distinct but interconnected ways. Ifemelu in Americanah experiences
the daily alienation of race and culture in the United States, negotiating her identity through
language, hairstyle, and social belonging. In Exit West, Hamid employs magical doors to
dramatize the rupture of migration, showing how dislocation reshapes both intimacy and
memory. Gurnah’s Afterlives turns to the colonial past, where German occupation in East
Africa leaves scars that echo across generations. Despite differences in scope, all three works
confront the same question: how do individuals heal, remember, and renegotiate identity
when wounded by histories of violence and displacement?

Background and Significance

The history of postcolonial literature is deeply intertwined with the psychological
consequences of colonialism, migration, and displacement. Colonial domination was not
only a matter of political and economic control but also a profound assault on the psyche of
individuals and communities. Writers emerging from formerly colonized nations often
grapple with this inner wound, representing fractured identities, suppressed memories, and
feelings of alienation. Postcolonial English narratives, in particular, provide a rich space to
explore how individuals and societies negotiate the scars of historical violence while striving

.
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to reconstruct coherent identities.

The concept of the wounded psyche is particularly relevant because it shifts attention
from external structures of domination to their internal effects. Colonialism left behind more
than physical ruins; it disrupted memory, language, and cultural belonging, creating forms
of psychological estrangement that persist across generations. The trauma of forced
assimilation, cultural dislocation, and systemic racism often manifests as identity
fragmentation, where individuals find themselves caught between inherited traditions and
imposed cultural frameworks. Literature thus becomes a critical site for examining these
tensions, as it captures the subtle interplay between personal experiences of memory and
broader historical forces.

Memory plays a central role in this process. For many postcolonial characters,
remembering is never straightforward but marked by gaps, silences, or distortions. Theories
of transgenerational trauma and postmemory demonstrate how colonial histories continue to
live on in descendants who did not directly witness them. Postcolonial fiction often
dramatizes these afterlives of trauma, showing how the past haunts the present through both
spoken narratives and unspoken inheritances. This makes literature not just a record of
history but also a medium of psychological survival and cultural reclamation.

The significance of studying identity, memory, and alienation in postcolonial
English narratives lies in its capacity to illuminate the intimate human cost of large historical
processes. Such an inquiry highlights how colonial legacies are not simply political or
economic but profoundly psychological, shaping emotions, perceptions, and selfhood. It also
foregrounds the resilience and creativity of postcolonial subjects, who navigate alienation by
reconstructing hybrid identities and reclaiming silenced histories. By analyzing these
wounded psyches, the research contributes to broader conversations in trauma studies,
psychology, and cultural theory, offering insight into how literature both reflects and repairs
the fractures left by colonial encounters.

Research Obijectives

The primary objective of this study is to investigate how postcolonial English
narratives depict the wounded psyche through the interrelated dimensions of identity,
memory, and psychological alienation. By drawing on both psychological and postcolonial
theories, the research aims to examine how trauma and its aftereffects are represented in
literature, particularly in the ways characters grapple with displacement, migration, and the
lingering scars of colonial violence. The study seeks to understand how memory—whether
personal, collective, or transgenerational—shapes the construction of identity and
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contributes to experiences of estrangement and belonging. At the same time, it considers how
alienation is expressed in the fractured relationships between individuals and their cultures,
languages, and communities. Another important objective is to analyze the strategies by
which postcolonial texts transform wounds into acts of narration, thereby offering spaces of
healing, solidarity, and resistance. In doing so, the research contributes to broader
discussions on postcolonial subjectivity by demonstrating how literature not only reflects the
persistence of historical trauma but also foregrounds the resilience and adaptability of
identities in the aftermath of colonialism.
Psychological and Critical Frameworks

Literary depictions of alienation in postcolonial narratives resonate deeply with
psychological understandings of trauma. Traditional trauma theory, as outlined by Cathy
Caruth, emphasizes the overwhelming nature of traumatic experience: trauma involves “the
confrontation with an event that overwhelms understanding” (Caruth, 1996, p. 153). While
this framework helps us grasp why characters circle endlessly around unspeakable memories,
postcolonial texts often move beyond singular traumatic events to depict trauma as historical,
structural, and intergenerational. Here, the distinction between PTSD and Complex PTSD
becomes crucial. Whereas PTSD emerges from acute shocks, Complex PTSD better
describes the condition of characters in Abdulrazak Gurnah’s Afterlives, where colonial
brutality leaves not one scar but an enduring inheritance passed to descendants through
silence, fractured memory, and distorted identity. This aligns with Marianne Hirsch’s
concept of postmemory, where trauma is not remembered directly but transmitted
atmospherically, shaping identities across generations.

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Americanah foregrounds a different psychological
register: acculturative stress. Ifemelu’s struggles with hair and accent, often dismissed as
surface-level concerns, reveal how migrants negotiate belonging. Each act of bodily self-
presentation becomes a site of strain where identity, culture, and self-worth collide.
Similarly, in Mohsin Hamid’s Exit West, the divergent paths of Saeed and Nadia dramatize
bicultural identity integration. Saeed clings to religious and cultural traditions as a means of
preserving continuity, while Nadia adapts fluidly to shifting environments. Their contrasting
strategies highlight the psychological tension between continuity and transformation, a
dilemma common in diasporic experience.

Postcolonial theory extends these insights by situating them within larger histories
of race, migration, and power. Homi Bhabha’s notion of the unhomely captures the psychic
unease of domestic spaces that are never fully private, where personal life is invaded by the
weight of colonial history or racial politics. Paul Gilroy’s Black Atlantic challenges notions

- "



SP Publications
International Journal Of English and Studies (IJOES)

An International Peer-Reviewed and Refereed Journal; Impact Factor: 8.175 (SJIF)
ISSN: 2581-8333|Volume 7, Issue 8(August)2025

rooted cultural identity, proposing instead that diasporic identities are shaped by routes—
networks of migration, memory, and exchange. Sara Ahmed adds that emotions “stick” to
racialized bodies, attaching fear, shame, or pride to the ways they are perceived and treated
in society (Ahmed, 2004). Achille Mbembe extends this line of thought, demonstrating how
sovereignty in colonial and postcolonial contexts is exercised through the power to decide
whose lives are valued and whose are disposable. Hamid’s refugees, moving through magical
doors only to be contained within camps and surveilled zones, embody this precarious
condition.

These perspectives converge in showing that alienation in postcolonial literature
cannot be reduced to a single model. It is at once psychological and historical, individual and
collective, immediate and transgenerational. From Fanon’s foundational analysis of the
“divided self” under colonial domination to more recent decolonial trauma studies that
critigue Eurocentric models of healing, the emphasis has shifted toward recognizing the
collective and cultural dimensions of suffering. Alienation here is not static estrangement but
a dynamic process shaped by memory, migration, and survival. Postcolonial literature not
only depicts this wounded psyche but also performs a form of cultural and psychological
work: narrating silences, reclaiming identities, and offering spaces where trauma can be
represented, negotiated, and, if not fully healed, at least witnessed and shared.

Identity as a Site of Injury and Invention

Identity in postcolonial fiction is never purely interior; it is negotiated within regimes
of visibility and legibility. BIl research helps parse that negotiation: characters achieve
relative  harmony/blendedness by crafting hybrid repertoires—or fall into
conflict/compartmentalization when contexts demand switching, masking, or splitting.
Acculturative stress models further explain why those negotiations are not simply stylistic
choices but ongoing stressors moderated by social support, policy climates, and racialized
surveillance.

At the same time, the “unhomely” names a felt texture of this labor: the room that is
no longer safe, the language that no longer shelters, the hairstyle that becomes a public
argument about one’s body. Postmemory gathers this into a temporal weave: even when the
immediate setting is contemporary, the past presses, demanding forms of remembrance—or
forgetting.

Trauma, Migration, and Memory: Psychological Alienation in Postcolonial Narratives

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Americanah portrays migration not as a one-time
journey but as an ongoing project of self-reinvention, where identity is constantly negotiated
through hair, accent, writing, and relationships. Even something as ordinary as a visit to the
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salon becomes charged with politics, as issues of race, beauty, and belonging surface in
everyday interactions. Critics initially remarked on the novel’s unusual attention to Black
hair, yet when read through a psychological lens, hair emerges as a metaphor for
acculturative stress, the psychological pressure to adapt to a host culture while retaining
one’s sense of self. As the narrator sharply observes, “Dear Non-American Black, when you
make the choice to come to America, you become black. Stop arguing. Stop saying I’'m
Jamaican or I’'m Ghanaian. America doesn’t care” (Americanah, p. 273). This captures
Ifemelu’s early struggle with what psychologists term low Bicultural Identity Integration
(BIT), where she switches accents and compartmentalizes her identities to fit different social
contexts. Gradually, however, she finds reconciliation through her blog, transforming
personal experiences of racism into narrative power. Writing becomes both therapy and
agency, allowing her to metabolize alienation into voice and control. As Adichie herself
explained, “Hair is politics. It is about race and identity in ways that many people don’t
recognize” (The Guardian, 2013). The salon, then, is more than a private space—it is a site
of public judgment and surveillance, echoing Homi Bhabha’s notion of the “unhomely,”
where domestic settings are saturated with political tensions. Ifemelu’s story also resonates
with empirical findings that social support networks—friends, mentors, and online
communities—mitigate acculturative stress. By turning to her readership and relationships,
Ifemelu constructs a sense of belonging that counterbalances alienation. Adichie’s use of free
indirect discourse further traces the rhythm of Ifemelu’s moods, showing how her emotions
rise and fall with shifts in U.S. racial politics and media culture. In Sara Ahmed’s words,
emotions “stick” to bodies, and Ifemelu’s encounters with racism accumulate as shame,
pride, and anger, shaping her subjectivity across continents.

Mohsin Hamid’s Exit West takes a different approach, staging migration through
magical doors that collapse the slow violence of displacement into sudden ruptures. These
portals simultaneously make migration imaginable and underline its traumatic intensity,
producing what psychologists describe as symptoms of Complex PTSD: hypervigilance,
nightmares, and the erosion of intimacy. As one critic noted, “The novel does not simply
describe migration—it makes the reader inhabit its vertigo” (The New Yorker). Hamid
disperses the narrative across characters and cities, constructing a global cartography of
migration that foregrounds Paul Gilroy’s concept of “routes” over fixed roots. For Saeed and
Nadia, adaptation is uneven—he clings to faith and memory, while she resists nostalgia and
embraces change. Psychological research suggests such mismatches in adaptation often
fracture migrant relationships, mirroring the tension between Saeed and Nadia. Reflecting
on the broader human condition, Hamid remarked, “Migration is the story of our species. We
have always moved. And in that movement, we become something new” (The Massachusetts
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Review, 2017). The novel resists reducing displacement to suffering alone; its tone remains
tender, offering glimpses of resilience and new beginnings. By the end, Saeed and Nadia part
ways, not in despair but in reflective solitude, signaling what psychologists describe as high
BIl, where individuals harmonize past and present, tradition and adaptation. This shift is
captured in Hamid’s haunting line, “We are all migrants through time” (Exit West, p. 209),
which frames migration not as an exception but as the essence of human existence.

Abdulrazak Gurnah’s Afterlives turns back to the colonial wound itself, depicting the
brutalities of German rule in East Africa and their lingering effects across generations.
Unlike Adichie’s exploration of diaspora or Hamid’s globalized displacement, Gurnah
uncovers the afterlife of empire in memory, silence, and inherited trauma. His characters—
such as llyas, abducted into the colonial army, and Hamza, whose youth is consumed by
forced service—embody what the ICD-11 now recognizes as Complex PTSD, rooted in
prolonged domination and systemic violence. Cathy Caruth’s insight that “History is
precisely the way trauma is experienced: it is the unassimilated nature of the event and the
insistence of its return” (Unclaimed Experience, p. 4) illuminates how colonial wounds
resurface in Gurnah’s narrative. The novel also enacts Marianne Hirsch’s concept of
postmemory, where descendants inherit trauma through fragments, silences, and affective
residues. As Gurnah explained, “I wanted to write about what colonialism did to ordinary
Africans—the violence, the theft of lives, and the quiet endurance of those left behind”
(Financial Times, 2021). Here, Achille Mbembe’s necropolitics—the colonial power to
decide who lives and who dies—finds stark representation, not in abstract theory but in daily
survival under domination. Yet, Gurnah resists reducing his characters to victims. He restores
their dignity through acts of love, kinship, and endurance, suggesting that even in the ruins
of empire, agency persists. The persistence of memory becomes both wound and remedy,
demonstrating Stef Craps’s call to decolonize trauma theory by attending to the “insidious,
continuous traumas” of colonialism rather than privileging Western histories. As one
character poignantly observes, “The wound does not disappear; it becomes part of who we
are” (Afterlives, p. 312), encapsulating the novel’s central truth—that healing is partial, but
memory and storytelling keep history alive against erasure.

Alienation’s Forms

Alienation in postcolonial literature is never uniform; it manifests in shifting and
overlapping forms that touch every aspect of life. The experience of estrangement is lived
not only in the mind but also through the spaces people inhabit, the times they remember,
the bodies they carry, and the voices they raise. By paying attention to these different
dimensions, we see how deeply colonial histories, racial politics, and migratory ruptures
penetrate everyday existence.

.
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Space: The Unhomely

One of the most striking ways alienation is felt is through space, especially the idea
of “home.” Homi Bhabha’s notion of the unhomely is particularly useful here. For Bhabha,
the home is never simply private; it is always haunted by the wider world of history and
politics. In Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Americanah, Ifemelu’s apartment in the United
States never feels like a sanctuary because it is constantly marked by racial politics—her
neighbors’ gazes, landlords’ assumptions, and the subtle pressures to adjust her accent or
hairstyle all seep into her living space. In Mohsin Hamid’s Exit West, the rooms and shelters
occupied by refugees become unstable, unsettled by the pressures of global migration laws
and surveillance. Abdulrazak Gurnah’s Afterlives takes us further back, to colonial East
Africa, where homes are literally invaded by soldiers, and family life is disrupted by
militarization. In all these works, “home” becomes a fragile and contested zone rather than
a refuge. As Bhabha puts it, the unhomely is “the shock of recognition of the world-in-the-
home, the home-in-the-world” (The Location of Culture, p. 13).
Time: Memory and Inheritance

Alienation is also a matter of time, as trauma often resists being contained in the past.
Postcolonial novels frequently bend time through flashbacks, layered narratives, and
generational storytelling, suggesting that the past is never entirely over. Marianne Hirsch’s
concept of postmemory helps explain this phenomenon: the idea that descendants inherit the
trauma of earlier generations not in the form of direct recollection but as an atmosphere of
silence, longing, or imaginative reconstruction. In Afterlives, the descendants of those who
lived through German colonial brutality inherit fragmented stories and haunting silences. In
Exit West, refugees carry within them the ache of lost homelands and disrupted
temporalities—moments of love and belonging are always shadowed by memories of what
was left behind. In Americanah, memory operates differently, as diasporic subjects recall
their Nigerian childhoods through the refracted lens of distance and nostalgia. As Hirsch
observes, ‘“Postmemory is not recall but imaginative investment, projection, and creation”
(Family Frames, p. 22). These texts show how time itself becomes alienating when the past
refuses to stay past.
Body: Marked and Remembering

Estrangement also leaves its traces on the body. Hair, skin, dress, sexuality, even
patterns of eating and sleeping—all become sites where power marks the individual. In
Americanah, Ifemelu’s decision about whether to wear her hair natural or straighten it
becomes more than an aesthetic choice; it becomes a negotiation of racial identity, cultural
belonging, and self-acceptance. Sara Ahmed’s theory of affect reminds us that emotions are
“sticky”: shame, pride, or fear attach themselves to bodies and shape how they are perceived
in society (The Cultural Politics of Emotion, p. 119). Moreover, the body becomes the site
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where trauma surfaces. Symptoms of PTSD and Complex PTSD—nightmares, intrusive
memories, silences, negative self-beliefs—reappear in the lives of postcolonial characters,
demonstrating that the body “remembers” even when words fail. In Gurnah’s Afterlives, the
scars of colonial violence are not only psychological but inscribed physically on those who
survived brutality. The alienated body thus carries history within its very skin.
Voice: Witnessing and Testimony

Finally, alienation takes form in voice and narrative. The act of speaking or writing
becomes a way of both bearing witness to suffering and carving out spaces of solidarity.
Ifemelu’s blog in Americanah allows her to confront racism directly, creating a discursive
space where her alienation can be shared with others. Hamid’s use of shifting narrators in
Exit West reflects the multiplicity of refugee experiences, refusing to let any single story
stand as universal. Gurnah’s historical storytelling in Afterlives functions as testimony for
communities whose voices were silenced by colonial archives. As Stef Craps (2013) insists,
trauma narratives in postcolonial contexts should not be read only as therapeutic confessions
but as reparative acts that resist the Western desire for closure. “Decolonizing trauma
studies,” Craps argues, “requires attention to voices at the margins and to the ongoing nature
of suffering” (Postcolonial Witnessing, p. 45). These voices remind us that alienation is not
only an internal wound but also a collective condition that demands recognition.

Together, these four dimensions—space, time, body, and voice—show that
alienation in postcolonial narratives is not a single, abstract concept. It is lived and felt in the
most concrete ways: in the walls of apartments, in the inheritance of memories, in the
gestures of bodies, and in the act of speaking. By dramatizing these forms, postcolonial
literature not only represents the wounds of history but also creates new ways of narrating,
sharing, and possibly healing them.

Psychology Meets Postcolonial Critique

Reading these novels means bringing psychology and postcolonial theory together
without letting one overshadow the other. Trauma terms like PTSD and Complex PTSD help
us describe flashbacks, silences, and anxiety, but they only gain full meaning when placed
in historical and political contexts. Ifemelu’s depression in Americanah is more than
illness—it is a response to racism and displacement. Hamza’s suffering in Afterlives cannot
be separated from colonial violence. As Arthur Kleinman reminds us, illness is never just
personal but shaped by culture and history.

Psychological research on bicultural identity and acculturative stress explains why
some characters adapt to new cultures while others feel divided. Yet literature shows us the

.
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ambiguities psychology cannot capture—irony, hesitation, and ambivalence. As Benet-
Martinez notes, bicultural identity is fluid and constantly negotiated.

These novels also highlight that survival does not always mean full recovery. Humor,
intimacy, and storytelling become forms of healing, both personal and collective. Following
Craps’ decolonizing trauma theory, such acts can be read as cultural resilience rather than
just therapy. Adichie captures this spirit in Americanah: what matters is not simply the event
itself but how it is narrated and shared.

Conclusion

The exploration of The Wounded Psyche: Identity, Memory, and Psychological
Alienation in Postcolonial English Narratives reveals that postcolonial literature is not only
a record of political and cultural displacement but also a profound study of human
psychology. Identity in these texts is never stable; it is shaped by memories of migration,
colonial domination, and the inherited weight of historical trauma. Characters embody the
fractured self, negotiating between past and present, homeland and diaspora, memory and
silence.

Psychological frameworks such as trauma theory, bicultural identity integration, and
acculturative stress illuminate the internal struggles of these figures, yet postcolonial critique
ensures that these struggles are never seen as merely individual pathologies. Instead, they
reflect collective histories, cultural negotiations, and structural inequalities. Memory—Dboth
personal and inherited—emerges as a central force, keeping wounds alive but also enabling
new forms of resilience and storytelling.

Ultimately, these narratives suggest that alienation is not only a condition of
suffering but also a catalyst for creativity and cultural transformation. By voicing silenced
histories and fractured identities, postcolonial writers offer literature as a space for healing,
negotiation, and survival. The wounded psyche, then, becomes both a site of vulnerability
and a testament to human endurance in the face of displacement and historical violence.
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