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Abstract: 

The present research paper examines themes of existential displacement and 

postmodernism in Jean Rhys’s After Leaving Mr. Mackenzie, highlighting how the novel 

navigates alienation, fragmented identity, and societal estrangement. Through the protagonist 

Julia Martin’s experiences as an expatriate in Paris, Rhys portrays a woman grappling with 

self-worth in an indifferent, rapidly changing world. Employing postmodern techniques such 

as narrative fragmentation, unreliable narration, and an emphasis on subjective reality, Rhys 

effectively destabilizes traditional constructs of identity, presenting Julia’s life as a fluid, ever-

shifting struggle for coherence. The paper also reveals how the protagonist’s personal crises 

echo larger postmodern critiques of a society that both ostracizes and ignores the marginalized, 

particularly women. By situating Julia’s story within these frameworks, Rhys exposes the 

psychological toll of social alienation and challenges readers to reconsider the nature of 

identity, dislocation, and the search for meaning in a world marked by emotional and existential 

uncertainty. 
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Existential Displacement and Postmodernism in Rhys’s After 

Leaving Mr. Mackenzie 
Introduction:  

Jean Rhys’s After Leaving Mr. Mackenzie (1930) offers a striking 

exploration of existential displacement and the complexities of identity within a 

postmodern framework. Through the protagonist’s experiences, Rhys explores a 

life defined by alienation, self-doubt, and a persistent search for identity. According 

to Elaine Savory, Rhys’s protagonists are often “women who survive on the edge 

of society, uncertain and fragmented” (Savory 52). The novel captures the 

profound isolation and disorientation experienced by Julia Martin, a woman adrift 

in Paris after an ill-fated relationship, struggling to find meaning in a society that 

alienates her. Through the lens of existential displacement, Rhys delves into Julia’s 

fractured sense of self and her continuous search for validation amid a world that 

appears indifferent and fragmented. 

Incorporating key postmodern elements, such as narrative fragmentation, 

unreliable narration, and an emphasis on subjective reality, Rhys dismantles 

traditional structures of identity and coherence, instead portraying Julia’s 

experiences as fluid and unstable. This sense of instability aligns with 

postmodernism's broader rejection of absolute truths, providing an introspective 

look at how alienation and self-estrangement affect individuals marginalized by 

society. Rhys’s narrative becomes a nuanced commentary on the alienation often 

faced by women and expatriates, situating Julia’s personal struggles within a wider 

exploration of dislocated identity and the existential crisis characteristic of modern 

life. 

By examining themes of existential displacement and applying 

postmodernist techniques, Rhys challenges readers to confront the fragility of 

human connection and identity, positioning After Leaving Mr. Mackenzie as a 

compelling study of the isolated human experience. The present research paper 

explore how Rhys uses Julia’s disconnection to critique societal expectations, 

ultimately presenting a vision of individual existence as both fragmented and 

defined by the continuous quest for meaning. 

Objectives: 

1. To analyze the portrayal of existential displacement in After Leaving Mr. 

Mackenzie and its impact on character development. 

2. To examine how Jean Rhys employs postmodernist techniques, such as 

narrative fragmentation and subjective reality, to convey alienation. 

3. To explore themes of societal estrangement and marginalized identity within 

the protagonist's expatriate experience. 

4. To understand the psychological and social implications of alienation as faced 

by women in Rhys’s work. 

5. To identify how Rhys’s novel reflects broader postmodern themes, specifically 

through the character’s fragmented identity and sense of displacement. 

Discussion 
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Jean Rhys’s After Leaving Mr. Mackenzie (1930) explores existential 

displacement and identity crises within a postmodern framework. The novel 

centers on Julia Martin, a woman stranded in Paris after a failed relationship, 

grappling with alienation, self-doubt, and a fragmented sense of self. Through 

postmodern elements like narrative fragmentation, unreliable narration, and 

subjective reality, Rhys challenges traditional identity structures, reflecting the 

instability of the human condition. This approach highlights the alienation and self-

estrangement faced by women and expatriates, linking Julia’s personal crisis to 

broader themes of dislocated identity and existential uncertainty. 

Existential Displacement: An Overview 

Existential displacement is a profound psychological and philosophical 

state rooted in existentialist thought, a branch of philosophy that grapples with 

themes of alienation, freedom, and the search for purpose in a seemingly indifferent 

universe. Within existentialism, figures like Jean-Paul Sartre and Martin Heidegger 

explore how individuals, often facing a crisis of purpose, grapple with the apparent 

meaninglessness of existence. Existential displacement arises when individuals 

feel a pervasive disconnect from their environment, relationships, and sense of self, 

leading to a condition of rootlessness or “homelessness” on an emotional or 

psychological level. Such detachment often results in alienation not only from 

others but from one's own identity, as people struggle to reconcile their inner 

realities with a world that feels foreign or isolating. 

This experience of existential displacement is typically both physical and 

psychological. Characters who embody it are not merely estranged from society; 

they also lose touch with the social structures and personal relationships that 

previously grounded their identity. In this sense, displacement highlights the core 

of existential thought, as individuals question both their place in the world and the 

larger purpose behind their existence. In Rhys’s work, for example, characters like 

Julia Martin in After Leaving Mr. Mackenzie embody this condition of “existential 

isolation.” As James Acheson notes, “existential isolation” in Rhys’s narratives 

often stems from “the inability to connect or find a place of belonging in society” 

(Acheson 21). This disconnection leads to a state where the protagonist can neither 

find comfort in relationships nor establish a stable identity, often retreating into 

loneliness and introspection. 

In literature, characters experiencing existential displacement frequently 

confront questions of identity, purpose, and place. They often struggle to feel 

integrated into society, experiencing life on its fringes with a deep sense of 

“otherness.” As Carole Angier observes, Rhys’s characters are “adrift, searching 

for meaning in a world that offers them little” (Angier 75). This theme resonates 

strongly within postmodern frameworks, where life is portrayed as fragmented and 

devoid of absolute truths. Postmodernism further emphasizes that the self is not 

unified or stable but rather fluid and multi-faceted, often fragmented in ways that 

make self-consistency elusive. Therefore, within postmodern literature, the quest 

for meaning becomes especially fraught, as characters navigate shifting realities 

and question the very structures that could offer a sense of belonging. 

In Rhys’s narratives, characters like Julia reflect this displacement. She is 

caught between an estranged self and an unforgiving world, struggling to define 

herself outside conventional societal roles or expectations. Existential 
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displacement in this context does not merely signify being physically alone; it 

represents a deeper psychological exile, where the individual perceives society—

and often their own life—as indifferent or even antagonistic to their quest for 

meaning. Rhys’s portrayal of such alienation reflects a postmodern condition of 

uncertainty, as her protagonists frequently experience existential displacement as a 

response to fragmented identities within a world of social detachment, ambiguity, 

and isolation. This experience mirrors broader existentialist concerns about life’s 

inherent ambiguities, where individuals must confront their own identity crises in 

the absence of a clear, stabilizing purpose. 

Postmodernism and Its Features 

Postmodernism in literature emerged in the mid-20th century as a reaction 

against the formal structures and certainties of modernism. Unlike modernist 

works, which often emphasized a search for meaning through structure and 

coherence, postmodern literature is marked by ambiguity, self-reflexivity, and a 

focus on subjective interpretations of reality. In postmodern narratives, characters 

frequently encounter fragmented realities and blurred boundaries between 

perception and reality, which complicates their understanding of themselves and 

their world. Jean Rhys’s narrative techniques exemplify this through her use of 

“nonlinear structure and subjective memory” (Connor 128). Her characters 

navigate a fractured world where traditional markers of identity, time, and place 

are destabilized, underscoring a core postmodern theme: reality as experienced 

through the individual’s subjective lens. 

Key themes of postmodern literature include the deconstruction of identity, 

subjective reality, and the questioning of societal structures, often challenging 

readers to question the nature of truth and the foundations of social norms. This 

postmodern framework leaves much open to interpretation, urging readers to 

approach the text with a critical and often skeptical perspective. Rhys’s work, 

particularly in After Leaving Mr. Mackenzie, reflects these postmodern elements 

through characters who, as Judith Carr observes, occupy “the margins of the world” 

(Carr 93). This marginalization contributes to their sense of existential 

displacement and challenges readers to explore issues of identity, belonging, and 

alienation without conventional resolutions. 

Through such themes, Rhys’s characters, like Julia, exemplify the 

postmodern condition of fragmented identity and reality. Their lives and memories 

are portrayed not as cohesive wholes but as a series of disjointed experiences, often 

colored by memory and personal bias. This approach mirrors the postmodern 

critique of stable identities and absolute truths, instead embracing ambiguity and 

the multiplicity of perspectives. Rhys's narratives thus serve as both a portrayal of 

existential displacement and a commentary on postmodern disillusionment with 

fixed realities, as they highlight the complexities of navigating a world where 

traditional values and clear meanings have been eroded. 

Contextualizing After Leaving Mr. Mackenzie 

Published in 1930, After Leaving Mr. Mackenzie centers on Julia Martin, a 

woman wandering through a purposeless existence in Paris following a breakup 

with her lover, Mr. Mackenzie. The novel captures Julia’s struggle with 

abandonment, dislocation, and a deep-seated sense of displacement. As Judith 

Kegan Gardiner points out, Rhys’s portrayal of Julia “suggests an unstable self, 
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perpetually seeking validation but finding only estrangement” (Gardiner 58). 

Julia’s experiences of physical and emotional displacement serve as a critique of 

societal norms that fail to accommodate individuals who defy conventional roles. 

Analysis of Existential Displacement in After Leaving Mr. Mackenzie 

In After Leaving Mr. Mackenzie, Julia’s displacement is not only a physical 

condition but a deeply psychological one, revealing the core of her existential 

crisis. Set in Paris, a city known for its status as a hub for expatriates and artists, 

the setting amplifies Julia’s alienation, yet she finds herself unable to form a 

meaningful connection to her environment. This disconnection from her 

surroundings is made clear early in the novel when Julia reflects: “She sat there, 

with her head bent, trying to remember what it was she wanted, or had ever 

wanted” (Rhys 34). This moment encapsulates Julia’s internal confusion, as she 

struggles to reconnect with herself and her desires. Her inability to recall what she 

once wanted highlights a deep dislocation from her past and her sense of self, an 

experience that many characters in Rhys’s work undergo, grappling with the 

difficulty of defining their own identities in a world that offers little support. 

Julia’s relationship with Mr. Mackenzie, her lover, further intensifies her 

sense of displacement. Their relationship represents a fleeting attempt at finding a 

sense of belonging and purpose, but it ultimately leaves Julia more isolated. The 

separation from Mr. Mackenzie, therefore, becomes a pivotal moment in her life, 

one that underscores her alienation. Rhys’s characters often inhabit spaces that are 

both foreign and familiar, which further compounds their feelings of dislocation. 

As Savory observes, “Rhys’s characters often navigate spaces that are both foreign 

and familiar, highlighting their sense of dislocation” (Savory 61). Julia’s journey 

in After Leaving Mr. Mackenzie is defined by a continuous struggle to reconcile 

her fragmented identity with a sense of belonging that remains ever elusive. 

Postmodern Elements in Rhys’s Narrative 

Rhys employs a range of postmodern narrative techniques to underscore 

Julia’s internal turmoil and her fragmented sense of self. The novel’s non-linear 

structure, which involves abrupt shifts in time, setting, and perspective, mirrors the 

disorientation Julia feels as she searches for meaning in her life. These shifts are 

not only stylistic choices but also symbolic representations of Julia’s mental 

fragmentation. By refusing to provide a clear, coherent structure, Rhys reflects the 

postmodern condition of disorientation and chaos that defines Julia’s existence. 

Furthermore, Rhys’s use of an unreliable narrator deepens the postmodern 

critique of absolute truth. The narrative is filtered through Julia’s subjective 

perception of reality, which is often inconsistent and distorted. This lack of a fixed 

point of view challenges the reader’s understanding of what is real, echoing 

postmodern skepticism about the possibility of objective truth. Julia’s thoughts, 

memories, and experiences are presented not as factual accounts but as fragmented, 

subjective interpretations, which leaves readers questioning the authenticity of her 

reality. 

In addition to these techniques, Rhys’s novel is marked by a sense of open-

endedness, another hallmark of postmodern literature. The lack of resolution in the 

narrative reinforces the postmodern belief that life is unpredictable and devoid of 

ultimate meaning. Julia’s fate, much like her identity, remains uncertain, reflecting 
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the postmodern idea that closure is often illusory. At one point, Julia reflects on her 

situation: “Everything slid away from her, down the wide, dark path of 

nothingness” (Rhys 119). This passage illustrates the existential void Julia faces, a 

recurring theme in postmodern literature that questions the notion of fixed identity 

and meaning. Her sense of nothingness symbolizes the emptiness that defines her 

existence, a state that is perpetuated by the novel’s unresolved narrative and 

fragmented structure. 

Through these postmodern techniques, Rhys not only captures Julia’s 

personal disintegration but also critiques the broader human condition in a world 

where meaning is elusive, and identity is fragmented. The absence of clear answers 

in the novel echoes the uncertainty and skepticism central to postmodern thought, 

allowing readers to engage with Julia’s struggle on a deeply subjective and 

reflective level. 

Conclusion 

In After Leaving Mr. Mackenzie, Jean Rhys portrays the complex 

interconnections between existential displacement and postmodernism through her 

character, Julia Martin. Julia’s journey reflects both a personal struggle and a 

broader critique of societal norms, capturing the essence of a life in existential and 

postmodern limbo. Rhys’s work ultimately underscores the theme of existential 

displacement, offering readers a profound insight into the psyche of individuals 

navigating a world devoid of fixed meaning or belonging. 
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