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| ABSTRACT 

This paper examines the application of narrative theory to Christy Lefteri's 2019 novel The Beekeeper of Aleppo, with an 

emphasis on how the structural elements of the narrative; plot, characters, and settings, improve our knowledge of the portrayal 

of refugee experiences, trauma, and identity. Influenced by significant concepts from narrative theory, including the works of 

Ryan (2006), Herman et al. (2010), and Rimmon-Kenan (2003), this study explores how Lefteri's narrative structure captures the 

fractured and horrific characteristics of displacement. The study emphasizes the non-linear plot, intricately developed characters, 

and evocative setting of the work that together humanize the refugee experience and contest dominant discourse. The study 

bridges narrative theory and refugee literature, revealing how the role of storytelling is more than just a literary device, but a 

means of political and social commentary. This study enriches both literary narratology and refugee studies by critically analyzing 

how narrative structure influences perceptions of forced migration. 
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1. Introduction 

As a framework in literary studies, narrative theories certainly provide fundamental frameworks for analyzing the development, 

communication, and interpretation of stories. This field has evolved from early Aristotelian theorizing of mimesis and narrative 

structure in ‘Poetics’ toward contemporary approaches focusing on social and cultural realities encapsulated in narratives (Herman, 

2009; Rimmon-Kenan, 2003). Narrative theory has become a multidisciplinary field including literature, media studies, sociology, 

and psychology.  Essentially, narrative theory emphasizes the elements of a story—plot, character, setting—and their interactions 

both inside and outside the narrative and how they combine to seize the audience's attention (Bal, 2009; Phelan, 2017). Influenced 

by studies like Eastmond (2007) and Wilson (2017), narrative theory has concentrated on investigating marginalized voices and 

stories, especially those concerning refugees, as a way to find the connection between personal experience, memory, and 

sociopolitical background. 

 

This paper aims to address the following essential question: In what ways does the application of narrative theory to The Beekeeper 

of Aleppo by Christy Lefteri redefine concepts of trauma, displacement, and identity? Nuri, a Syrian beekeeper turned refugee, and 

his wife Afra are the main characters in Lefteri’s novel, which has received praise for its poignant and yet optimistic depiction of 

displacement alongside the enduring spirit and impact of war. It attempts to use the narrative theory to analyze the narrative 

structure of the novel and, at the same time, to explain multifaceted sociopolitical aspects of the refugee issue. 

The importance of this study lies in the way it combines two interrelated fields: refugee studies and narrative theory. In addition 

to exposing the gaps in refugee literary studies, it explains how narrative theory can serve as an analytical tool when critiquing 
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contemporary literature dealing with global issues such as migration and displacement. It emphasizes how literature challenges 

the dominant narratives, reinterprets them to give refugees personality traits, and promotes audience empathy (Fox, 2023; Wilson, 

2017). This paper employs narrative theory to analyze The Beekeeper of Aleppo’s non-linear storyline, multi-faceted characters, 

and evocative settings that reflect the trauma and fragmentation commonly experienced by refugees. Through basic elements of 

plot (Ryan, 2006), character (Hogan, 2009), and setting (Tuan, 1977; Soja, 1989), these elements are approached through narrative 

theory. 

 

In addition, this research situates Lefteri’s novel within the growing scope of refugee literature, which is increasingly emerging in 

contemporary literature and scholarly debate. Offering complex representations of people who deal with loss, trauma, and identity 

reconstruction in the wake of displacement, refugee narratives typically oppose degrading political discourse (Eastmond, 2007; 

Wilson, 2017). Applying narrative theory to The Beekeeper of Aleppo helps us to appreciate the work not only as an outstanding 

work of literature but also emphasizes the need for narrative in shaping our perspective concerning global challenges. 

 

This paper will first present an in-depth exploration of narrative theory in the following sections, with particular attention to its 

main elements—plot, characters, and settings—and their applicability to the examination of refugee narratives. It is going to 

implement these theoretical frameworks, The Beekeeper of Aleppo, analyzing how Lefteri's narrative structure and thematic 

selections embody the intricate nature of refugee experiences. Underscoring the role that literature plays in promoting empathy 

and social consciousness, the paper will ultimately examine the more general consequences of the analysis for narrative theory 

and refugee studies. 

 

2. Literature Review 

 

1. An Overview of Narrative Theory: 

Over time, narrative theory, or just "narratology", has developed into an analytical framework for examining the structure, function, 

and interpretation of narratives across many media and societal contexts. Rooted in the philosophical traditions of Russian 

formalism and French structuralism, narratology was formally founded as an academic discipline by Todorov (1969), who stressed 

the systematic examination of narrative structures and their functions. Puckett (2016) notes that narrative theory has expanded 

from its literary roots to incorporate oral, visual, and digital storytelling, reflecting the multifaceted ways in which stories affect 

human life. As Rimmon-Kenan (2003) observes, at the core of narrative theory lies the significance attributed to the interplay 

among structural constituents, which are plot, characters, setting, and how these components grab the readers' attention. 

Narrative theory has its roots in Aristotle’s Poetics, where he first introduced mimesis (imitation) and divided narrative into a 

medium, object, and mode of discourse. The approach provided in Tomaščíková's (2009) study served as a foundation for 

advancing the study of plot progression, character development, and the symbolic role of settings. After World War II marked a 

period in which narrative theory was split into three main branches: structuralist approaches that theorized about the formal 

aspects of stories; communicative approaches concerning storytelling as a dialogue between the narrator and the audience; and 

interpretive approaches focusing on meaning-making by the audience (Herman et al., 2010). These approaches offer scholars the 

opportunity to study the cultural, psychological, or socio-political aspects of storytelling from various viewpoints. 

 

2. Plot: The Framework of the Narrative: 

Plot is one of the most critical parts of the narrative structure, serving as a foundation for organizing events in a cohesive and 

meaningful order. According to Herman et al. (2010), the plot progresses through critically important phases, which include 

exposition, rising action, climax, falling action, and denouement, all essential in enhancing the progression of the story and themes 

in the narrative.  Apart from the forward flow of the story, the plot provides a way to delve into themes, the motivation of characters, 

and conflicts. In interactive stories—like video games—the plot can feature diverse story types, such as epic, epistemic, or dramatic, 

each providing different degrees of audience involvement and cognitive difficulty (Ryan, 2006). 

 

Emphasizing the interrelation of narrative components, Lehnert (1981) and Phelan (2017) further explore the intricacies of plot 

formation. These pieces, encompassing significant events and concepts, are interwoven to form a coherent and captivating 

narrative. Plot unit distribution can expose primary and secondary themes, therefore offering insights into the foundational 

structure and thematic coherence of the narrative. For example, important story elements frequently guide the interpretation of 

other elements, therefore influencing the reader's perspective of the primary themes of the work (Lehnert, 1981). Through the 

examination of plot unit structuring, researchers might identify the thematic aims of the narrative and its wider cultural or 

ideological consequences. 

 

 

3. Characters: The Core of the Narrative : 
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 The emotional and thematic resonance of the story depends mostly on the characters, who also act as the essential means of 

interaction for readers with the work. Hogan (2009) contends that a character's desires, feelings, choices, and behavior characterize 

them and together increase the reader's depth of involvement and empathy. Direct description, actions, speech, and other 

character responses serve to create a three-dimensional and psychologically complex figure through the process by which 

characterization takes place (Rimmon-Kenan, 2003). Different roles—such as those of heroes, antagonists, or symbolic figures—

can be assumed by characters; hence, their development is essential for the depth and complexity of the story. 

 

Emphasizing that characters are not only passive players but also actively shape the narrative, Bal (2009) and Booth (1983) underline 

how important they are in determining the direction of the story. Plot and character development function dynamically; characters 

usually follow genre norms and thematic patterns (Toolan, 2013). For genres like romance or horror, for instance, character 

archetypes and functions are tightly related to the structural and thematic rules of the story. By analyzing how plot progression 

and character development interact, scholars may acquire profound insights into the psychological and cultural aspects of the 

story. 

 

4. Settings: The Context of Narrative : 

 

Comprising natural and historical contexts, cultural background, and atmospheric components, the setting of a narrative offers the 

temporal and spatial framework in which the story develops. Rimmon-Kenan (2003) claims that the setting affects the overall 

mood, tone, and thematic issues of the story in addition to providing a visual backdrop. Apart from a passive component, the 

setting constantly impacts the story and character development, acting as a symbolic mirror of the main ideas of the work (Tuan, 

1977 ; Soja, 1989). In interactive stories—like video games—the environment is highly important in determining the user's 

experience, therefore affecting their involvement and emotional reaction to the narrative (Ryan, 2006). 

 

According to Tuan (1977) and Soja (1989), space and place represent dynamic forces influencing the development of the narrative 

rather than just background settings. The setting might, for example, reflect more general sociopolitical reality or operate as a 

metaphor for the psychological moods of the individuals. The setting of refugee stories usually reflects the liminality of 

displacement, consequently reflecting the conflict between the past and present reality (Eastmond, 2007). Analyzing the setting of 

the narrative allows academics to identify its symbolic and thematic relevance as well as its part in determining the reader's 

interaction with the work. 

 

5. Refugee Experiences and Narrative Theory 

 

Narrative theory can be significantly applied to refugee narratives as it serves as a framework to understand how personal stories 

could humanize and contextualize the experiences of displaced individuals, Eastmond (2007) underlines the integration of personal 

and political aspects in the construction of knowledge, especially concerning the framing and interpretation of refugees’ 

experiences through personal narratives. Gregory Fox (2022) analyzes the use of Gothic aesthetics in the refugee narrative and 

notes specifically the works of Hassan Blasim. Gregory Fox claims that the Gothic paradigm offers a complex depiction of refugees' 

lived experiences, questions assumptions, and allows one to investigate the psychological and emotional effects of violence on 

refugees.  Through the use of Gothic elements, including horror, abject, and allegory, Blasim's novels subvert current narratives 

about refugees, enabling readers to deal with the complex human nature of displaced people (Gregory Fox, 2022).  

 

3. Application of Narrative Theory to The Beekeeper of Aleppo 

 

3.1 Plot: A Journey of Loss and Resilience 

Christy Lefteri's The Beekeeper of Aleppo analyzes memory, identity, and displacement on a profound level, and its plot structure 

captures the horrific nature of a refugee’s journey. It uses non-linear storytelling and oscillates between life at a British asylum 

center and the perils of their voyage from war-ravaged Syria to the UK. This framework captures one’s internal sense of 

psychological bewilderment caused by displacement, whereby the memories of the past intrusively haunt the present and create 

temporal and emotional fragmentation. This moving form captures the idea that a story's structure mirrors the psyche of characters 

and their feelings, and does not merely serve as a chronicle of events (Rimmon-Kenan, 2003). 

 

The narrative structure corresponds to Ryan's (2006) concept of the epistemic plot, emphasizing the solving of mysteries and 

intricate puzzles. According to Ryan (2006), an epistemic plot is a narrative structure that concentrates on demonstrating covered 

realities, with the discovery process affecting the reader's participation in the narrative. This narrative structure incorporates 

fragmented or non-linear storytelling, demanding viewers to construct meaning while engaging with the characters. The mystery 

of The Beekeeper of Aleppo is rooted in events from the past of the characters and their attempt to understand their current 

situation. Nuri's memories of his life in Aleppo, his profession as a beekeeper, and the death of his son and best friend, Mustafa’s 
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son, for example, progressively expose his psychological and emotional suffering. Apart from reflecting the trauma and 

disorientation refugees go through, the fractured narrative structure allows the reader to put the story together and fosters 

empathy and connection (Ryan, 2006). This interaction is vital since it enables readers to perceive the shattered reality of the 

characters, therefore promoting further awareness of the refugee experience. 

 

Moreover, the complexity of the plot underscores universal concepts of loss, resiliency, and identity reconstruction. From Aleppo 

to the UK, the journey extends beyond a simple physical transition, embodying a symbolic journey through trauma, loss, and the 

effort to reconstruct one's identity. Lefteri demonstrates the cyclic nature of trauma through a cross-temporal plot that reveals the 

intricately entwined past and present, suggesting that healing is always difficult and protracted (Herman et al., 2010). Commonly 

related to refugee narratives, which tend to depict them as having a clear path and conclusion, this circular method challenges the 

strict linear framework.  This stands in contrast with the reality of displacement presented in Lefteri’s storytelling: the past intrudes 

upon the present, and a clear road to healing remains unclear. Highlighting the shattered, non-linear reality of relocation, the non-

linear form also contests the linear, progress-focused narratives typically applied to refugee experiences (Eastmond, 2007).  Many 

of these stories suggest the refugee's path as simple, from pain to refuge, without recognizing the enduring obstacles and 

difficulties caused by migration. Lefteri's narrative challenges this simplistic understanding and instead provides a richer and more 

nuanced portrayal of the refugee experience. By highlighting the lasting impact of trauma alongside the absence of closure or 

resolution, the disordered construction of the plot mirrors the shattered existence of the protagonists. 

 

The plot structure of the story, from a narratological standpoint, can also be examined using the prism of narrative temporality, a 

concept investigated by theorists such as Gérard Genette (1980), whose works on narrative time differentiate between story time—

that is, the chronological order of events—and narrative time—that is, the manner those events are presented in the text. The 

distinction between story time and narrative time is notably evident in The Beekeeper of Aleppo since the narrative regularly moves 

between past and present, resulting in a temporal disorientation discrepancy that reveals people's psychological state as they try 

to reconcile their past with their present reality.  Flashbacks and memories disrupt the chronological flow of the story, therefore 

emphasizing the ongoing consequences of tragedies and the difficulties of progress. Moreover, this narrative's structure can be 

described as layered, which is defined as a story within a story that helps make sense of the plot structure. Nuri’s and Afra’s journey, 

the main theme of The Beekeeper of Aleppo, is enhanced with concealed narratives, such as Nuri’s reminiscences of Aleppo and 

his friendship with Mustafa. The embedded narratives captivate the readers by enriching the primary narrative, which together 

provides insight into the characters’ experiences. Since the characters' memories shape their experiences of the present, these 

memories serve to accentuate the interrelation within the story both temporally and spatially. This narrative strategy demonstrates 

Rimmon-Kenan’s (2003) assertion that embedded narratives have the potential to enhance a reader’s engagement with the text, 

thus providing a deeper and more complex narrative framework. 

 

The plot structure of the story corresponds to the socio-political context of the refugee experience. Lefteri questions the simplistic 

portrayals of refugees by depicting the journey from Aleppo to the UK as nonlinear and fragmented instead of portraying it as a 

straightforward transition from conflict to refuge. The narrative also illustrates the relentless challenges of protecting refugees, 

including the political and social difficulties they face after arriving in a relatively secure location. The depiction of the refugee 

facility in the UK, where Nuri and Afra encounter indifferent and, at most, somewhat helpful services, makes this very clear. By 

presenting the fractured and often degrading structures with which refugees must interact, the fragmentary way of narrative points 

out the ongoing injustices sustaining their suffering. The storyline of The Beekeeper of Aleppo illustrates how the narrative 

framework may highlight and represent the main ideas of the story.  The narrative challenges traditional linear frameworks and 

portrays the fragmented and traumatized quality of the refugee experience by means of a non-linear approach, depicting 

displacement in a real and deeper manner.  Using narrative embedding, narrative temporality, and epistemic plots, Lefteri creates 

a story that is emotionally and intellectually rich, intelligent, and deeply interesting for the reader.  A deeply thought-provoking 

and powerful book, The Beekeeper of Aleppo exposes the systemic dehumanization and inequalities suffered by refugees, as this 

portrayal of reality not only deepens knowledge of the situation. 

 

To summarize, The Beekeeper of Aleppo utilizes a fragmented narrative structure to showcase the chaos of displacement while 

developing its characters. To demonstrate the evolving identities of Nuri and Afra, Lefteri constructs a nonlinear narrative 

illustrating the impact trauma has on self-identity and relationships. Their memories recur continuously, which—a defining 

characteristic of the novel—creates character development that highlights the burden of past experiences on present life. 

 

3.2 Characters: Trauma and Identity 

The characters in The Beekeeper of Aleppo are profoundly affected by the trauma of war and displacement, which, while deeply 

rooted in the emotional and thematic core of the story, also influences their development. For example, Nuri's loss of his son, Sami, 

and his friend, Mustafa, who was a symbol of his living hope, represents a harrowing memory. His wife, Afra, goes permanently 

blind due to the trauma of witnessing their son being murdered, embodying the anguish she endures. In attempting to reflect on 
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their isolating struggle to rebuild their life, Nuri and Afra's characterization is deeply intertwined with their motives, emotions, and 

actions (Lefteri, 2019). Lefteri’s depiction of Nuri and Afra captures the experience of dealing with the psychological and emotional 

consequences of displacement through trauma theory, particularly through the representation of trauma, formation of identity, 

and characterization. 

 

3.2.1 Motives and Characterization: The Role of Identity in Narrative 

Hogan's (2009) concern with characterization that stems from the character's internal motivation is particularly useful in 

considering Nuri and Afra's case. According to Hogan, identity is constructed from a person’s intrinsic needs, concerns, and actions 

that drive the narrative. Nuri’s determination to continue beekeeping despite losing his son marks the attempt to maintain an 

identity. Beekeeping, which was once a mere source of livelihood and nature connection, has transformed into an unparalleled 

source of strength and renewal. Hogan explains how clinging to familiar behavior during chaos demonstrates the desire that 

humans have for constancy and security. Regarding Nuri’s character, the beekeeping activities serve as a motif portraying the 

change in his emotional development and align with the overarching themes of resilience and hope throughout the narrative. 

Afra’s efforts to create art in spite of her blindness highlight the struggle of reclaiming identity and importance against the 

backdrop of trauma.  What was once the most profound avenue of self-expression and connection to the world transformed into 

a battleground fraught with conflict. The emotional distress she suffers is symbolically represented as blindness — a loss of control 

that demands a reestablish of the relationship with the world. Lefteri, through Afra, encapsulates the idea of embodied trauma, 

the emotional and physical wounds that form a character's identity and actions (Rimmon-Kenan, 2003). In Afra’s case, her attempts 

to reconnect with art demonstrate narrative repair: a process through which those who undergo trauma reconstruct an identity 

and meaning (Brockmeier, 2015). 

 

3.2.2 The Dynamics of Nuri and Afra's Bond: Trauma and Interpersonal Relationships 

The connection between Nuri and Afra is vital to understanding the narrative around trauma and its impact on relationships. This 

journey shows how relationships become affected by trauma, notably through emotional withdrawal and deep isolation. As a 

storytelling device, trauma limits the characters’ ability to relate and interact with one another, deepening their sense of isolation 

and alienation. This is apparent in the story when Nuri and Afra attempt to reconcile their grief and reconnect after enduring a loss 

(Lefteri, 2019). From a narrative perspective, the encounter between Nuri and Afra can be viewed through the lens of relational 

identity theory, which looks at how one defines oneself with others (Herman, 2009). In The Beekeeper of Aleppo, Nuri and Afra’s 

identities are intricately intertwined by a shared experience of loss and displacement. Trauma, on the other hand, disturbs this 

relationship identity and causes detachment and isolation. The impact of trauma is clear through Nuri’s inability to understand 

Afra’s emotional suffering and her withdrawal. These times draw attention to the disparity between efforts to preserve closeness 

and the reality of great loss (Herman, 2009).  Despite these challenges, their relationship remains a source of strength and 

inspiration, reaffirming the healing nature of human connection. The couple gradually rebuilds their relationship throughout the 

journey, recalling moments of calm among the turmoil. This relationship-healing process corresponds with the notion of narrative 

empathy, in which the reader is encouraged to identify with the challenges and successes of the characters (Keen, 2007). Lefteri 

humanizes the refugee experience by showing Nuri and Afra's relationship as both delicate and strong, therefore presenting a 

nuanced representation of people who are not only victims but rather complicated, intricate humans with their own hopes, worries, 

and dreams (Rimmon-Kenan, 2003). 

 

3.2.3 Representation of Trauma: The Psychological and Emotional Aspects of Displacement 

Modern narrative theories highlight the psychological and emotional aspects of displacement through the portrayal of trauma in 

The Beekeeper of Aleppo. As a narrative component, trauma serves not just as a plot element but also as a key theme influencing 

the identities and behaviors of the characters. Nuri's recurrent memories of his years in Aleppo, his profession as a beekeeper, and 

the death of his son and his best friend, Mustafa, highlight the disruptive essence of traumatic memories, which distort the 

characters’ perceptions of time and reality (Caruth, 1996). Taking into account the characters’ trauma-induced lack of psychological 

orientation and its repetitive nature, these recollections are not represented in chronological order but rather stem from 

fragmented flashbacks (Herman et al., 2010). Afra's blindness stands out as one of the most striking examples of how trauma 

affects a person psychologically—her emotional wounds are uncovered to mark her body as the symbol of vulnerability and the 

necessity to reevaluate her worldview. Rimmon-Kenan explores the idea of embodied trauma, where a character’s mentality and 

the marks their body bears intersect to shape their behavior and identity, through Afra’s character (Rimmon-Kenan, 2003). Afra's 

attempting to regain the ability to create art can be viewed as narrative healing, where people who undergo traumatic experiences 

reconstruct an identity or sense of self that has been shattered by trauma (Brockmeier, 2015). 

 

3.2.4 Beyond Victimhood: Humanizing the Refugee Experience 

Lefteri infuses empathy towards the refugees through crafted portrayals that go beyond viewing them solely as victims, and 

depicting their complexity as human beings having dreams, worries, and aspirations. Nuri and Afra’s struggles and resilience reveal 

their ability to be self-determined and self-developed, therefore disputing the portrayal of refugees being mere victims. This 



Narrative Theory and the Refugee Crisis in The Beekeeper of Aleppo: The Authority of Storytelling 

Page | 226  

portrayal corroborates narrative frameworks regarding the character’s agency within a story, alongside capturing the reader’s 

attention (Abbott, 2008). By highlighting Nuri and Afra, Lefteri goes beyond the heartless reductionist attempt to dehumanize 

refugees to a kind and sympathetic portrayal of these people as human, allowing them to exhibit agency. 

As a whole, The Beekeeper of Aleppo reflects on the trauma, identity, and resilience relative to the characters presented in the text, 

and revolves around them completely. Through the lens of narrative theory concentrating on trauma portrayal, relational identity, 

and identity construction, Lefteri’s depiction of Nuri and Afra is a profound insight into the methods of coping with and enduring 

the emotional consequences of displacement.  The Beekeeper of Aleppo emphasizes the experiences of people who are compelled 

to leave as the focal point of the work, while illustrating their remarkable strength and endurance as dominant features, countering 

simplified descriptions. 

 

3.3 Settings: The Impact of Displacement 

The settings in The Beekeeper of Aleppo are not only background settings, they are instrumental to the emotional marking and 

development of the plot.  They not only serve as backdrops but also as active spaces that both convey a broader sociopolitical 

environment and as places that are psychologically and emotionally representative of the characters. Beginning in the devastated 

Aleppo, where a war rages on, the novel goes on as the protagonist journeys through refugee camps in Turkey and Greece, finally 

arriving at an asylum center in the United Kingdom (Lefteri, 2019). Each setting enriches the compounding understanding of a 

refugee's experience owing to the displacement, loss, and remarkable resilience survivors offer during their lifetimes. Lefteri's use 

of settings as an illustration of a strong yet neglected narrative technique highlights the internal reality and institutional oppression 

of his characters through narrative theory emphasizing spatiality, liminality, and symbolic space. 

 

3.3.1. Spatiality and Narrative: The Dynamic Function of Setting 

All of the significant concepts described in The Beekeeper of Aleppo are in a certain way related to the ones suggested by Tuan 

(1977) and Soja (1989), which address the active participation of settings. Tuan’s notion of space and place highlights the feelings 

and experiences of human beings as actively constructed rather than static or neutral. Similarly, Soja’s theory of spatial justice 

underlines how sociopolitical power relations are inscribed and equally reinforced within a particular space. The settings in the text 

constitute active zones that influence the behaviors, choices, and feelings of the characters, rather than mere physical locations. 

For example, the war-ravaged city of Aleppo symbolizes the destruction of shelter and the shattering of the characters’ protective 

illusion. The striking description of Aleppo's ruins encompasses burned houses, deserted streets, and the remnants of the vibrant 

city, serving as a strong metaphor for the trauma that the protagonists bear alongside them and the destruction of their previous 

lives (Tuan, 1977; Soja, 1989). 

 

The story also begins with the setting of refugee camps in Turkey and Greece, which represents the liminality of the protagonist’s 

existence.  People in these temporary camps seem to be stuck in the middle of their past and an uncertain future. The primitive 

conditions of the camp reflect the humiliating reality that these people are exposed to as they struggle to maintain dignity and a 

sense of identity in spaces devoid of control and freedom. Highlighting the disorientation and fragility that come with 

displacement, the silencing of privacy, the noise, and the chronic uncertainty for many in the camps correspond to the state of 

mind of most people undergoing this reality (Lefteri, 2019). From narratological perspectives, these settings serve as liminal spaces, 

a notion Turner et al. (1969) created that describes transitory, in-between spaces neither here nor there. The refugee camps in The 

Beekeeper of Aleppo reflect this liminality, a condition of suspension and uncertainty characterizing the refugee experience. 

 

Another aspect of displacement is the UK Asylum Centre, where the people have to deal with a complex and sometimes hostile 

system. The center's cold, severe conditions strikingly contrast with the warmth and life of their former existence in Aleppo, 

effectively underscoring the absence of home and a sense of belonging. The asylum center is portrayed as a place of imprisonment 

and control where the people endure protracted documentation, interviews, and prolonged waiting periods. This context 

exemplifies the systematic injustices refugees endure as they are reduced to numbers and circumstances inside an objective and 

degrading system (Eastmond, 2007). The strict and repressive environment of the institution symbolizes the larger sociopolitical 

difficulties refugees encounter in trying to achieve integration and find acceptance in their new countries. 

From a narrative theory perspective, the asylum center can be viewed as a heterotopia—a term coined by Foucault (1986), first 

proposed to refer to areas beyond conventional social standards and embody the complexity and contradictions of society. As a 

heterotopia, the asylum center represents the conflict between the assurance of protection and the actuality of exclusion and 

marginalization. It underscores the paradox of being both inside and outside the system, hence capturing the essence of the 

people as physically present but socially absent. The illustration emphasizes the bureaucrat's apathy and institutional indifference 

that worsen the plight of refugees and underlines the difficulties of pursuing asylum in difficult circumstances (Foucault, 1986). 

 

 

 

3.3.2. Symbolic Spaces: The Interaction of External and Internal Realities 
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The Beekeeper of Aleppo illustrates the mental and emotional geography of the ruptured spaces of the refugees' reality. 

Highlighting the relationship between the outside world and the inner psyche, the settings serve as a landscape for the characters’ 

journeys and reflections of their inner worlds (Rimmon-Kenan, 2003). The destruction in Aleppo represents the many shattered 

‘selves’ that the characters possess, and the refugee camps reveal their psychological vulnerability. Moreover, symbolized by its 

cold and uninviting environment, the asylum system reflects the protagonists' sense of alienation and disconnection from their 

strange surroundings. From the violence of war to the bureaucratic apathy of host countries, the settings of the text also serve as 

figurative spaces that question the systematic injustices refugees experience (Wilson, 2017). The juxtaposition between the chilly, 

sterile asylum along the warmth and life of Aleppo emphasizes the loss of homeland and identity that defines the refugee 

experience. Sensory details—such as the smells, sounds, and textures of every setting—which arouse the emotions of the 

characters and hence increase the reader's involvement with the story—also highlight this contrast. For example, the detailed 

descriptions of Aleppo's vibrant markets and natural gardens provoke nostalgia and loss; yet the asylum center's overwhelming 

atmosphere conjures thoughts of imprisonment and hopelessness. 

 

Setting plays a crucial role in The Beekeeper of Aleppo and also in promoting narrative empathy, a notion Keen (2007) examined, 

which pertains to the emotional engagement the reader has with the characters and their experiences. Lefteri crafts a rich and 

compelling story that invites comprehension and empathy by engaging the reader in the sensory and emotional aspects of every 

setting. The descriptions of the refugee camps, characterized by their packed tents, absence of privacy, and general uncertainty, 

enable the reader to profoundly empathize with the characters’ difficulties and struggles. According to Keen (2007), the dismal, 

indifferent atmosphere of the asylum center deepens the sense of despair and hopelessness that the refugees experience, thereby 

increasing the reader's empathy for their situation. 

 

In conclusion, the dynamic and symbolic settings in The Beekeeper of Aleppo examine the emotional and psychological conditions 

of the protagonists and denounce the systematic oppression suffered by refugees. From the viewpoint of narrative theory, 

specifically considering the concepts of spatiality, liminality, and symbolic space, Lefteri uses the setting as a strong narrative 

development that improves knowledge of the characters' psyche, together with the intricate socio-political background of 

displacement. The work encapsulates the essence of the refugee experience and fosters narrative empathy by involving the reader 

in both the emotional and physical elements of each setting. 

 

4. Narrative Theory and Refugee Experiences  

 

As Lefteri illustrates in The Beekeeper of Aleppo, contemporary narratives are increasingly focused on attempting to humanize the 

stories of refugees in an effort to challenge prevailing narratives. Nuri and Afra’s story captures profound insights about the reality 

of being displaced, which underscores the concept of human displacement in terms of emotion and humanity. Focusing on 

personal experiences like Nuri’s suffering or Afra’s sightlessness serves as a counterargument to the overwhelming context of the 

Syrian war and refugee crises. This perspective is in alignment with arguments posed by Eastmond (2007) and Wilson (2017), who 

argued that personal stories are employed to socialize and humanize the experience of refugees to create empathy and awareness. 

Analyzing Lefteri's works from narrative theory, particularly narrative empathy and counter-narratives, could be viewed as an 

attempt to respond to the dehumanizing narratives that have dominated refugee discourse, shifting toward an understanding 

framed in compassion. 

 

The Beekeeper of Aleppo helps in developing narrative empathy, defined by Keen (2007), which pertains to the relationship a 

reader has with the characters and their challenges. Lefteri attracts readers with a rich and captivating novel that grips the readers 

through the intertwining of the sensory and the emotional aspects of Nuri and Afra’s journey, evoking empathy and understanding. 

For example, the vivid portrayal of Nuri’s memories of Aleppo, his son’s loss, and the destruction of his home is heart-wrenching 

and helps the reader relate to Nuri’s suffering and loss on a deeper level. Likewise, Afra's struggles with her blindness and the 

struggle to reconnect with her art evoke deep empathy for her emotional and physical distress (Keen, 2007). This focus on individual 

accounts resonates with Eastmond’s (2007) claim that it would help to humanize the refugee context by shifting the focus from 

abstract figures to actual people. Lefteri’s work contests the dehumanizing stories that reduce migrants to anonymous ‘victims’ or 

‘danger’ and instead focuses on the displacing psychological and emotional factors. Rather, the story forces the readers alike to 

confront the compassion and complexity of immigrants and deepens understanding of their struggles and resilience. This is 

particularly important concerning the political discourse surrounding the global refugee crisis, where personal stories are often 

reduced to impersonal statistics (Eastmond, 2007). 

 

Lefteri’s text stands out as a counter-narrative, a genre defined by Bamberg (2004), who promotes narratives that challenge the 

accepted stories and present different perspectives. The counter-narratives, when it comes to refugee stories, tend to attempt to 

provide diverse representations and challenge misconceptions about displaced people. The Beekeeper of Aleppo does this by 

focusing on the emotional and psychological impact of displacement as opposed to the pervasive political or financial dimensions 
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typical in other narratives. The plot illustrates Nuri and Afra’s journeys with a focus on their resilience, self-direction, and potential 

for development, thereby challenging and disputing the dominant narrative that portrays refugees as passive victims (Bamberg, 

2004). 

 

In conclusion, The Beekeeper of Aleppo is an outstanding example of a narrative's ability to bring humanity to a refugee crisis and 

subvert preconceived notions. With a focus on personal accounts, the novel offers deep insight into the refugee ordeal through 

counter-narratives, narrative fragments, and the exploration of identity and belonging. Utilizing the counter-narrative approach of 

narrative empathy, this study has highlighted how Lefteri's narrative of a refugee's life invites questioning of dominant systematic 

narratives, fosters compassion, and challenges taken-for-granted beliefs. Ultimately, The Beekeeper of Aleppo illustrates, so 

powerfully, the layers of complexity and resilience of displaced peoples, reminding the rest of us of the urgent necessity to nurture 

empathy as a social awareness for social change. 

 

5. Conclusion 

 

Narrative theory sheds light on Christy Lefteri’s The Beekeeper of Aleppo, conclusively framing the novel’s analysis within a more 

holistic explanation of its form and themes. This article aims to demonstrate how the non-linear plot, intricately designed 

characters, and the compelling settings of the novel portray the painful and fractured reality of refugee experiences through the 

lens of narrative theory.  This analysis utilizes the key components of narrative theory, which include the plot and its structure, a 

focus on character development, and the settings along with their symbolic significance, to argue that Lefteri’s narrative 

encompasses the psychological, emotional, and socio-political dimensions of displacement. The non-linear structure of the story, 

which oscillates between an asylum in Britain and overland travel from Syria to the UK, mirrors the fractured nature of trauma and 

memory. This structure aligns with Ryan’s (2006) concept of the epistemic plot, focusing on the unfolding of questions and the 

reconstruction of meaning. The mystery of The Beekeeper of Aleppo resides in the past and in their attempt to make sense of their 

present situation, therefore, it encourages readers to interact with the story on a deeper level. The complexity of the story not only 

captures the anguish and disorientation refugees experience but also emphasizes more general issues of loss, resilience, and the 

search for identity (Herman et al., 2010). 

 

The emotional and thematic resonance of the narrative depends mostly on the characters Nuri and Afra. Their development 

emphasizes how trauma shapes both personal and collective identities using their ambitions, feelings, and behavior. Resilience 

and the prospect of renewal are powerfully metaphorically shown in Nuri's relationship to beekeeping and Afra's attempts to 

reconnect with her art. Lefteri humanizes the refugee experience through their portrayal, thereby providing a complex picture of 

people who negotiate loss, trauma, and the challenge of reconstructing their lives (Hogan, 2009; Rimmon-Kenan, 2003). The focus 

of the work on narrative empathy helps the reader to develop a strong emotional connection with the characters, thereby 

countering degrading discourses and promoting a more empathetic awareness of the refugee experience (Keen, 2007). From war-

torn Aleppo to the refugee camps in Turkey and Greece and lastly the asylum center in the UK, the settings in the text significantly 

shape the story. Reflecting their emotional and psychological states, these settings regularly affect the actions and decisions of the 

characters rather than just provide background. The overly bureaucratic Asylum Center and the transitional areas of the refugee 

camps show how dehumanizing it is for refugees to live in these places and how hard it is to keep your dignity and sense of 

belonging when you're forced to move (Tuan, 1977; Soja, 1989). Through realistic places, the novel challenges the systematic 

injustices inflicted upon migrants, thus contributing to the sociopolitical discourse on displacement (Wilson, 2017). 

 

The narrative-structural analysis of The Beekeeper of Aleppo draws attention to the role of literature in illustrating the realities of 

the displaced and how literature reshapes dominant narratives of displacement into deeper understanding, awareness, and 

compassion. The novel focuses on particular events such as Nuri’s deep sorrow and Afra’s blindness, individual experiences while 

situating them within the overarching framework of the Syrian war and the world’s refugee crisis. The Beekeeper of Aleppo captures 

with astonishing accuracy the complex narrative of displacement and challenges the readers to reflect on their understanding of 

refugee cases, urging readers to understand the complexities of refugees’ lives (Eastmond, 2007; Wilson, 2017).  

In conclusion, this analysis has shown the relevance of narrative theory concerning contemporary literature addressing aspects of 

forced migration and displacement. This paper studied the narrative design: the plot, the characters, and the setting, as well as the 

powerful influence compelling stories have to shape perceptions of refugees and their plight, which is vividly captured in The 

Beekeeper of Aleppo. As shown in this case, narrative theory is needed to widen perspectives about literature, or literature’s ability 

and purpose to create empathy, elevate social awareness, and give a sense of humanity. The Beekeeper of Aleppo exemplifies 

narrative empathy and counter-narratives, identity reconstruction, as it examines the experiences of refugees, illustrating their 

shattered lives, and the enduring strength of narratives in deepening social empathy and collective consciousness. Further research 

could examine how narrative construction impacts the perception of empathy towards forced migration to challenge simplistic 

views of refugees in literature and media. 
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