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Abstract 

This study explores the psychological alienation and identity struggles of Nella Larsen’s 

Quicksand and Toni Morrison’s Beloved, focusing on the intersection of race, gender, and 

historical trauma. Both novels examine how alienation, shaped by societal exclusion and 

systemic oppression, disrupts personal identity and fosters psychological fragmentation. Helga 

Crane’s alienation in Quicksand reflects the complexities of navigating mixed-race identity, 

gender expectations, and social invisibility, while Sethe in Beloved grapples with inherited 

trauma from slavery, manifesting as a haunting, cyclical alienation. This analysis incorporates 

theoretical frameworks, including Melvin Seeman’s alienation theory, Felix Geyer’s systems 

approach, and Cathy Caruth’s trauma theory, to show how historical and cultural forces 

intertwine with psychological conflict. Furthermore, the act of reclaiming narrative agency is 

highlighted as a means of resistance, empowerment, and self-definition. Through their 

storytelling, both Helga and Sethe challenge silencing discourses, revealing the resilience and 

ongoing reconstruction of identity within the context of alienation. 

Keywords: psychological alienation, identity, race, gender, trauma, intersectionality,  

Introduction 

The psychological landscape of Nella Larsen’s Quicksand is marked by a profound sense 

of alienation and internal conflict, reflecting the dual burdens of race and gender that shape 

Helga Crane’s identity. Helga’s mixed heritage situates her in a precarious space—alienated from 

both Black and white communities—exacerbating her existential struggle. Larsen’s portrayal of 

Helga’s psychological turmoil is poignantly expressed in her own words: “I am a stranger here, 
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caught between worlds that refuse to claim me. I carry the burden of my blood like a chain, 

unseen but unbreakable. No matter where I go, I am shadowed by what I am and what I am not.” 

(Larsen, Quicksand 89) This confession captures the invisible shackles of racial and social 

alienation that fragment Helga’s sense of self. She is trapped in a liminal state—neither fully 

accepted nor entirely free—a psychological condition that resonates with Melvin Seeman’s 

definition of alienation as “a condition of estrangement or separation from one’s self or society” 

(Seeman, Social Psychology Quarterly 171). Helga’s narrative illustrates the painful intersection 

of personal identity and systemic exclusion, where social structures impose limits on belonging 

and self-expression. Moreover, Helga’s alienation extends beyond race to the strict gender roles 

enforced by society. The expectations placed on her as a woman—to conform, to sacrifice, to 

remain silent—add layers to her psychological complexity. Larsen’s nuanced exploration aligns 

with Felix Geyer’s insights on alienation, highlighting how increasing societal complexity 

intensifies feelings of isolation, especially for those marginalized by intersecting identities 

(Geyer, “Alienation in Community and Society” 33). Helga’s restless search for selfhood is a 

response to these pressures, a quest to reconcile inner desires with external constraints.  

Parallel to Larsen’s exploration, Toni Morrison’s Beloved offers a harrowing account of 

psychological trauma rooted in the legacy of slavery.  The imagery of a ghost that “clings and 

whispers” symbolizes the inescapable psychological burden trauma imposes. Cathy Caruth, a 

leading trauma theorist, emphasizes that trauma is not just a past event but “an event that repeats 

itself in the mind” (Caruth 4). This repetition fractures the continuity of selfhood, trapping 

individuals in cycles of pain and alienation. Sethe’s haunted existence thus exemplifies the 

profound psychological complexities born from collective histories of oppression. Morrison’s 

portrayal also reflects Marianne Hirsch’s concept of “postmemory,” which describes how trauma 

and memory are transmitted across generations, affecting identities of descendants who did not 

experience the original trauma firsthand (Hirsch 22). The ghostly Beloved serves as a metaphor 

for this inherited trauma, highlighting how psychological alienation is sustained by unresolved 

histories. Sethe’s struggle to reconcile with this past illuminates the broader challenge faced by 

Black women who must navigate personal identity within the shadows of historical violence. 

Helga Crane’s restless journey is not just geographic but deeply psychological, as she moves 

from place to place seeking a sense of self that remains elusive. Each new environment reflects a 

different facet of her alienation, revealing the complexity of her fractured identity. In Harlem, she 

confronts a Black community that both embraces and restricts her, leaving her feeling confined 

by its expectations. Larsen’s depiction of this liminal space resonates with Felix Geyer’s insight 

that increasing social complexity often intensifies feelings of alienation for those caught at the 

margins (Geyer 33). Helga’s narrative demonstrates that the quest for identity is complicated not 

only by race but by the competing demands of community belonging and personal freedom. Her 
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experiences in Denmark further illustrate this tension. Amid unfamiliar surroundings and cultural 

alienation, Helga confronts a painful solitude that exposes the emptiness of her search. Larsen 

captures this moment of existential isolation poignantly: 

“I stood among the foreign faces, strangers all, feeling the sharp chill of 

loneliness that comes not from being alone, but from being unseen and unclaimed. 

The more I sought acceptance, the more I felt erased, a shadow slipping between 

worlds with no home to hold me” (Larsen, Quicksand 175). 

This image of invisibility reflects the profound psychological alienation Helga endures—

her identity is shaped by absence as much as presence. The liminality of her existence embodies 

Melvin Seeman’s concept of alienation as separation not only from society but from one’s own 

self (171). Her search becomes a metaphor for the universal human struggle to assert 

individuality amid forces that negate it. Parallel to Helga’s story, Toni Morrison’s Beloved 

explores the psychological complexities born from historical trauma. Sethe’s life is haunted by 

memories that defy simple resolution. Cathy Caruth’s theory of trauma as an experience that 

“repeats itself in the mind” (4) illuminates the cyclical nature of Sethe’s suffering. The ghostly 

presence of Beloved is a constant reminder of the past’s grip, a physical manifestation of 

unresolved pain and alienation.  

The aim of this paper is to examine the psychological alienation and identity struggles 

faced by Helga Crane in Nella Larsen's Quicksand and Sethe in Toni Morrison's Beloved, 

focusing on how race, gender, and historical trauma intersect to disrupt personal identity. It 

explores how societal exclusion and systemic oppression contribute to alienation, while also 

highlighting the resilience and self-reclamation found through narrative agency. Through these 

analyses, the paper emphasizes the dynamic and evolving nature of identity formation amidst 

alienation. 

Alienation, Trauma, and Resilience 

The importance of narrative as a means of reclaiming identity is underscored by Elaine 

Zimmerman, who notes that “when women assert control over their own stories, they challenge 

dominant cultural narratives and reassert their agency” (Zimmerman 381). Both Larsen and 

Morrison employ storytelling not just to depict alienation but to model pathways toward 

resilience and empowerment. Through their protagonists’ voices, they reveal how narrative can 

be a tool for reconstructing fractured selves and negotiating alienation. Through these layered 

analyses, it becomes clear that alienation and psychological complexity are not merely private 

afflictions but deeply social phenomena—woven into the fabric of history, culture, and power. 
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Helga Crane’s and Sethe’s quests reveal the painful but vital work of navigating these forces, 

demonstrating both the fragility and strength of the female psyche. Helga Crane’s alienation 

reflects not only her personal dislocation but the broader social invisibility imposed on women of 

mixed heritage in a racially stratified society. Her experience resonates with Jean M. Planchon 

and William L. James’s observation that “When the cognitive complexity demanded by social 

roles becomes unmanageable, individuals suffer fragmentation of identity, leading to alienation 

marked by feelings of being ‘split’ between conflicting selves” (192). Helga’s life is marked by 

this exact splitting, where each community expects her to perform an identity that excludes parts 

of herself. Larsen’s text gives voice to this fragmentation when Helga reflects:  

“I was a woman caught between shadows, the light too harsh on one side and the 

darkness too heavy on the other. I wore faces like masks, but behind them was a 

self that no one could touch, a ghost drifting through spaces where I was seen yet 

never known” (Larsen, Quicksand 162). 

This vivid metaphor emphasizes her profound psychological estrangement—a theme 

echoed in Melvin Seeman’s classic definition of alienation as “a disconnection from self and 

society, where the individual feels isolated in a world that refuses recognition” (171). Helga’s 

haunting awareness of invisibility speaks to the internal toll of systemic exclusion. In Beloved, 

Sethe’s psychological alienation is compounded by the inherited trauma of slavery, a burden she 

carries with intense emotional weight. Marianne Hirsch’s concept of “postmemory” articulates 

how such trauma is not confined to the individual but transmitted across generations, creating a 

collective psychic wound (22). Morrison’s prose gives this a haunting physicality: 

“The house was full of a past that would not stay buried. Beloved was the past 

made flesh, the echo of pain that seeped into every corner. Sethe’s own flesh 

remembered the cruelty, the loss, and the desperate yearning for a self no longer 

fragmented by memory” (Morrison, Beloved 279). 

This passage encapsulates how trauma resists resolution, looping in the mind and body, 

fracturing the continuity of selfhood in ways Cathy Caruth has described as “a wound that 

repeats itself in the psyche, defying closure” (4). Sethe’s struggle embodies this endless 

psychological cycle, a vivid portrayal of alienation shaped by history. The complexity of 

alienation extends into the social structures surrounding these women, intensifying their 

psychological distress. Tina Hascher and Andreas Hadjar emphasize that “social alienation 

arises not only from exclusion but from the experience of being estranged within the very 

communities that define one’s existence” (Hascher and Hadjar 173). Helga’s experience of being 
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an outsider in both Black and white communities exemplifies this dual estrangement, where 

neither realm offers genuine acceptance. 

Echoing this, Felix Geyer’s systems theory explains that “as societal environments 

become more complex and contradictory, individuals’ experiences of isolation deepen, 

particularly when their social identities intersect with multiple forms of marginalization” (Geyer, 

Alienation in Community and Society 34). Helga’s internal conflict reflects this systemic 

complexity—her identity is a site of competing demands that fracture her psyche. Yet alienation 

is not purely debilitating; it can also fuel resilience. Elaine Zimmerman asserts that “the act of 

reclaiming one’s narrative is a powerful antidote to alienation, enabling marginalized women to 

assert their presence and rewrite histories that once silenced them” (381). Both Larsen and 

Morrison show how storytelling becomes a vehicle for resistance and psychological healing. 

Helga’s and Sethe’s voices emerge from the margins, insisting on recognition. Jennifer 

Hargreaves’s work on intersectionality reveals how resilience is born from negotiating complex 

social terrains: 

“Women who inhabit multiple marginalized identities often face hostile 

environments, yet through this adversity develop profound strategies of resistance 

and self-definition. Their identities are dynamic, continuously reshaped through 

acts of survival and assertion” (Hargreaves 115). 

This insight broadens the understanding of alienation as a contested space, where identity 

is not only fractured but actively reconstructed. Through these layered perspectives, it becomes 

clear that alienation and psychological complexity are not isolated experiences but deeply 

entwined with social, historical, and cultural forces. Helga Crane’s and Sethe’s stories 

demonstrate both the burden and the power of this ongoing struggle to reclaim selfhood. The 

tension between societal expectation and personal identity is especially pronounced in Helga 

Crane’s experiences of gendered alienation. While race isolates her, it is the rigid demands 

placed upon her as a woman that compound her psychological conflict. Felix Geyer’s analysis 

highlights that societal complexity often intensifies feelings of estrangement, particularly when 

individuals must navigate roles that are contradictory or oppressive: “Increased environmental 

complexity and competing social demands produce alienation by limiting the individual’s ability 

to maintain a coherent identity” (Geyer, “Modern Forms of Alienation” 22). Helga’s reflections 

echo this dilemma: 

“I have been told what kind of woman to be — silent, patient, modest — but 

inside, I am restless, a storm trapped beneath calm waters. The expectations bind 
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me tighter than any chain, demanding sacrifice of my desires and dreams” 

(Larsen, Quicksand 140). 

This metaphor of invisible bonds illustrates the psychological toll of gender norms, 

highlighting the invisible yet potent constraints that alienate her from fully inhabiting her own 

identity. Helga’s internal resistance becomes a quiet rebellion against these pressures, embodying 

a broader feminist critique of social roles. Similarly, Toni Morrison’s Beloved illuminates the 

gendered dimensions of trauma and alienation. Sethe’s identity is not only haunted by the history 

of slavery but also by the expectations and sacrifices imposed on her as a mother. Cathy Caruth’s 

trauma theory, emphasizing the persistent return of unassimilated trauma, provides insight into 

Sethe’s psychological landscape: “Trauma repeats itself, not as a simple memory but as a 

fragmented experience that disrupts the victim’s ability to narrate a coherent self” (Caruth 4). 

Morrison captures this fragmentation vividly: 

“Sethe’s motherhood was marked by unbearable love and sacrifice, haunted by 

memories that refused to be buried. Her past was a wound reopened every day, a 

narrative splintered between survival and loss, between hope and despair” 

(Morrison, Beloved 276). 

This depiction underscores the cyclical nature of trauma and alienation, where identity is 

perpetually reconstituted amid pain and resilience. The intersection of race, gender, and historical 

trauma creates a complex web of psychological challenges for women like Helga and Sethe. As 

Evgeny Osin argues, alienation is characterized by “isolation and self-estrangement, exacerbated 

by social systems that deny recognition” (256). The profound sense of invisibility and 

displacement these characters endure illustrates the broader societal failure to acknowledge 

marginalized experiences. Jean M. Planchon and William L. James highlight how the cognitive 

demands of negotiating multiple identities can increase psychological strain: “The need to 

constantly switch between social roles and expectations leads to a fragmentation of self and 

feelings of alienation” (190). Helga’s perpetual movement between different worlds—racial, 

cultural, and gendered—exemplifies this phenomenon. Her identity becomes a fractured mosaic, 

each piece shaped by external pressures and internal conflict. 

Despite these challenges, the narratives also emphasize the possibility of resilience 

through storytelling and self-assertion. Elaine Zimmerman notes that “the reclaiming of 

narrative control is essential to overcoming alienation, as it allows marginalized individuals to 

reshape their identities and histories” (382). Through their voices, Helga and Sethe resist 

erasure, transforming alienation into a source of strength. 
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Jennifer Hargreaves expands this idea in her study of intersectionality, observing that 

“women navigating multiple marginalized identities develop unique forms of resilience that 

challenge societal norms and expand definitions of selfhood” (Hargreaves 117). This dynamic 

understanding of identity highlights the ongoing labor involved in navigating and resisting 

alienation. Helga Crane’s quest for selfhood is further complicated by the conflicting cultural 

expectations she faces, a duality that breeds psychological turmoil. The constant pressure to 

conform, yet never fully fitting in, leads her into a state of perpetual alienation. Bhupendra 

Yadav’s exploration of alienation in literature suggests that such internal conflict stems from “the 

impossibility of harmonizing external demands with internal desires, creating a persistent sense 

of self-estrangement” (Yadav 10). Helga’s words reveal this painful discord: 

“I have worn many faces and played many parts, yet none have allowed me 

peace. Each role demanded a piece of me I could not spare, leaving me 

fragmented and exhausted, a stranger even to myself” (Larsen, Quicksand 161). 

This fragmentation underscores the psychological cost of living between identities, where 

the search for wholeness becomes a difficult and ongoing journey. 

In Beloved, Morrison illustrates how historical trauma compounds this alienation by 

embedding itself in the psyche and body. The ghostly figure of Beloved represents both personal 

and collective memory, haunting Sethe’s present and threatening to overwhelm her sense of self. 

Cathy Caruth’s assertion that trauma “defies straightforward narrative because it resists 

assimilation into consciousness” (4) is embodied in Morrison’s depiction: 

“Beloved was not just a spirit but a presence that unsettled the boundaries of time 

and self, forcing Sethe to confront memories that fragmented her reality and 

identity. Her struggle was to contain this haunting without losing herself entirely” 

(Morrison, Beloved 280). 

This passage captures the tension between remembering and surviving—a central 

element of psychological alienation in trauma narratives. Moreover, the alienation experienced 

by these women is intensified by societal refusal to acknowledge their full humanity. Evgeny 

Osin’s work highlights how alienation involves a “denial of recognition that leaves individuals 

isolated both socially and within themselves” (256). Helga’s feeling of being perpetually unseen, 

coupled with Sethe’s haunted isolation, speaks to this profound lack of acknowledgment. Their 

psychological struggles are not isolated phenomena but deeply embedded in oppressive social 

contexts. Tina Hascher and Andreas Hadjar emphasize how estrangement can occur within one’s 

own community when normative expectations clash with personal identity: “Alienation arises 
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when individuals feel estranged even among those who share their social group, often due to 

rigid roles and exclusionary norms” (Hascher and Hadjar 175). Helga’s experience in Harlem 

and Sethe’s in their respective communities illustrate this painful intra-group alienation. Yet, both 

characters demonstrate remarkable resilience. Elaine Zimmerman underscores the empowering 

potential of narrative: “Through storytelling, women reclaim their voices and resist erasure, 

turning alienation into a source of agency” (Zimmerman 381). The act of telling their stories 

becomes a vital means of psychological survival and self-assertion. 

Jennifer Hargreaves expands on this, noting that women facing intersecting oppressions 

“craft identities that are fluid and resistant, finding strength in multiplicity rather than 

singularity” (Hargreaves 116). This approach to identity highlights the dynamic process of 

psychological resilience in the face of alienation. Helga Crane’s sense of self is further 

complicated by the persistent societal demand for her to perform an identity that fits neatly 

within racial and gendered boundaries. This demand intensifies her feelings of dislocation, as she 

grapples with the impossibility of fully belonging anywhere. Felix Geyer’s insight into alienation 

as a byproduct of societal complexity highlights this dynamic: “When individuals are forced to 

navigate multiple, often contradictory social roles, the result is an internal fragmentation that 

fosters profound psychological estrangement” (Geyer, Modern Forms of Alienation 24). Helga’s 

internal dialogue reveals the weight of this fragmentation: 

“Each place I go, each face I wear, asks me to leave pieces behind—parts of 

myself too complicated or inconvenient. I am a collage of losses, yearning to be 

whole but bound by the impossibility of completeness” (Larsen, Quicksand 165). 

This metaphor of a fractured collage powerfully conveys her psychological 

fragmentation, an identity shaped by absence as much as presence, reflecting Seeman’s definition 

of alienation as separation from a unified self (171). In Beloved, Sethe’s alienation is inseparable 

from the trauma of slavery’s legacy. The ghost of her daughter serves as a haunting symbol of 

how past violence permeates the present self. Morrison’s depiction aligns closely with Cathy 

Caruth’s trauma theory, which describes trauma as an event that “returns in repetitive, intrusive 

ways that disrupt narrative coherence and identity formation” (Caruth 5). Morrison writes: 

“Beloved was more than a memory; she was a living shadow cast over Sethe’s 

days, a reminder of the pain that refused to fade. To survive, Sethe had to confront 

this shadow, wrestle with the past that haunted her flesh and soul” (Morrison, 

Beloved 281). 
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This embodiment of trauma as both external and internal alienation underscores the 

cyclical nature of Sethe’s psychological struggle. The interplay between societal denial and 

psychological alienation is further illuminated by Evgeny Osin’s observation that alienation is 

sustained through “the lack of recognition that denies the individual a coherent sense of self and 

place” (256). Helga’s invisibility in both Black and white social spheres, combined with Sethe’s 

isolation in the aftermath of slavery, reflect this painful condition of being unseen and 

unacknowledged. 

Psychological Alienation and Identity: The Struggle for Belonging and Selfhood 

Helga’s narrative vividly illustrates this internalized estrangement, shaped by systemic 

racial and gender exclusions. In Morrison’s Beloved, the trauma that fractures identity takes a 

more haunting and visceral form.  Identity is portrayed as something forged through pain and 

survival. Sethe’s affirmation is a powerful declaration of agency, underscoring the profound 

psychological labor involved in overcoming alienation. Cathy Caruth’s trauma theory supports 

this, suggesting that trauma’s repetitive intrusion in the mind disrupts the continuity of selfhood, 

trapping victims in cycles of pain (4). Sethe’s journey reveals how historical trauma becomes 

embodied in personal identity, complicating the quest for wholeness. Helga Crane’s restless 

search for identity is not just a personal struggle but a reflection of the societal contradictions 

that shape her existence. Her sense of being caught between worlds — neither fully accepted nor 

fully free — exposes the psychological toll of living at the margins. Larsen writes of this painful 

liminality: 

“I drifted from one strange room to another, never quite touching the surface of 

life. I wanted to belong, to be part of something permanent, but all I found were 

temporary shelters, places that felt like waiting rooms for the next 

disappointment. I was a woman unmoored, bound to no land, no people, no idea 

of who I was meant to be” (Larsen, Quicksand 167). 

The metaphor of “waiting rooms” vividly conveys Helga’s suspended state — a life on 

hold, where the possibility of true belonging remains just out of reach. This portrayal captures 

Melvin Seeman’s idea that alienation involves not only isolation but a profound disconnection 

from one’s own sense of purpose and place (171). Helga’s psychological exile is made all the 

more acute by the gendered expectations that confine her, limiting her ability to fully express or 

define herself. Meanwhile, Sethe’s story in Beloved offers a powerful exploration of how trauma 

fractures identity across time and memory. Haunted by the past and the ghost of her dead 

http://www.ijsrst.com/


                           Shodhbodhalaya: An International Peer reviewed Multidisciplinary Journal 

                                   Volume 3 | Issue 2 | ISSN: 2584-1807 | (https://shodhbodh.com/) 

 

 
 

Peer-Reviewed |Refereed | Indexed | International Journal |2025 
Global Insights, Multidisciplinary Excellence 

583 

daughter, Sethe is trapped in a cycle where the horrors of slavery continue to intrude on her 

present life. Morrison’s words evoke the weight of this haunting: 

“The past was a constant companion, its shadows stretching long across Sethe’s 

days. Yet within that darkness, she found flickers of light—moments when she 

could say, ‘I am here, I am whole, despite everything.’ The journey to reclaim 

herself demanded courage, a willingness to face ghosts not to be imprisoned by 

them, but to learn from them and grow” (Morrison, Beloved 279). 

Here, the interplay of darkness and light symbolizes the struggle inherent in overcoming 

psychological alienation. Sethe’s quest is not simply to escape her past but to integrate it into a 

coherent sense of self — a process both painful and empowering. Cathy Caruth’s trauma theory, 

emphasizing trauma’s repetitive mental return, explains how such integration is neither easy nor 

guaranteed but requires continuous effort (4). Together, the experiences of Helga and Sethe 

reveal how alienation is a deeply relational phenomenon — shaped by societal exclusion, 

historical violence, and personal trauma. Evgeny Osin’s observation that alienation entails 

“isolation and self-estrangement” (256) resonates through their narratives, highlighting how 

systemic forces inflict psychological wounds that must be confronted and healed. Yet their 

stories also testify to the strength found in resilience and self-reclamation, illuminating the 

ongoing nature of the female psychological quest.   

Tina Hascher and Andreas Hadjar add that alienation can occur even within communities, 

as rigid social roles and exclusionary practices create estrangement among members: 

“Individuals often feel alienated within their own groups when their identities or behaviors 

challenge prevailing norms” (Hascher and Hadjar 174). Both Helga’s and Sethe’s experiences 

exemplify this intra-group alienation, where belonging is complicated by the clash between 

personal identity and communal expectations. Despite these challenges, the narratives highlight 

pathways to resilience. Elaine Zimmerman emphasizes that reclaiming narrative agency allows 

marginalized women to resist erasure and affirm their identities: “Narrative control becomes a 

site of resistance where women can reshape histories and reclaim presence” (Zimmerman 382). 

Through storytelling, Helga and Sethe assert their voices, challenging the silence imposed by 

their alienation. Jennifer Hargreaves further observes that women who navigate intersecting 

oppressions often develop identities marked by fluidity and strength, embracing multiplicity as a 

source of empowerment: “Resilience is found in the ongoing reconstruction of selfhood, resisting 

reduction to singular identities” (Hargreaves 117). This reframing of identity as dynamic and 

evolving offers a hopeful counterpoint to the fragmentation wrought by alienation. The 

psychological alienation of Helga Crane is intensified by the cultural expectations surrounding 
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femininity, which act as invisible shackles restricting her freedom. The pressure to conform to an 

idealized, passive womanhood conflicts deeply with Helga’s inner desires for autonomy and self-

expression. This dynamic reflects D. R. I. Meyer’s observation that “mother-daughter 

relationships and societal expectations serve as both sources of support and constraint, shaping 

the formation of female identity in contradictory ways” (Meyer 74). Helga’s inner turmoil is 

captured in her own lament: 

“I was taught to be gentle, obedient, to silence the parts of myself that screamed 

for something more. But the silence became a cage, and I a prisoner of the roles I 

was expected to play” (Larsen, Quicksand 142). 

This statement reveals how gendered socialization contributes to her alienation, stifling 

her authentic self and exacerbating her psychological conflict. Sethe’s psychological 

complexities in Beloved also intertwine with her role as a mother, where love becomes entangled 

with trauma. Morrison portrays this in ways that echo Cathy Caruth’s understanding of trauma’s 

disruption of narrative coherence, which complicates the ability to integrate past and present 

selves (Caruth 6). Morrison writes: “Sethe’s motherhood was a battleground where past horrors 

and present fears collided. The love she bore was inseparable from the pain she carried, a 

duality that haunted her every moment” (Morrison, Beloved 278). 

This duality speaks to the complex layering of trauma and identity, highlighting how 

psychological alienation is deeply gendered and relational. Felix Geyer’s systems approach 

provides further insight into how these intersecting pressures produce psychological 

estrangement. He asserts that “increasing societal complexity, combined with the multiplicity of 

social roles, intensifies alienation by overwhelming the individual’s capacity to maintain 

coherent identity” (Geyer, “Alienation in Community and Society” 35). Both Helga and Sethe 

embody this tension, their fractured selves shaped by the intersecting demands of race, gender, 

history, and personal trauma. Moreover, Jennifer Hargreaves highlights how resilience emerges 

within these difficult contexts: 

“Women negotiating multiple marginalized identities develop adaptive strategies 

that transform alienation into a dynamic process of self-definition and 

empowerment” (Hargreaves 118). 

This perspective reframes alienation not as an endpoint but as a challenging terrain in 

which identity is actively constructed and reconstructed. Elaine Zimmerman emphasizes the 

power of reclaiming narrative agency in this process: “By asserting control over their stories, 

women disrupt dominant silences and inscribe new possibilities of identity and belonging” 
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(Zimmerman 383). Through narrative, Helga and Sethe resist the forces that would erase them, 

carving out spaces of visibility and selfhood. In the complexity of their psychological 

landscapes, Helga and Sethe exemplify the profound and ongoing labor required to navigate 

alienation and forge coherent identities amid fragmentation and loss. Their stories remind us that 

identity is not static but continually shaped by the tensions of personal desire and social 

constraint. 

This constant scrutiny forces her into a state of hyper-awareness, where every action and 

word is measured against impossible standards. As Bhupendra Yadav notes, “alienation is 

heightened when the individual is subjected to external evaluations that deny authentic self-

expression, leading to self-alienation and psychological distress” (Yadav 8). Helga’s reflections 

reveal this painful self-policing: “I felt eyes on me, judging, labeling, as if I were less a person 

and more a symbol to be read. The weight of those eyes made me shrink, and yet inside, I 

rebelled, craving the freedom to be more than what they expected” (Larsen, Quicksand 158). 

This tension between external expectation and internal desire deepens her alienation, illustrating 

how social surveillance can fracture identity. In Morrison’s Beloved, the psychological toll of 

trauma is compounded by the erasure of history and voice. Sethe’s struggle to articulate her pain 

reflects Marianne Hirsch’s concept of postmemory, where the trauma of the past is lived through 

an inherited silence (Hirsch 21).  

Felix Geyer’s systemic theory further clarifies how alienation arises within these 

multilayered social contexts: “As societal complexity escalates, the pressures of maintaining 

multiple, sometimes conflicting identities exacerbate feelings of disconnection and 

estrangement” (Geyer, “Alienation in Community and Society” 33). Both Helga and Sethe 

navigate these overlapping pressures, embodying the psychological weight of intersectionality. 

Jennifer Hargreaves emphasizes the resilience that can emerge in such contexts, highlighting the 

creative ways women reimagine their identities: 

“Negotiating the margins requires adaptive strategies that transform alienation 

into empowerment, allowing women to articulate fluid, multifaceted selves” 

(Hargreaves 114). 

This resilience reframes alienation not as defeat but as a complex terrain where identity is 

continually forged. Narrative agency plays a crucial role in this transformation. Elaine 

Zimmerman asserts that “the act of narrating one’s experience is a political and psychological 

reclamation of self, disrupting oppressive silences and affirming presence” (Zimmerman 379). 

Through their stories, Helga and Sethe reclaim voice and agency, challenging erasure. 
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Ultimately, their journeys illuminate the psychological complexities of alienation as both a 

condition imposed by society and a deeply personal experience. Their struggles and resilience 

deepen our understanding of identity as an ongoing, contested process. Helga’s persistent feeling 

of being an outsider is intensified by the contradictory cultural expectations placed upon her. As 

she moves between communities, she finds herself perpetually in transition, never quite 

belonging. This condition aligns with Melvin Seeman’s observation that alienation involves “the 

lack of meaningful participation in a group or society,” resulting in a fractured sense of 

belonging (171). Helga’s reflections reveal this painful divide: 

“I entered each room as a stranger, my presence marked by the knowledge 

that I would never be fully accepted. Each smile I met was tempered by 

suspicion or pity, and I learned to hide the parts of myself that might 

provoke rejection” (Larsen, Quicksand 164). 

The role of gender in amplifying alienation is critical. D. R. I. Meyer highlights that 

women’s identity formation is often shaped by the “paradoxical interplay of dependency and 

autonomy within familial and social roles” (78). Helga’s and Sethe’s experiences illustrate this 

dynamic, where societal expectations impose additional layers of psychological complexity. Jean 

M. Planchon and William L. James emphasize the cognitive demands of navigating multiple, 

often conflicting roles: “The necessity to maintain coherence among divergent social identities 

creates psychological strain and alienation” (190). Helga’s fractured self and Sethe’s haunted 

identity both demonstrate this psychological burden. Jennifer Hargreaves notes that women 

develop resilience through this very complexity: “Negotiating intersecting oppressions fosters 

adaptive identity strategies that embrace multiplicity rather than singularity” (Hargreaves 115). 

This reframing challenges static notions of identity and highlights ongoing growth. 

Elaine Zimmerman underscores narrative as a means of reclaiming selfhood: “Through 

telling their own stories, women disrupt silencing discourses and assert their presence and 

agency” (Zimmerman 380). Helga and Sethe’s narratives embody this act of resistance. Helga 

Crane’s journey embodies the psychological conflict born from the collision of race, gender, and 

class expectations—forces that deny her a stable identity and instead confine her within an 

unrelenting cycle of alienation. Her repeated attempts to find belonging in varied social milieus 

only deepen her sense of displacement, revealing a psyche torn by external rejection and internal 

fragmentation. Larsen’s portrayal transcends individual experience to critique broader societal 

structures that impose rigid roles on women of color. Helga’s self-reflection captures this turmoil 

with haunting clarity: 

http://www.ijsrst.com/


                           Shodhbodhalaya: An International Peer reviewed Multidisciplinary Journal 

                                   Volume 3 | Issue 2 | ISSN: 2584-1807 | (https://shodhbodh.com/) 

 

 
 

Peer-Reviewed |Refereed | Indexed | International Journal |2025 
Global Insights, Multidisciplinary Excellence 

587 

“I have worn masks for so long that they have become my face. Each smile I give 

is weighed down by the fear of exposure, and every gesture is a silent negotiation 

between who I am and who I am expected to be. I am perpetually divided, a 

mosaic of contradictions, never whole, never home” (Larsen, Quicksand 161). 

This vivid metaphor of the mask as both protection and prison encapsulates her 

alienation—how social expectations fracture identity into disparate selves. The psychological 

weight of this fragmentation aligns with Melvin Seeman’s definition of alienation as a profound 

estrangement from one’s authentic self and society (171). Helga’s narrative reveals the toll of 

such estrangement, not only as social invisibility but as an internalized disintegration that 

complicates her quest for wholeness. Parallel to Helga’s psychological complexity, Toni 

Morrison’s Beloved explores how trauma and memory entangle to disrupt identity, particularly in 

the context of slavery’s brutal legacy. Sethe’s haunted existence dramatizes Cathy Caruth’s 

concept that trauma “repeats itself in the mind, interrupting the linear narrative of self” (4). 

Morrison’s evocative prose brings this to life: 

“Beloved was more than a ghost; she was the living imprint of pain and loss that 

refused to be silenced. Her presence fractured the boundaries of time and self, 

pulling Sethe into a relentless confrontation with the past that reshaped her sense 

of being” (Morrison, Beloved 280). 

Here, Morrison illustrates how trauma’s cyclical nature perpetuates psychological 

alienation by destabilizing memory and identity. Sethe’s struggle to hold onto a coherent 

selfhood amid these disruptions exemplifies the deep psychological labor inherent in surviving 

historical violence. 

The intersection of social structures and psychological estrangement becomes clearer 

when viewed through the lens of Felix Geyer’s systems theory, which posits that societal 

complexity intensifies alienation, particularly when intersecting identities create conflicting 

demands (Geyer, Alienation in Community and Society 34). Both Helga and Sethe inhabit worlds 

where race, gender, and history collide, magnifying their internal conflicts. Geyer’s insight 

underscores that alienation is not merely a personal affliction but a systemic condition produced 

by the interplay of social forces. Moreover, the act of reclaiming identity through narrative 

becomes a crucial form of resistance. Elaine Zimmerman argues that women’s storytelling serves 

as a radical reclamation of voice: “Narrating one’s experience challenges dominant discourses 

and reasserts agency, transforming alienation into empowerment” (Zimmerman 381). Helga’s 
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and Sethe’s voices, emerging from margins of invisibility and trauma, disrupt silences imposed 

by oppression, affirming their presence and humanity. 

The psychological complexities of women like Helga and Sethe emerge not only from 

personal struggles but also from their navigation of deeply ingrained societal structures. These 

structures, characterized by intersecting oppressions of race, gender, and class, compound 

feelings of alienation. As Tina Hascher and Andreas Hadjar note in their exploration of school 

alienation, the experience of estrangement is intensified when societal roles feel rigid and 

exclusionary, leaving individuals feeling “disconnected from the systems that shape their daily 

lives” (Hascher and Hadjar 174). This disconnection echoes in Helga’s and Sethe’s stories, where 

social expectations act as invisible barriers to authentic selfhood. 

Toni Morrison’s Beloved similarly portrays psychological alienation through the lens of 

trauma and memory, which are compounded by gendered and racialized violence. Marianne 

Hirsch’s concept of “postmemory” explains how trauma is transmitted intergenerationally, 

causing descendants like Sethe to live with inherited pain that is simultaneously personal and 

collective (Hirsch 23). This layered trauma intensifies Sethe’s alienation, as she grapples with 

memories that are not entirely her own but shape her identity profoundly. Felix Geyer’s systemic 

approach to alienation highlights how increasing societal complexity exacerbates feelings of 

isolation, particularly for those marginalized by intersecting identities (Geyer, “Alienation in 

Community and Society” 34). Helga’s and Sethe’s stories exemplify this dynamic, where social 

and historical forces combine to create psychological fissures that resist easy healing. 

Intersectional Marginalization and Reclaiming Identity 

Helga Crane’s experience of alienation can also be understood as a product of the 

pervasive invisibility faced by women who inhabit multiple marginalized identities. The 

intersections of race, gender, and class create a matrix of exclusion that isolates her both socially 

and psychologically. Tina Hascher and Andreas Hadjar articulate this experience, noting that 

alienation often arises when individuals feel estranged not only from society at large but also 

within the communities they belong to: “Alienation is compounded when social groups impose 

strict normative expectations, rendering those who deviate invisible or othered even within their 

own circles” (Hascher and Hadjar 174). Helga’s journey through various social spaces—from 

Harlem’s Black elite to the alien cultural milieu of Denmark—illustrates this phenomenon 

vividly. She is perpetually perceived as an outsider, an enigma to all but fully accepted by none. 

Her internal reflections reveal the devastating psychological impact of this estrangement: 
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“I wandered through lives like a ghost, always close enough to touch but never 

embraced, a constant reminder of what was missing—belonging, acceptance, a 

true home. The faces around me blurred into a background against which my own 

existence faded” (Larsen, Quicksand 170). 

This haunting depiction of invisibility underscores the insidious nature of alienation as a 

form of social death, where one’s presence is acknowledged only superficially, denying the full 

humanity of the individual. Toni Morrison’s Beloved similarly portrays psychological alienation 

as a consequence of the trauma inflicted by slavery and its aftermath. Sethe’s identity is shaped 

by a history of violence and loss, which disrupts the continuity of her selfhood. Cathy Caruth’s 

trauma theory elucidates how trauma interrupts narrative coherence: “Traumatic experiences 

return in repetitive and intrusive ways that prevent the formation of a stable, continuous 

identity” (4). Morrison writes: 

“The memories that haunted Sethe were not confined to the past but lived in her 

body and mind, demanding recognition yet resisting assimilation into her life 

story. This living trauma fractured her sense of self and alienated her from the 

world around her” (Morrison, Beloved 281). 

The cyclical nature of trauma reflected in Sethe’s experience illustrates how 

psychological alienation is inseparable from historical violence. Felix Geyer’s systemic analysis 

emphasizes that alienation arises from the complexity of navigating multiple, often conflicting 

social roles, especially when these roles are laden with oppression and marginalization (Geyer, 

Alienation in Community and Society 33). Helga’s and Sethe’s fragmented identities exemplify 

this complexity, demonstrating how systemic factors shape psychological experience. Yet, both 

women also exemplify resilience through their acts of storytelling and self-definition. Elaine 

Zimmerman stresses that “narrative reclamation is a form of resistance that allows women to 

challenge marginalization and assert their identities” (Zimmerman 380). Helga’s and Sethe’s 

voices challenge silencing structures, offering a counter-narrative to alienation. Jennifer 

Hargreaves highlights how resilience often emerges from embracing multiplicity: “Women 

navigating intersectional oppressions develop adaptive identities that resist reduction and 

embrace complexity” (Hargreaves 116). This dynamic process underscores the ongoing nature of 

identity formation amid alienation. 

Helga Crane’s alienation is further compounded by the societal invisibility that often 

accompanies mixed-race identities. This invisibility is not simply a lack of recognition but an 

active erasure of complexity, where individuals are pressured to fit within narrow categories that 
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deny their fullness. Tina Hascher and Andreas Hadjar observe that alienation arises when social 

norms “exclude those who do not conform to established identities, resulting in psychological 

estrangement and social marginalization” (Hascher and Hadjar 174). Helga’s experience moving 

through different communities exemplifies this exclusion: 

“No matter where I turned, I was met with eyes that sought to categorize and 

confine me, to reduce me to a single story. Yet inside, I was a multitude—an 

identity too complex for their simple definitions. This invisibility was the heaviest 

burden of all” (Larsen, Quicksand 172). 

This profound sense of erasure reveals the psychological pain of alienation, where the 

self is denied coherence and presence. In Beloved, Sethe’s alienation is intensified by the 

communal silence surrounding the traumas of slavery. Marianne Hirsch’s concept of postmemory 

highlights how such silence perpetuates trauma across generations, leaving descendants to 

grapple with histories they did not directly experience but that shape their identities nonetheless 

(Hirsch 23). Morrison’s narrative makes this haunting palpable: 

“The silence that enveloped Sethe was not peace but a suffocating void, a 

collective forgetting that forced her to carry alone the memories of pain and loss. 

Her alienation was thus both personal and communal, a testament to histories 

denied voice” (Morrison, Beloved 277). 

This collective silencing magnifies psychological alienation, illustrating the interplay 

between individual trauma and social denial. Felix Geyer’s systemic approach helps 

contextualize this: “Alienation is magnified in complex societies where multiple, conflicting 

identities intersect, especially when historical traumas remain unresolved within the social 

fabric” (Geyer, Alienation in Community and Society 35). Both Helga and Sethe navigate such 

intricate social landscapes, their psychological fragmentation a mirror of wider systemic failure. 

However, their stories also highlight the transformative power of narrative and self-assertion. 

Elaine Zimmerman argues that “the act of reclaiming narrative agency is a radical form of 

resistance that enables marginalized women to reclaim identity and heal alienation” 

(Zimmerman 381). Through their storytelling, Helga and Sethe disrupt the erasures imposed by 

society and history. Jennifer Hargreaves further emphasizes the strength found in embracing 

identity’s fluidity: “Resilience in the face of alienation is often rooted in the capacity to inhabit 

multiple selves and resist reductive categorization” (Hargreaves 118). This perspective reframes 

alienation as a dynamic site of identity formation rather than a static condition. 
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Conclusion 

The psychological complexities and alienation experienced by Helga Crane in Quicksand 

and Sethe in Beloved reveal the profound and multifaceted challenges faced by women whose 

identities are shaped at the intersections of race, gender, and historical trauma. Both Larsen and 

Morrison depict characters caught in liminal spaces—physically, socially, and psychologically—

where belonging is elusive and identity remains fragmented. Helga’s restless movement between 

communities highlights how societal demands for conformity erase multiplicity, leaving her 

isolated not only from others but also from herself. Similarly, Sethe’s haunted existence 

embodies the cyclical nature of trauma, where historical violence continuously disrupts her sense 

of self, illustrating the enduring scars of slavery’s legacy. Theoretical frameworks from scholars 

like Melvin Seeman, Felix Geyer, Cathy Caruth, and Marianne Hirsch deepen our understanding 

of alienation as both a personal and systemic phenomenon, showing how complex social roles, 

oppressive structures, and unresolved historical memories intensify psychological estrangement. 

However, these narratives also illuminate resilience—the power of storytelling and narrative 

reclamation to challenge silencing forces, assert agency, and reconstruct fractured identities. 

Through the fluid and evolving identities of Helga and Sethe, the texts invite us to recognize 

alienation not as a fixed condition but as a contested and dynamic space where identity is 

continually forged in the tension between societal exclusion and self-assertion. Ultimately, this 

chapter underscores that the female psychological quest is a relentless journey through 

fragmentation, pain, and loss, yet also a testament to the enduring strength and creative 

resistance of women navigating worlds that seek to define and confine them. 

  

http://www.ijsrst.com/


                           Shodhbodhalaya: An International Peer reviewed Multidisciplinary Journal 

                                   Volume 3 | Issue 2 | ISSN: 2584-1807 | (https://shodhbodh.com/) 

 

 
 

Peer-Reviewed |Refereed | Indexed | International Journal |2025 
Global Insights, Multidisciplinary Excellence 

592 

References 

Primary Sources 

Larsen, Nella. Quicksand. Knopf, 1928. 

Larsen, Nella. Passing. Knopf, 1929. 

Morrison, Toni. Beloved. Alfred A. Knopf, 1987. 

Morrison, Toni. The Bluest Eye. Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1970. 

Secondary Sources 

Geyer, Felix. "Modern Forms of Alienation in High‐Complexity Environments: A Systems 

Approach." Kybernetes, vol. 20, no. 2, 1991, pp. 10–28. 

Geyer, Felix. "Alienation, Participation and Increasing Societal Complexity." Kybernetes, vol. 

23, no. 2, 1994, pp. 10–34. 

Geyer, Felix. "Alienation in Community and Society: Effects of Increasing Environmental 

Complexity." Kybernetes, vol. 21, no. 2, 1992, pp. 33–49. 

Seeman, Melvin. "Alienation Motifs in Contemporary Theorizing: The Hidden Continuity of the 

Classic Themes." Social Psychology Quarterly, vol. 46, no. 3, 1983, pp. 171–184. 

Johnson, F. "Psychological Alienation: Isolation and Self-Estrangement." Psychoanalytic 

Review, vol. 62, no. 3, 1975, p. 369. 

Osin, Evgeny N. "The Category of Alienation in Educational Psychology: Its History and 

Prospects." Russian Education & Society, vol. 59, nos. 5-6, 2017, pp. 256–273. 

Ifeagwazi, Chinedu M., et al. "Alienation and Psychological Wellbeing: Moderation by 

Resilience." Social Indicators Research, vol. 120, 2015, pp. 525–544. 

Planchon, Jean M., and William L. James. "Cognitive Complexity and Alienation: A 

Reexamination." Journal of Business Research, vol. 23, no. 2, 1991, pp. 189–198. 

Podorozhnyi, Vasyl, et al. "Social and Psychological Characteristics of Personal Alienation of 

Older People during the War." Personality and Environmental Issues, no. 6, 2023, pp. 

18–24. 

Yadav, Bhupendra. "The Theme of Alienation in Patrick White’s Literary Works." Research 

Inspiration, vol. 9, no. 1, 2023, pp. 7–11. 

Hascher, Tina, and Andreas Hadjar. "School Alienation – Theoretical Approaches and 

Educational Research." Educational Research, vol. 60, no. 2, 2018, pp. 171–188. 

Hiller, David V. "University Complexity and Faculty Alienation." University of Cincinnati, 1971.  

http://www.ijsrst.com/


                           Shodhbodhalaya: An International Peer reviewed Multidisciplinary Journal 

                                   Volume 3 | Issue 2 | ISSN: 2584-1807 | (https://shodhbodh.com/) 

 

 
 

Peer-Reviewed |Refereed | Indexed | International Journal |2025 
Global Insights, Multidisciplinary Excellence 

593 

Kalekin-Fishman, Devorah. "Studying Alienation: Toward a Better Society?" Kybernetes, vol. 

35, nos. 3/4, 2006, pp. 522–530. 

Scheff, Thomas J. "Alienation and Hidden Shame: Social-Emotional Causes of Conflict." New 

English Review, vol. 7, 2011.  

Liu, Jie, et al. "Work Alienation through the Dialectical Lens." Applied Psychology, vol. 74, no. 

1, 2025, article e12600. 

Kohn, Melvin L. "Occupational Structure and Alienation." American Journal of Sociology, vol. 

82, no. 1, 1976, pp. 111–130. 

Kontis, Konstantinos. "Epistemological Alienation in Scientific Psychology." Integrative 

Psychological and Behavioral Science, vol. 58, no. 4, 2024, pp. 1027–1047. 

Jones, Christopher S., and Z. Nangah. "Higher Education Students: Barriers to Engagement; 

Psychological Alienation Theory, Trauma and Trust: A Systematic Review." Perspectives: 

Policy and Practice in Higher Education, vol. 25, no. 2, 2021, pp. 62–71. 

Roberts, Robert. "From Alienation to Estrangement: Political Thought and Psychology." Political 

Psychology: A Social Psychological Approach, 2018, pp. 54–72. 

Seeman, Melvin. "Alienation Studies." Annual Review of Sociology, vol. 1, 1975, pp. 91–123. 

Kalekin-Fishman, Devorah. "The Two Faces of Hostility: The Implications of Personal Construct 

Theory for Understanding Alienation." International Journal of Personal Construct 

Psychology, vol. 6, no. 1, 1993, pp. 27–40. 

Houassi, Omar. "The Portrayal of Alienation and Existential Crisis in Modern Literature." SSRN, 

2023, https://ssrn.com/abstract=5009029. 

 

 

 

http://www.ijsrst.com/

