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ABSTRACT: In a fluid sociological and cultural landscape, where the 
dimensions of geography and time are in a permanent state of flux, the 
destabilisation of personal identity has become a critical concern. The 
theme of identity crises in literature has been widely studied, but there is 
little research on the psychological crises caused by environmental and 
chronological change in Octavia Butler’s Kindred. Hence, the qualitative 
research, within the general paradigm of the Narrative Identity Theory, by 
using Roland Barthes’ textual analysis framework, explores the particular 
processes of identity fracturing due to spatial and temporal changes in the 
characters of the novel. The analysis argues that Kindred cheapens Dana’s 
affective attachments, moral values, and cultural attachments by placing 
her in a spatial dislocation between her modern home in California and 
the antebellum American South. Historically, this spatial dislocation is 
compounded by the dislocating system of chattel slavery. The protagonist 
is caught between two different temporal and spatial realities, and has no 
stable identity, which leads to the maximum of internal alienation.  
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Introduction  
Background of the Study 
e complex realities of migration and sudden historical breaks have dramatically transformed contemporary literary 
debates on identity. Traditional postcolonial criticism has focused on the subject's physical movement from colonised 
peripheries to the spaces of the imperial metropolis. But modern tales tend to focus on a deeper existential and 
psychological disintegration that occurs when physical displacement is violently shattered by massive historical 
upheavals. In her ground-breaking novel, Octavia Butler’s (1979) Kindred is a breathtaking account of this 
contemporary psychological fragility. Dana is yanked from her 1970s California life and thrown into the savage 
world of the antebellum American South. 

Recent scholarship on Kindred has emphasized the novel’s ability to connect the historical experience of slavery 
with the life of a contemporary African American woman. Yaszek (2003) describes the novel as a hybrid of historical 
fiction, science fiction, and slave narrative, noting how its movement between nineteenth-century Maryland and 
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twentieth-century California juxtaposes slavery with its continuing legacy. Donaldson (2014) similarly observes that 
the novel brings traces of the past into the protagonist’s present, making historical experience central to Dana’s 
understanding of her life. In this way, Butler’s use of time travel does more than move Dana between two historical 
periods; it places her within conflicting social and cultural realities. e resulting tension provides an important basis 
for examining how movement across time and space can unsettle the continuity through which personal identity is 
constructed. 

In this paper we approach Dana’s deep identity crisis as a systematic dismantling of the structure of her own 
personal narrative, not as a direct social response to historical racism. Dana is ripped from her progressive-modern 
home and deposited on a plantation in Maryland. e spatial shift is so violent that it forces Dana to adapt herself 
to a violently oppressive environment. is geographical vulnerability is immediately compounded by a temporal 
shock the erratic, unpredictable nature of her time travel – which completely destroys her linear expectations of 
career and personal progress. ese forces together dissolve the coherent life narrative she has constructed for herself, 
revise her personal history, and compel her to confront a nightmarish reality refracted through historical white 
supremacy. 
 
Problem Statement 
In the current socio-cultural context, where the dominance of the our continuous flow of time and space is to 
observed, the problem of the fragmentation of our personal identity has become increasingly acute. However, the 
particular literary representation of identity dissolution that these spatiotemporal fluctuations in Kindred have 
engendered is underexplored. us, this study aims to critically analyse the ways in which geographical and 
chronological disruptions create serious identity crises on the part of the characters in this selected text. 
 
Research Aim 
is study is the designed to critically analyze how the geographic and chronological disruptions generate deep to 
identity crises for the characters in this selected text. 
 
Research Objectives 

1. To explore the role of temporal and spatial changes in the relational identity crises faced by the characters of 
the selected text. 

2. To explore the role of temporal and spatial changes in the moral identity crises of the characters of the selected 
text. 

3. To investigate the role of temporal and spatial changes in cultural identity crises faced by the characters of the 
selected text. 

 
Research Questions 

1. How temporal and spatial changes shape the relational identity crises of the characters of the selected text? 
2. How temporal and spatial changes influence the moral identity crises of the characters of the selected text? 
3. How temporal and spatial changes influence the cultural identity crises of the characters of the selected text? 

 
Significance of the Study 
e findings of this project aim to add to the burgeoning academic debate on the fragmentation of the self in modern 
fiction. In this thesis I combine literary close-reading with psychological and sociological perspectives to provide a 



Sadia Siddiq, Tooba Ilyas, and Saima Shaheen 
 

 
 

Page 276   n   THE REGIONAL TRIBUNE (TRT)  n   Volume 5 No. 8 (August 2026)   n   ISSN (Online): 3006-8428 

useful framework for scholars working in interdisciplinary cultural studies. is analysis also demonstrates how 
changing social landscapes, changing cultural expectations and unpredictable environments impact an individual’s 
internal sense of place. Understanding these narrative ruptures is important, ultimately, for developing cross-cultural 
empathy, for enhancing historical awareness, and for contributing to larger conversations about the ways in which 
people at the margins reconstruct their fragmented identities in antagonistic social environments. 
 
Literature Review 
Diaspora, Displacement, and Identity in Neo-Slave Narratives 
e issue of displacement and personal trauma is intricately linked in contemporary literature, an issue that has been 
explored by postcolonial and African American scholars. Cultural theorists often refer to involuntary movement as 
a ‘ird Space’, a liminal hybrid space where people find themselves in between their native realities and the force of 
a coercive environment (Bhabha, 1994). Such suspension creates acute moral and psychic friction in neo-slave 
narratives, where contemporary Black subjects are caught between the hard-won freedoms of the late twentieth 
century and the violent historical legacies of ancestral trauma. 
 
Conceptual Foundations of Narrative Identity 
is psychological fracture is one of the internal mechanics that often gets mapped in the contemporary literary of 
criticism by Narrative Identity eory. Self-theorists argue, however, that human identity is never a stable, static 
essence, but a continually evolving internal narrative that people construct and reconstruct to give their lives 
meaning. is internal thread is broken when an individual is subjected to extreme external shocks, either through 
geographical dislocation or structural violence. Previous scholarship on Butler has thoroughly explored the political 
and racial factors of Dana’s survival, but few studies have focused on the role of spatial and temporal dislocation as 
immediate structural triggers for the complete breakdown of the protagonist’s narrative continuity (Atkins, 2004).  
 
Historical Memory, Temporality, and Identity in Kindred 
Existing criticism also highlights the importance of temporal movement in shaping Dana’s relationship with history 
and identity. Yaszek (2003) argues that Kindred brings together the realities of slavery and its later consequences by 
placing a contemporary Black protagonist directly within the antebellum past. Donaldson (2014) similarly explains 
that the novel connects traces of the past to Dana’s present while examining the continuing implications of that 
historical experience. ese readings show that the temporal structure of Kindred is closely connected to questions 
of memory, history, and identity. Dana’s repeated movement between California and the plantation therefore creates 
a sustained encounter between two different worlds, making her sense of self increasingly dependent on how she 
negotiates their conflicting values and conditions. 
 
Spatial-Temporal Displacement and Narrative Identity 
e relationship between time, history, and identity has also encouraged scholars to examine Kindred beyond its 
conventional classification as a time-travel narrative. Bast (2012), for example, examines embodied agency in the 
novel and considers how Dana’s experiences in the past affect her capacity to act within oppressive historical 
conditions. Such scholarship provides a useful basis for understanding Dana’s identity as something shaped through 
experience rather than as a fixed and stable quality. However, the existing discussion leaves space for a more focused 
examination of how the combined effects of spatial displacement and temporal disruption fracture the continuity of 
Dana’s self-narrative. Narrative Identity eory addresses this dimension by allowing identity to be examined 
through relationships, moral choices, and the continuity of experience across time. 
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Research Gap 
Although existing scholarship on Kindred has examined slavery, historical memory, racial identity, displacement, and 
Dana’s experiences within the antebellum South, limited attention has been given to how the combined effects of 
spatial and temporal displacement disrupt the continuity of her narrative identity. In particular, the ways in which 
movement between 1970s California and the antebellum South reshapes Dana’s relational, moral, and cultural sense 
of self remain insufficiently explored. is study addresses this gap by examining how spatial and temporal 
disruptions fracture Dana’s identity and create a sustained condition of alienation and non-belonging. 
 
eoretical Framework & Methodology 
eoretical Framework: Narrative Identity eory 
e core theory of this research is Narrative Identity eory, and three specific conceptual models are used to assess 
the structural disintegration of the protagonist’s selfhood: 
 
Paul Ricoeur’s Idem/Ipse Dialectic 
Ricoeur’s (1992) distinction between idem and ipse conceptualizes personal identity through two interconnected 
dimensions: idem, which refers to sameness and continuity, and ipse, which refers to selfhood and the capacity for 
change and ethical commitment. e idem is numerical identity, the structural stability of core traits of a person 
across time. e ipse, on the other hand, is “selfhood,” a mobile, relational identity that maintains itself through 
changing ethical choices, not fixed traits. But a sudden traumatic displacement upsets this balance, forcing the ipse 
into alien environments in which it can no longer combine new, fragmented strategies of survival with the person's 
fundamental historical idem. 
 
Charles Taylor’s Dialogical Self 
As Charles Taylor states in his Dialogical Self (1989) “Human identity cannot be formed in a vacuum. Human 
consciousness is at its base dialogical. In Sources of the Self we learn that our identity is formed through ongoing 
interactions – and at times deep conflicts – with the expectations and voices of significant others. e abrupt 
dissolution or fracturing of these modern social networks through physical dislocation threatens the very heart of 
this dialogical self by severing the cultural conversations that maintain an individual grounded. 
 
Alasdair MacIntyre’s Narrative Unity 
MacIntyre’s Narrative Unity (1981) proposes that human life is a continuous, unified narrative journey, and in After 
Virtue, human beings are fundamentally storytelling animals. For MacIntyre the choices and experiences of a person 
only make sense when they are placed in the context of a total life story that links their past, present and hoped-for 
future. Historical or spatial breaks snap this thread, shattering the teleological unity of a life, leaving the individual 
wrestling to weave a coherent way forward. 
 
Methodology and Research Design 
Qualitative Textual Analysis Paradigm 
is study is qualitative and non-empirical, focusing on critical textual analysis and close reading of Kindred. is 
interpretative strategy, which does not rely on empirical measures, focuses on deconstructing the structural, thematic 
and symbolic layers of the primary text. 
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Application of Roland Barthes's Textual Framework 
is research utilizes Barthes (1977) textual framework to examine the selected text. e novel may be read as a 
complex web of cultural signifiers, where the narrative form, language shifts, and temporal schemes, expose the 
internal displacement of the main character, through post-structuralist methods of text analysis. e analysis isolates 
key textual moments where Dana assesses her spatial displacements, her changing inter-personal relationships across 
eras and the temporal shock of her sudden transitions and connects these moments directly to the theoretical models 
of narrative collapse. 
 
Critical Analysis 
Spatial Displacement and the Erosion of the Dialogical Self 
Dana’s sudden, violent transplant from progressive California to the antebellum Weylin plantation brings about a 
profound spatial crisis, rupturing her modern interpersonal ties. Following Charles Taylor’s model of the dialogical 
self, Dana draws on an internal dialogue with her modern 1970s community, her egalitarian marriage, and her 
professional writing life to sustain her sense of worth. She is flung into the brutal, hyper-surveilled world of the 
antebellum South, physically cut off from those validating networks. 

Her effort to establish a meaningful dialogical relation in this historical space is inherently unstable, as is indicated 
by her complex, protective relation to her white, slave-owning ancestor, Rufus. [Rufus] has been so programmed by 
the power structure of slave society that he cannot give the mutual recognition and respect that Dana needs to affirm 
her real self. e plantation system demands total submission and her modern relationships are centuries behind. 
Dana lacks the healthy social mirrors that would support a balanced self-image. is triggers the first stage of her 
narrative disintegration. 
 
Temporal Rupture and the Collapse of Narrative Unity 
If the spatial uprooting operates on the psychological ground of Dana’s self, the temporal rupture, the unpredictable 
breaking of times in which she is suddenly thrown, results in the total collapse of the unity of her narrative. If we 
take Alasdair MacIntyre’s notion of a unified life story, Dana’s life before her first episode was a clear modern path to 
freedom, gender equity and creative expression. e violent interruption of time travel is a historical rupture that 
changes her understanding of the past and implicates her in its future. 

is terrible insertion into a chattel-slavery-based world requires her to reconsider her choices every day. Her 
compliance on the plantation is no longer a neutral choice of survival, but a disturbing moral complicity with a slave 
system which dehumanises her. Her life’s simple, linear timeline is shattered into irreconcilable worlds, making it 
nearly impossible to sustain a single narrative of self. 
 
e Idem/Ipse Crisis and the Hybrid State of Un-belonging 
e clash of spatio-temporal transformations is the fuel of a fierce battle in what Paul Ricoeur calls the idem/ipse 
dialectic. Her ipse, the acting, submissive identity she has to assume to escape physical violence or death in the past, 
violently clashes with Dana’s idem, her fundamental self-conception as a free, independent twentieth-century Black 
woman. Her ipse could only survive on the plantation by subjecting itself continually to a social order hostile to its 
idem. 

is internal struggle makes her linger in the past, where she gets caught up in the survival strategies of the 
Weylin clan. Her narrative identity is fractured by the incongruity of her survival strategies in her day-to-day life 
with her core values. When she returns to California in 1976, her alienation remains. She can never be who she was 
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before the time slips but she cannot navigate the modern world without the ghostly burden of her historic trauma 
leaving her stuck in-between a liminal space of un-belonging. 
 
Findings & Discussion 
Structural analysis reveals that Dana’s identity crisis consists of a series of particular relational, moral and cultural 
ruptures directly linked to her displacement in space and time. Her sudden geographic exile to the historic South 
relationally removes the progressive modern networks necessary to keep the security of her identity, something made 
worse by the toxic, asymmetrical relationships she has to deal with on the plantation. en her time shifts speed up 
and she has to make a serious moral decision. Her trauma of time travel is a historical trauma that doesn't allow her 
to integrate her survival behaviour into a coherent, ethical life story and makes her face up to how simple survival 
can look like active complicity in an oppressive historical system. 

ese colliding geographical and chronological changes lead to a profound alienation from each of her eras, and 
therefore a permanent psychological state of non-belonging. e deep friction between her core modern values and 
her forced historical persona becomes untenable under the burden of systemic racism. Dana is physically transported 
to 1976, but she can’t just pick up where she left off. Instead she is trapped in an extreme trauma, a hybrid existence, 
where the physical loss of her left arm in the past is a constant reminder of a fractured self that can never fully escape 
its history. 
 
Conclusion 
 A close reading of Kindred from the perspective of Narrative Identity eory reveals that Dana’s psychological crisis 
is primarily a crisis of narrative structure. Her past physical exile establishes a distance from the dialogic dynamics 
that maintained the stability of her modern life. e trauma of time, abrupt and disorderly, ruins her sense of linear 
time. 

e findings of this study support the frameworks of Ricoeur, Taylor and MacIntyre that displacement is far 
more damaging than simple cultural displacement, rupturing the narrative unity necessary for a healthy, functioning 
self. Dana’s eventual survival, and return to the twentieth century, is a tremendous effort to take control of her own 
history of life, putting together a scarred past and tenuous present from the wreckage of a fractured narrative. 
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