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Beyond the Rubble:

Memory, Healing, and the
Psychological Landscape
of Survival in Escape from Aleppo

N.NAVEENA
Dr.S.SAIRA BANU

he Novel Escape from Aleppo penned by

N.H. Senzai offers valuable insight into how the
novel represents the psychological and emotional
consequences of war and displacement. Set against
the backdrop of the Syrian civil war, the narrative
follows a young protagonist whose journey reflects
both individual suffering and the broader realities
of forced migration. Through a post-traumaticlens, :
the novel illustrates the profound disruption of
home, identity, and security caused by conflict. It
portrays trauma not simply as a response to a single
violent event but as an ongoing condition marked :
by fear, uncertainty, loss, and emotional
fragmentation. The narrative’s depiction of repeated
encounters with violence, separation, and
displacement echoes trauma theory’s emphasis on :
the intrusive and recurring nature of traumatic :
memory (Balaev, 2014; Durrant, 2020). By presenting  :
these experiences through the perspective of a :
young refugee, the novel effectively conveys the :
lasting psychological impact of war and exile.

Equally significant is the novel’s portrayal of
the strategies individuals employ to endure and :
overcome traumatic circumstances. The
protagonist’s determination to survive is reflected :
through actions such as seeking safety, relying on
family and community support, maintaining

. emotional control, and making practical decisions
in moments of crisis. These responses correspond
. to coping mechanisms identified in trauma studies
. as essential for adapting to stressful and life-
: threatening situations (Chung et al., 2003). The
theme of escape, which drives the narrative,
. functions on both physical and psychological levels.

While it represents a desperate attempt to flee

: danger, it also symbolizes the struggle to cope with
: traumatic experiences and move toward recovery.
¢ Through this dual representation, the novel

highlights the resilience of displaced individuals and

: underscores the possibility of healing, identity
: reconstruction, and hope despite the enduring
. effects of trauma.

The traumatic experiences portrayed in Escape

. from Aleppo are closely connected to the historical
. reality of the Syrian refugee crisis, which began in
: 2011 and became one of the most devastating
: humanitarian catastrophes of the twenty-first
. century. Within this context, N.H. Senzai presents a
: narrative that humanizes the larger crisis through

the story of Nadia, a fourteen-year-old Syrian girl

compelled to flee her home in Aleppo. Set during

the peak of the conflict in October 2013, the novel

: follows Nadia’s dangerous journey while exploring

the psychological effects of war, displacement, and
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uncertainty. Through Nadia’s narration, the novel
converts large-scale political turmoil into a deeply
personal story of suffering, loss, and survival,
highlighting the profound impact of armed conflict
on ordinary civilians, especially children.

The family’s decision to leave their home after
a devastating bomb explosion demonstrates the
persistent threat of violence that defines traumatic
existence in a war zone. The destruction of nearby
buildings and the constant fear of death force them
to abandon the safety and familiarity of home in
search of refuge. The absence of the male members
of the family, who are connected to the Syrian secret
police, further increases their vulnerability and
underscores the precarious situation of civilians
trapped within political conflict. Although Nadia
does not fully understand the complexities of the
war, she is deeply conscious of the fear and
uncertainty surrounding her. Her unanswered
questions, confusion, and reliance on older family
members reflect the emotional and psychological
instability often experienced by displaced children
during times of crisis.

A particularly significant traumatic episode
occurs when an unexpected bomb explosion
separates Nadia from her family. Trapped beneath
the wreckage of a damaged vehicle, she experiences
both physical sufferingand emotional abandonment.
Yet, despite her injuries and isolation, Nadia’s
determination to continue her journey reveals the
resilience that characterizes her throughout the
novel. Instead of depicting trauma solely as a source
of helplessness, Senzai highlights the human
capacity to endure and adapt under extreme
circumstances. Nadia’s journey therefore becomes
apowerful representation of survival, demonstrating
how hope can endure even in situations marked by
destruction and despair.

From a narratological perspective, Senzai’s use
of a first-person narrative voice is central to the
emotional impact of the novel. As Gérard Genette
argues, narrative is shaped by the organization and
presentation of events rather than merely recounting
them. By allowing Nadjia to tell her own story, Senzai
creates a strong sense of immediacy and emotional
closeness, giving readers direct access to her
thoughts, fears, and memories. This internal
focalization enhances the portrayal of trauma by
presenting historical events through the subjective

perspective of a child, thereby emphasizing the
personal consequences of war and displacement.

Another important narrative technique is the
novel’s non-linear structure, which blends Nadia’s
present experiences with memories of her life
before the war. The recurring flashbacks to her
peaceful childhood stand in sharp contrast to her
current reality as a refugee. These memories serve
not only as expressions of longing and nostalgia
but also as indicators of traumatic memory,
revealing how the past repeatedly intrudes upon
the present. Genette’s concept of temporal
disruption can be observed in these shifts between
past and present, while Seymour Chatman’s
discussion of non-linear narratives helps explain
how such structures reflect the fragmented nature
of human experience. The disrupted narrative
mirrors Nadia’s fractured identity and sense of
belonging, while also symbolizing the broader
fragmentation of Syrian society caused by
prolonged conflict.

Despite the fragmentation and suffering
depicted throughout the novel, Senzai consistently
foregrounds resilience and the possibility of
healing. Moments of hope emerge even in the
darkest circumstances, particularly when Nadia
discovers a message directing her toward the
Turkish border and informing her that her father
may be waiting for her. The message states: “Go...
the Turkish border is not far. Your father is waiting
for you at the Onkupinar border crossing” (Senzai,
91). Symbolically, this message represents more
than simple guidance; it signifies the restoration
of hope, connection, and purpose amid traumatic
circumstances. It reassures Nadia that she is not
alone and strengthens her determination to
continue. In this way, the novel suggests that
survival depends not only on physical endurance
but also on the sustaining power of memory,
human relationships, and hope, which enable
individuals to rebuild their lives despite profound
loss and displacement

Resilience and decision-making play a crucial
role in shaping the narrative of Escape from Aleppo,
offering a counterpoint to dominant representations

: ofrefugeesas passive victims. Throughout the novel,
. Nadia’s agency is consistently highlighted through
. herability to respond to challenging circumstances
: and make difficult choices despite overwhelming
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obstacles. She repeatedly demonstrates the
determination to continue her journey. Her
unwavering resolve is reflected in her declaration,
“Ihave to find my father!” (Senzai, 105)which serves
as a powerful expression of hope and purpose amid
the chaos of war.

As Nadia continues her journey through the
war-ravaged landscape, she encounters new
relationships that shape her emotional and
psychological growth. While seeking refuge from
armed soldiers in an abandoned mosque, Nadia and
the elderly man are joined by two young refugee
boys. Their shared experiences of displacement
create a temporary sense of community amid the
uncertainty of migration. Together, they navigate
numerous checkpoints and dangers, relying on
mutual support to survive. However, as the journey
progresses, only Nadia and one of the boys remain
together. Gradually, Nadia develops a deep sense of
responsibility toward the child, treating him as a
younger brother and refusing to abandon him until
she is reunited with her father. This evolving bond
demonstrates how experiences of displacement
often foster alternative forms of kinship and
solidarity among refugees. Nadia’s attachment to
both the elderly man and the young boy illustrates
thehuman capacity to form meaningful relationships
even in conditions of extreme instability and loss.

Nadia’s actions can be understood through
Judith Butler’s concept of agency, which emphasizes
the ability to make choices within restrictive and
oppressive circumstances. Rather than portraying
agency as complete freedom, Butler argues that it
emerges through decision-making in situations
shaped by limitations and vulnerability. Nadia’s
willingness to trust an unfamiliar elderly man and
her determination to protect the young boy reflect
her capacity to exercise moral judgment despite the
overwhelming challenges she faces. These decisions
reveal not only her resilience but also her growing
sense of responsibility toward others. In this way;,
the novel presents agency as a form of survival that
enables individuals to navigate traumatic
circumstances while preserving their humanity.

The novel concludes with Nadia’s long-awaited
reunion with her father, a moment that symbolizes
hope, recovery, and the restoration of familial bonds.
The emotional significance of this reunion is
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captured in the scene where “Nadia noticed the
man'’s bald head and grabbed Basel's hand... She put
on a voluminous olive green coat to match the hat
on his head” (Senzai 319). This reunion represents
more than the end of a physical journey; it signifies
the possibility of healing after prolonged experiences
of fear, separation, and uncertainty. While the scars
of displacement remain, the ending suggests that
hope and human connection can provide the
foundation for rebuilding life after trauma.

A post-traumatic reading of Escape from Aleppo
reveals the novel’s nuanced portrayal of war,
displacement, and survival through the perspective
of a young refugee.
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