
INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF NOVEL RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT (IJNRD) 
© 2026 IJNRD | Volume 11, Issue 9, September 2026 | ISSN: 2456-4184 | IJNRD.ORG 

 

IJNRD2609285 IJNRD - International Journal of Novel Research and Development (www.ijnrd.org) 

 

 

c826 

THE MATRIX OF DISPLACEMENT: 
BIOPOLITICS  AND IDENTITY DISRUPTION 
IN CHRISTY  LEFTERI’S THE BEEKEEPER 

OF ALEPPO  
 

Gwanile Irine  

Research Scholar, Department of English.  

Lovely Professional University, Phagwara, Punjab.  

Dr. Vani Khurana  

Professor, Department of English.  

Lovely Professional University, Phagwara, Punjab.  

Abstract  
This study analyzes Christy Lefteri’s The Beekeeper of Aleppo as a profound exploration of the refugee 
"matrix," tracing  Nuri and Afra’s transition from the war-torn city of Aleppo to the precarious asylum systems 
of the United Kingdom.  Moving beyond conventional tropes of victimhood, the paper examines how the novel 
dramatizes identity disruption the  psychological rupture that occurs when an individual’s vocational and social 
identity is forcibly severed by "crisis  migration". By looking at the characters’ journey through the lens of 
systemic unfairness and social exclusion, this  research shows how hidden, ongoing insidious trauma and being 
sidelined by society impact the search for just memory,  a more humanizing way of looking at the past of the 
displaced community, to say that you don’t win by suppressing the  memory of the lost. I believe Lefteri’s 
narrative serves as a space where refugees can finally own their own truth. The  novel builds empathy not 
through sentiments, but by pushing back against the ‘bloodless’ way government files reduce  human beings 
into mere data alone. By humanizing the realities of the refugee community and the impacts it leaves on  the 
mental health of the community, the novel help us truly see the strength and hope that persist during 
humanitarian  crisis.   

Keywords: Refugee, Displacement, Trauma and War.   
Recent research suggest that we shouldn’t view the refugee experience as a simple journey but instead as a 
‘matrix’ of  intersecting forces. This perspective helps us recognize refugee life as a multidimensional struggle 
where state-enforced  borders, social exclusion, and deep-seated psychological trauma collide. By 
understanding this intersection, we can  better see person behind the refugee file and the complex social factors 
that influence their resilience and hope. Within  this matrix, displacement is not merely a physical transition 
across borders but a profound identity disruption. This  disruption occurs when the "crisis migration" process 
detaches the individual from their vocational, social, and cultural  legacies, replacing their multifaceted history 
with the reductive status of a "labor commodity" or a "stateless subject".  In Christy Lefteri’s The Beekeeper of 
Aleppo, this phenomenon is dramatized through Nuri and Afra, whose journey  from Syria to the United 
Kingdom reveals how the search for asylum is often an ordeal of socio-political abjection and  biopolitical 
oversight.  
The primary obstacle of refugee agency in the host nation is the pervasive "politics of rescue," which demands 
that the  displaced perform a "permissible narrative" of eternal gratitude in exchange for safety. This 
institutionalized requirement  functions as a form of structural violence, as it necessitates the erasure of the 
refugee’s complex political subjectivity  their past as "intellectuals challenging orthodoxy" or as active 
participants in their own histories. By enforcing this  culture of "disremembering," the state consigns the refugee 
to a "bloodless death," where their lived experience is  
subjugated by the bureaucratic "file". This "gratitude trap" creates a state of insidious trauma, wherein the 
psychological  suffering of the displaced is exacerbated by the host nation’s refusal to acknowledge their full 
humanity. 

Nuri and Afra’s journey is more than just escaping the Syrian civil war, it is a story of how global power and 
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state  control shape a person’s very existence, to understand their flight, we have to look at how countries like 
the UK manage  refugees, not just as people in need but a data point to be sorted. This global border regime has 
turned the search for  safety into a political obstacle course, where 'structural violence' leaves displaced people 
in a state of constant  uncertainty. Making Nuri and Afra’s search for home a perilous journey through 
militarized borders and legal mazes,  where the simple need for survival is met with physical danger and 
bureaucratic confusion as the system continue to  treat people as disposable, reinforcing global inequalities by 
stripping them of their identity and reducing their complex  histories into mere refugee file. Like the incident 
in the novel where a social worker comes to meet Afra and Nuri,   
She will want to know how we got here and will be looking for a reason to send us away. But I know if I say 
the right  things, if I convince her that I am not a killer, then we will get to stay here because we are the lucky 
ones, because we  have come from the worst place in the world. (Lefteri 138)  
These lines demonstrate the intense psychological and biopolitical pressure that the refugees experience while 
seeking  for asylum process. It also highlights how a human life is reduced to a permissible narrative so as to 
satisfy the  requirements of the state authority, also reflecting on the reality that their survival depends on their 
performance and not  on their actual life incidences despite of how harsh it might have been. This encounter as 
depicted in the above lines is  a clear example of how the government uses politics of selectivity to function an 
asylum system and decide which lives  are valuable and which are not, displaying the harsh reality of the broken 
system. Through this we also see that within  the asylum system, a survivor’s complex history is converted into 
a cold list of eligibility criteria, stripping them off  their rights and voices in a system that governs their every 
move while refusing to acknowledge their actual humanity  or their right to be heard.   
This bureaucratic scrutiny is what we called the “bloodless death”, where they are treated as data points 
ignoring the  insidious trauma, the slow hidden erosion of the self and the social factors that truly shape the 
person’s mental well being. This systemic exclusion also does more than just block the path to citizenship in 
fact it takes the ownership of a  person’s history by judging which parts of the trauma are authentic enough to 
deserve protection and which parts should  be ignored.   
However, Lefteri’s narrative functions as a site to reclaim narrative sovereignty. It uses what we might call 
‘paperwork  poetics to reclaim the very mechanism the state uses to control people. Instead of accepting the 
state’s narrow definition,  the novel embraces “narratives plenitude” where it involves a richness of voice and 
story that reframes refugees as  resourceful actors rather than passive victims. This act of writing back against 
the state-enforced myth is more than an  artistic choice but a political awakening by transforming cold, official 
record into a living and breathing imaginative  document.   
It is visible that this narrative strives for something far more profound than just a tragic story, seeking to 
establish what  Nguyen calls just a memory. This isn’t about simple pity or sentimentality, it honors the complex 
humanity of Nuri and  Afra by showing them as whole people refusing to hide the dark, difficult parts of their 
journey that a state would rather  ignore. As such by finding a way to exist in the third space, that fragile in-
between space created by displacement, the  characters prove that while a government can control a physical 
border, it can never truly own the sovereign imagination  of the person crossing it. The novel showing that real 
resilience isn’t just about surviving a cold, bureaucratic system, it  is about reclaiming the right to tell your own 
stories in your own terms.   
This system of control works through what Agier describes as ‘sorting offices’, where people are treated more 
like  products than humans in a retention center. This physical trapping of bodies reflects the broken reality of 
Syria itself, a  land where human life is governed by competing powers. For million and people like Afra and 
Nuri, these are not just  lines on map but are shifting walls dictating who deserve to live. As the healthcare 
system collapse and resources vanish  behind regime-allied controls, the biopower of the state becomes a daily 
struggle for survival and it is in this landscape  of extreme poverty and legal ambiguity that the refugee 
experience is forged not as a simple journey, but as a life caught  in a web of predatory bureaucracies that 
prioritize 'containment' over human dignity.   
The collapse on the Syrian healthcare also reveals the coldest site of how state manages human lives, by 
deciding who  is worth saving and who is not. According to Aaron and Natalia Brantly, the statistics of this 
devastation are harrowing  with nearly 70% of Syria’s physician forced to flee since the war began, more than 
350 healthcare facilities been attacked,  and a good number lost their lives to war. These aren’t just a data points 
on a UN report, they in fact represent the  
systemic destruction of safety and the loss of the very people meant to heal the broken society. When a border 
or a  regime controls access to medicine and care, it is essentially "drawing a boundary" around human value, 
deciding that  some lives are worth protecting while others are disposable, leaving millions to survive in a world 
where their existence  is no longer a human right, but a cold bureaucratic calculation.  
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The systemic scrutiny of Nuri and Afra’s trauma reaches a deeply emotional climax in a doctor’s office in UK. 
For the  very first time we see their internal suffering is shared with the representative of the state, causing Afra 
to cry in a way  Nuri has never seen which we see is more than a medical examination but the moment their 
grief is subjected to clinical  authentication. There is a haunting juxtaposition here, while the UK asylum system 
performs this check-up in a safe  structured office with empathetic professionals, it stands in stark contrast to 
the world they fled. As previously noted,  the Syrian landscape they left behind was one where medical care 
was not a sanctuary but a target, revealing the  "biopolitical racism" at the heart of modern borders where "care" 
and sanctuary are not human rights, but conditional  gifts granted only after exhaustive vetting and "narrative 
proofs" that confirm the state's total control over their lives. We see that their move from Aleppo to the UK is 
not just a change in geography but a profound rupture of the soul, as  for Nuri losing his status as a master 
beekeeper is a form of vocational erasure. The "clouds of bees" were more than a  source of income for him, 
they were the sensory pulse of Nuri’s reality. Their constant hum served as a rhythmic  backdrop of pre-war 
stability. When Nuri describes the "deep, never-ending silence" that follows their destruction, he is  articulating 
the sensory erasure that accompanies his displacement. This silence is a poignant symbol of the "void" and  
"desolation" that now occupies the space where his vocation and his son used to be. It represents the total loss 
of  familiarity and the natural rhythm of an existence that has been irrevocably shattered. The absence extends 
to the visual  landscape and the “stillness of light and sky" that replaces the buzzing activity of the hives 
representing a world that has  become a "dead space." For a master beekeeper, the sky should be alive with 
movement, its stillness is a constant  reminder of the "unhealable rift" between his past life and his present as a 
"stateless subject."   
For Nuri he is not just losing a job but he is stripped of the intellectual capital and the identity that once defined 
his  place in the world. This “deskilling” process reduces a complex man with a rich history to a stateless 
subject, a person  defined only by what they lack rather than what they can give an essence of “multidimensional 
trauma”, the realization  that suffering transcends the horrors of war and includes the existential loss of who we 
used to be. In the UK, Nuri is  forced to trade his pre-migration legacy for a state of "post-migration precarity," 
where his future is held hostage by a  bureaucratic file. The asylum system therefore, emerge as a form of 
structural violence, a quiet and insidious harm that  doesn’t use the force but instead uses paperwork to trap 
people in a state of uncertainty. This "slow violence" demands  a "permissible narrative" of eternal gratitude. 
To stay safe, Nuri and Afra must disavow their complex political identities  and perform the role of the "perfect, 
thankful refugee”, so refugee matrix as such is more than just a collection of bad  memories but a deliberate 
system that curtails agency and trap for individuals. In this space, the state attempts to own  the refugee’s 
history, deciding which parts of their trauma are "authentic" enough to merit protection while ignoring the  
"insidious trauma" caused by the system itself.   
The suffering Nuri and Afra endure is what we might call a “double wound”, first wound being the immediate 
horror  of the Syrian civil war, the homeland atrocities that shattered their world. The second wound is the 
journey itself; a  journey filled with perilous experiences that deepens the initial trauma. The insidious trauma 
is further layered by the  injuries sustained during the physical journey through Turkey and Greece. The trauma 
is not just the bomb in Aleppo  but it is also the danger and unfortunate weather conditions, the unbearable 
distance walked through fields and the  constant threat of being caged by the border guards, creating a dynamic 
texture of suffering where the physical body is  constantly forced into a state of survival. This trauma isn't just 
a natural reaction to violence; it is "socially constructed,"  meaning it is made worse by the loss of their 
community and the social support they once relied on in Aleppo, as in  exile, people are not just healing from a 
war, they are struggling to survive the isolation of being "displaced subject the  heart of this pain is the death of 
their son, Sami. His death in a bomb blast did more than just take a life; it destroyed  their sense of safety and 
forced them into flight. It also signaled the end of their identity in Syria the destruction of Nuri’s  beekeeping 
business and Afra’s life as an artist. This loss of their "vocational soul" is what makes their trauma  
multidimensional as they are mourning the loss of their child, their home, and the people they used to be all at 
once.  
This profound loss of the "vocational soul" is why the novel’s structure is non-linear. As scholars suggest, 
traumatic  memory does not move in chronological order, instead, it surfaces as "fragmented eruptions" that 
disrupt the present. This "temporal vertigo" forces readers to experience the "unhealable rift" Nuri feels between 
his native place and his  current displacement. Nuri’s hallucinations of the boy Mohammed exemplify this as a 
core symptom of PTSD, where  his mind creates a surrogate to cope with the "extreme confusion" following 
Sami's death. One such incident occurs in  a flashback triggered while in the UK:  
He slips his hand into mine and takes me to the front door. As soon as I open it, I realize something is wrong; 
ahead,  beyond the buildings, the sky flashes white and red; from somewhere not too far away there is a wild 
screech, metal on  metal... and when the wind blows it brings with it the smell of fire and things burning and 
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ash. I walk across the street,  Mohammed’s hand in mine. (Lefteri 107) 

These lines illustrate the enduring trauma refugees carry into their later lives. Mohammed, a hallucinatory 
surrogate  for Sami, underscores PTSD's intrusive re-enactments, where sensory cues like the "wild screech" 
and "smell of fire"  trigger involuntary recollections, blurring past and present. By positioning readers as 
witnesses to Nuri's fractured  psyche, Lefteri fosters a shared disorientation that forces a confrontation with the 
"Matrix of Displacement" as an  ongoing psychological reality.  
This escalating trauma is why the novel doesn’t follow a straight line, the non-linear structure filled with chaotic  
flashbacks and intrusive memories acts as a mirror for Nuri’s fractured psyche, which scholars like Cathy 
Caruth suggest,  traumatic memory doesn’t move in chronological order instead it surfaces as fragmented 
eruptions that disrupts the  present, which is rightly seen in the lives of Nuri and Afra as they try to navigate 
through the loses and trauma that they  have experienced. This "temporal vertigo" forces us as readers to 
experience the same disorientation that Nuri feels. It  reflects what Edward Said famously called the "unhealable 
rift" between a human being and their native place making  us realize that displacement is not a singular event 
that ends once you cross a border, it is an ongoing "psychic  fragmentation" where the past horrors are constantly 
invading the unstable present. This fragmentation connects back to  the “shifting walls” and “predatory 
bureaucracies” we discussed earlier. The “predatory bureaucracy” Nuri and Afra  encounter in the UK operates 
through what scholars called “necrotemporality”, a state of waiting that functions as a  form of slow, 
administrative violence. What we are discussing here is not merely a logistical delay but a “deterrence  
mechanism” designed to keep the asylum seeker in a state of permanent uncertainty and captivity. This waiting 
is a  bloodless extension of war they fled for Afra and Nuri, weaponizing time to erode the same resilience and 
identity they  struggled to preserve during their journey. And by forcing them to wait indefinitely for validation, 
the state enacts a  "slow border" that keeps the trauma of displacement active and prevents the "narrative 
coherence" necessary for true  recovery.   
While Nuri’s trauma is visionary, Afra’s is held within her body, her psychosomatic blindness and retreat into 
silence  are a “bodily language of trauma. This blindness acts as a literal and metaphorical barrier against a 
world too hostile to  witness, specifically following the unspeakable nature of the sexual violence she endured. 
In Lefteri’s work,  psychological trauma is a somatic reality written into the characters' bodies, like Afra’s 
blindness is a physical  manifestation of the "Refugee Matrix," a literal barrier that traps her physical self in 
response to horror. Consequently,  their recovery must be a holistic "process of getting back to normal" that 
involves the body as much as the mind. Healing  occurs when these styles of grieving intersect Nuri’s verbalized 
guilt and Afra’s heavy silence forming a "feedback loop"  where they must navigate each other’s psychological 
landscapes to find stability.   
This intimate focus on their interior lives is Lefteri’s way of fighting the "bloodless death" of the refugee file 
we  discussed earlier. Western media often racializes and genders Syrian refugees, polarizing them into two 
dehumanizing  categories: men as "inherent threats" and women as "helpless victims". The novel reverses this 
narrative by focusing on  their vocational identities as seen here, Nuri is not a "menacing figure"; he is a gentle, 
introspective caregiver and a  master beekeeper. His pre-war life symbolizes a harmony with nature and a 
meticulous purpose that the "deskilling" of  migration tries to erase, while, Afra is not a "passive victim"; she 
is an artist with agency. Even in her blindness, she  uses tactile drawings to process her pain, reclaiming her 
identity as a painter who can "see" her trauma through her  hands’  
Ultimately, The Beekeeper of Aleppo argues that while the state may control physical borders and demand 
"permissible  narratives" of gratitude, it cannot own the sovereign imagination of the displaced. True healing 
for Nuri and Afra is not  just about finding safety in the UK; it is about reassembling their fragmented memories 
into a "Just Memory" one that  accepts permanent loss without being wholly defined by it. By inviting readers 
into this "shared space of understanding,"  the novel transforms abstract statistics into a human reality. It 
reminds us that literature is not just a way to tell a story;  it is a mechanism for "relational healing" and a channel 
for the moral awareness needed to address global humanitarian  crises. In the face of overwhelming devastation 
and the act of remembering and storytelling becomes the ultimate act of  resilience and the power to rebuild a 
self that the world tried to erase.   
This narrative resilience further moves the readers from individual empathy towards collective witnessing. By  
documenting the “inner dynamics of voice and expression” the text serves as a vital framework for 
understanding the,  human cost of conflict globally, challenging the bloodless statistics of the refugee crisis by 
inviting readers into a shared space of understanding. Where the act of reading itself becomes a form of 
relational healing. Through Nuri and Afra’s  journey, Lefteri encourages a move towards global solidarity.  
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