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Abstract  

In the context of global displacement, the plight of refugees necessitates a nuanced exploration 

through the lenses of critical theory and cultural studies. This research paper delves into the 

transformative role of creative writing—encompassing poetry, short stories, and other literary, 

narrative forms—in documenting and elucidating the human rights experiences of refugees. By 

examining the creative outputs that have emerged from or are inspired by refugee contexts, 

particularly during times of war, this study aims to uncover how these artistic expressions not only 

bear witness to the lived realities of displaced women and children but also serve as powerful tools 

for advocacy and awareness. 

Background literature reveals that creative writing has historically been a vital medium for 

marginalized voices to articulate their experiences and assert their rights. The narrative space allows 

for a personal and intimate portrayal of the traumas and triumphs that define the refugee experience. 

This research will analyze specific case studies from various conflict zones, including the Syrian Civil 

War and the Sudanese Refugee Crisis, to highlight the thematic concerns and narrative strategies 

employed by refugee writers. Through a theoretical framework, the paper will explore how these 

creative works challenge dominant narratives, foster empathy, and promote a deeper understanding 

of refugee rights and gendered experiences of displacement from one’s home. Furthermore, this study 

will assess the broader implications of these literary contributions on human rights discourse and 

policy. By bringing to light obscure yet profound creative writings, this paper aims to underscore the 

indispensable role of literature in documenting and advocating for the rights and dignity of refugees. 

In doing so, it seeks to affirm the power of the written word as a catalyst for social change and as an 

essential record of human history. 

 



Introduction  

In an era marked by unprecedented global 

displacement, the plight of refugees necessitates 

a nuanced exploration through the intersecting 

lenses of critical theory and cultural studies. 

This research delves into the transformative role 

of creative writing—encompassing poetry, 

fiction, and other narrative forms—in 

documenting and elucidating the human rights 

experiences of displaced populations. By 

examining the creative outputs emerging from 

or inspired by refugee contexts, particularly 

amid times of conflict, this study seeks to 

uncover how these literary expressions not only 

bear witness to the lived realities of displaced 

individuals but also serve as potent instruments 

for advocacy and consciousness-raising. This 

research underscores the indispensable role of 

literature as a transformative force for social 

change and as an essential chronicle of human 

history. It asserts the profound influence of the 

written word in shaping perceptions, policies, 

and practices concerning refugees on a global 

scale. 

The Syrian Refugee Crisis and the Civil War  

The Syrian Civil War has become one of the 

 
1 The Editors of Encyclopædia Britannica, “Syrian 
Civil War,” Encyclopædia Britannica, August 17, 
2024, https://www.britannica.com/event/Syrian-
Civil-War.  

2 Sajid Karim, “Syrian Crisis: Geopolitics and 
Implications,” ResearchGate, April 2016, 
https://doi.org/10.56888/BIISSj2016v37n2a1.  

defining humanitarian crises of the 21st century.1  

It started in 2011 as an anti-government protest 

against President Bashar-al-Assad and transformed 

into a civil war in the first quarter of 2012. 

Longstanding grievances related to Bashar-al-Assad 

and his men included repression and lack of political 

freedom, socioeconomic disparity, and sectarian 

tensions (in which Syria’s diverse population, with a 

Sunni Muslim majority and significant Alawite (a 

Shia offshoot) minority to which Assad belongs, 

faced underlying sectarian tensions). 2   The Arab 

Springs uprisings of 2011, where citizens across the 

Middle East demanded democratic reforms, 

provided the catalyst that ignited such grievances. In 

March 2011, peaceful protests erupted in the 

southern city of Daraa, demanding greater freedoms. 

The government’s brutal crackdown on these 

protests escalated tensions, leading to armed 

resistance and the descent into civil war. Since then, 

the war continued unabated, resulting in one of the 

worst humanitarian crises after the Second World 

War, killing more than 470,000 people and 

displacing half of Syria’s total population either 

internally or externally.3 

The Syrian Civil War has had a catastrophic 

impact on the country: besides the casualties, 

homes, schools, and critical infrastructure have 

been destroyed, leaving millions without basic 

necessities. 4   The government’s handling of 

3 Sajid Karim, “Syrian Crisis: Geopolitics and 
Implications,” ResearchGate, April 2016, 
https://doi.org/10.56888/BIISSj2016v37n2a1. 

4 Olivia Giovetti, “The Syria Crisis Explained: 5 
Things to Know in 2024,” Concern Worldwide, 
March 12, 2024, 
https://www.concern.net/news/syria-crisis-explained.  
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protests was also inept. Syria had a police force 

of only a few thousand, which necessitated the 

deployment of security forces, which lacked 

proper training on internal disturbances. 

Civilian militias, constructed by the Assad 

regime and known as the Shabiha, or “ghosts” in 

Arabic, were often sent into predominantly 

Sunni areas to break up protests; this frequently 

killed unarmed protesters.5  The Assad regime 

had tended to force civilians out of insurgent-

held areas rather than clearing insurgents out of 

population centers. President Assad relied 

heavily on elite forces and deployed only small 

and trustworthy detachments from most 

conventional brigades. Taken together, Assad 

relied on approximately one-third of the Syrian 

Army’s doctrinal combat power to conduct his 

counterinsurgency campaign; this had limited 

the government force’s ability to control all of 

Syria simultaneously and to suppress the 

insurgency, which subsequently transformed 

into a civil war.6  

According to the Syrian Centre for Policy 

Research (SCPR), it is estimated that the 

deadliest war has directly and indirectly killed 

470,000 Syrians, a far higher total than the 

 
5 Sajid Karim, “Syrian Crisis: Geopolitics and 
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7 “Report on Syria Conflict Finds 11.5% of 
Population Killed or Injured,” The Guardian, 
February 11, 2016, The Guardian, 

figure of 250,000 used by the UN until it 

stopped collecting statistics at the end of 2014.7  

The remaining Syrians are also living in dire 

conditions, and many of them have fled to 

neighboring countries seeking safety; the UN 

reports that nearly one-fifth of the total 

population has been registered as refugees 

under the United Nations High Commission 

for Refugees (UNHCR) and since some 

refugees do not have the opportunity to register, 

the actual toll is most likely much higher. 8  

There are now 4.3 million Syrians scattered 

throughout the region, making them the 

world’s largest refugee population under the 

UN mandate. Currently, 13.5 million people in 

Syria require humanitarian assistance; an entire 

generation of young people has been exposed to 

war and denied access to basic services such as 

education and healthcare. 9   An estimated 

400,000 are living in besieged areas where 

humanitarian access is limited and where some 

are dying of starvation. Life expectancy has 

dropped from 70.5 years in 2010 to an 

estimated 55.4 years in 2015, and the mortality 

rate increased from 4.4 per thousand in 2010 to 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/feb/11/re
port-on-syria-conflict-finds-115-of-population-killed-or-
injured. 

8 UNHCR The UN Refugee Agency, “GLOBAL 
TRENDS: FORCED DISPLACEMENT IN 2023,” 
2023. 

9 UNHCR The UN Refugee Agency, “MID-YEAR 
TRENDS 2023,” 2023. 



10.9 per thousand in 2015.10  

The youngest refugees in Syria are facing a dire 

future; lacking space and transportation for 

children to offer at schools, the UN reports that 

more than half of all Syrian refugees are under 

the age of 18 and most have been out of school 

for months, if not years. While the older 

children are forced to grow up to find work and 

take care of their families in desperate 

circumstances, children are actively encouraged 

and sometimes forced to join the war by the 

parties to the conflict, offering gifts and salaries 

of up to US $400 a month.11  This war-torn 

unusual condition is facilitating the 

radicalization of the youths of Syria, who are 

falling prey to radical extremist organizations 

currently operating in the country to establish 

the Islamic Caliphate in the region.12  

The conflict in Syria is grinding down the 

country’s national mechanism and creating the 

conditions for continuing the conflict. 

Although the national government survives on 

paper, it does not exercise direct control over its 

national security, services, and institutions, 

including the armed forces that might create 

further mayhem within Syria. Syria is now 

 
10 Priyanka Boghani, “A Staggering New Death Toll 
for Syria’s War — 470,000,” Frontline Newsletter, 
2016, https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/article/a-
staggering-new-death-toll-for-syrias-war-470000/. 

11 UNHCR The UN Refugee Agency, “Syria Refugee 
Crisis Explained,” USA for UNHCR, March 13, 
2024, https://www.unrefugees.org/news/syria-refugee-
crisis-explained/. 

under serious threat to become a failed state 

and this will generate political instability, social 

unrest, and armed conflict to the refugees living 

in the country and to its neighbors, ultimately 

destabilizing the whole Middle Eastern region. 

Exit West by Mohsin Hamid 

Mohsin Hamid, originally from Pakistan, is a 

British Pakistani writer and the author of Exit 

West. Exit West is the story of Saeed and Nadia, 

two young people who leave their country as it 

descends into the horrors of a civil war. As they 

move around the world in search of a new home 

and refuge, they face discrimination and 

hardship—some lands label them as illegal 

immigrants, and others see them as terrorists. 

Through this book, Hamid makes his readers 

confront the contemporary refugee crisis. 

“I wanted to show that everyone is a migrant, 

even those who never move geographically,” 

Hamid said. “Moving through time, aging, is 

itself a form of migration.”13  

Exit West never explicitly mentions the setting of 

the story; however, Saeed and Nadia are 

described to be living in a country whose 

situation bears a strong resemblance to that of 

12 United Nations Development Programme, 
“Preventing Violent Extremism by Promoting 
Inclusive Development, Tolerance and Respect for 
Diversity” (New York, 2016). 

13 Nicole Corea, “How Mohsin Hamid Brought the 
Refugee Crisis to Life,” The Aspen Institute, May 9, 
2018, https://www.aspeninstitute.org/blog-
posts/mohsin-hamid-brought-refugee-crisis-life/.  



Syria, and their journey is closely related to the 

route that many Syrian refugees have taken.14  

Like many migrants, they arrive in Greece and 

then can be seen continuing on to another 

European country. The vignettes that appear 

within the novel show glimpses of other 

hotspots of the immigration debate, from South 

American refugees at the southern border of the 

United States to Filipino migrants in Japan. 

However, in this novel, Hamid skips the process 

of the journey with the use of “black doors.” 

It is difficult to specify precisely which war 

provides the context for Exit West because 

Hamid largely avoids providing such details 

within the novel. However, Hamid situates the 

conflict between militants and the government, 

with fighting progressing in different 

neighborhoods. In Chapter 5, Nadia hides her 

records and record player since music is 

forbidden. Militants come to the house 

searching out people “of a particular sect” to 

which Nadia and Saeed do not belong. 

However, Saeed’s upstairs neighbors are part of 

said sect, and, as a result, the man is killed, and 

the wife and child are carried away—this is 

parallel to the way that IS fighters treated 

members of the Yazidi faith.15   When Saeed 

and Nadia leave their home, they are “dressed 

in accordance with the rules on dress,” in which 

Nadia has her hair hidden, and Saeed has a long 

 
14 Course Hero, “Exit West Context: Course Hero,” 
Exit West Context | Course Hero, 2024, 
https://www.coursehero.com/lit/Exit-West/context/. 

15 Mohsin Hamid, “Chapter 5,” essay, in Exit West 

beard. Both dressing manners correspond to 

the traditional ethical rules of Sharia law that 

the IS imposed on the controlled regions. 16  

While Hamid leaves the conflict and the 

fighters ambiguous and unknown, the terrors 

that the IS inflicted upon Syria and Iraq are 

reflected in the narrative of Exit West. 

Literary Analysis of Exit West  

Exit West employs a unique narrative strategy 

that combines elements of magical realism—

specifically, the mysterious doors that transport 

characters instantaneously from one part of the 

world to another—with detailed, realistic 

portrayals of the turmoil and hardship refugees 

face. The doors allow the narrative to transcend 

traditional temporal and spatial constraints. 

Such compression mirrors the nature of forced 

migration, where refugees can find themselves 

in dramatically different environments within 

short spans of time. This literary strategy 

effectively captures the essence of the refugee 

experience—an experience marked by 

unexpected upheaval and the search for safety 

and stability. 

The narrative structure of Exit West also 

challenges the dominant discourse surrounding 

refugees by humanizing their plight. Through 

the intimate portrayal of Saeed and Nadia’s 

relationship, Hamid emphasizes the personal 

(New York City, New York: Riverhead Books, 2017).  

16 Mohsin Hamid, “Chapter 1,” essay, in Exit West 
(New York City, New York: Riverhead Books, 2017). 



and emotional dimensions of displacement. 

Their journey is not merely a physical migration 

but, in a sense, also an emotional and 

psychological odyssey. The novel is divided into 

short, episodic chapters that mirror the 

fragmented and transient lives of refugees, with 

each chapter focusing on a different location to 

which Saeed and Nadia are transported. 

When Saeed and Nadia first use the magical 

door to escape their besieged city, they find 

themselves in Mykonos, Greece. This sudden 

shift not only highlights the immediacy of their 

flight but also the stark contrast between their 

war-torn home and the relatively peaceful but 

overwhelmed refuge of the Greek island. 

Hamid describes their disorientation and the 

crowded, makeshift camp they must navigate, 

encapsulating the chaos and uncertainty 

refugees often face upon arrival in a new 

country. The journey continues to different 

locations, such as London and San Francisco; 

each location brings its own set of challenges 

and cultural adjustments not unlike the 

ongoing struggle for normalcy and acceptance. 

In London, they find themselves in a house 

occupied by other refugees, creating a 

microcosm of global displacement within the 

city’s affluent neighborhoods.17  The tension 

between the refugees and the local population, 

as well as among the refugees themselves, is 

 
17 Hedley Twidle, “Exit West by Mohsin Hamid - 
Journey’s End,” Financial Times, February 24, 2017, 
https://www.ft.com/content/cb0d77f2-f926-11e6-
bd4e-68d53499ed71. 

palpable, illustrating the complex dynamics of 

integration and survival.18  

Hamid’s strategic use of dual perspectives allows 

readers to witness the internal and external 

conflicts experienced by both protagonists. 

Saeed, who remains connected to his religious 

roots and family traditions, represents a more 

nostalgic and conservative viewpoint. In 

contrast, Nadia, who defies traditional gender 

roles and embraces a more secular and 

independent identity, provides a counter-

narrative that challenges stereotypical portrayals 

of Muslim women. This duality enriches the 

narrative and also reflects the diverse response 

to displacement and cultural dislocation. 

Human Rights and Advocacy through Fiction  

Exit West extends beyond personal narratives to 

address broader human rights issues. The novel 

implicitly critiques the global response to the 

refugee crisis, highlighting the inadequacies and 

often hostile receptions that refugees 

encounter. By depicting diverse settings—from 

refugee camps to affluent Western cities—

Hamid exposes the systemic inequalities and 

xenophobia that pervade the experiences of 

displaced individuals. 

In London, for example, the increasing 

militarization of the city and the establishment 

18 Michiko Kakutani, “The New York Times,” 
February 27, 2017. 



of segregated zones for refugees serve as a stark 

commentary on the limitations of Western 

humanitarianism. Hamid describes a London 

where “nativist forces” push back against the 

influx of refugees, creating a city divided by 

general fear and prejudice.19  This depiction is 

emblematic of the broader European response 

to the refugee crisis, where the rhetoric of 

inclusion and multiculturalism often clashes 

with the reality of exclusion and 

marginalization. The novel critiques the 

superficiality of welcoming gestures that do not 

address the structural barriers of societal 

prejudices that refugees face.20  

Moreover, Hamid delves into the 

commodification of refugee experiences in the 

global north, where displacement is often 

viewed through a lens of charity rather than as 

a consequence of geopolitical actions and 

inactions. The novel highlights how refugees are 

frequently reduced to mere statistics or subjects 

of pity, stripped of their agency and 

individuality. By giving Saeed and Nadia 

complex, multifaceted identities, Hamid 

restores this agency, portraying the characters 

not as passive victims but as active agents in 

their own survival narratives. 

Exit West also explores the concept of “home” 

 
19 Fiona Stanton, Fiona Stanton, April 6, 2020, 
https://eng220.fionawalela.com/uncategorized/what-
cannot-be-dismantled-nativeness-vs-nativism-in-mohsin-
hamids-exit-west/. 

20 Rea Chroneos and Krishi Dudhia, “Why Mohsin 
Hamid’s Exit West Is the Perfect Novel for a World in 

and the rights associated with it. For refugees, 

the loss of home signifies not just the loss of 

physical space but also the erosion of identity, 

community, and belonging. Hamid captures 

this through Saeed and Nadia’s evolving 

relationship with each other and the places they 

inhabit. Their yearning for a place to call home, 

juxtaposed with the transient and precarious 

nature of their existence, underscores the 

fundamental human right to security and 

stability. This right is continually undermined 

by the policies and attitudes of host countries 

that prioritize border security over 

humanitarian needs.21  

The novel interrogates the intersectionality of 

refugee experiences, particularly concerning 

gender. As mentioned earlier, Nadia’s character 

challenges traditional gender roles and 

confronts the patriarchal structures within both 

her native culture and the host societies.22  Her 

autonomy and defiance, whether in her 

decision to wear a black robe as armor or her 

insistence on independence, highlight the 

gendered dimensions of displacement—such 

aspects of Nadia’s character serve to critique the 

often overlooked or simplified portrayals of 

refugee women. 

Exit West engages in a nuanced discourse on 

Turmoil ,” The Smart Set, January 18, 2024.  

21 UNHCR The UN Refugee Agency, “Addressing 
Refugee Security,” 2005. 

22 Amal Zaman, “The Massachusetts Review,” May 3, 
2017. 



human rights, presenting refugees as complex 

individuals rather than monolithic groups; 

Hamid’s storytelling transcends mere 

representation, serving as an advocacy tool that 

calls for empathy, understanding, and action. 

By humanizing the refugee experience, the 

novel challenges readers to reconsider their 

perceptions and attitudes toward displaced 

individuals, fostering a more inclusive and 

humane response to the global refugee crisis. 

The significance of Exit West in the broader 

context of human rights discourse cannot be 

overstated. As a work of fiction, it is beyond the 

limitations of policy reports and news articles, 

offering a visceral and relatable portrayal of the 

refugee experience. This capacity to evoke 

pathos and understanding is crucial for 

fostering a global consciousness that is more 

receptive to the needs and rights of refugees. 

Hamid’s novel, therefore, exemplifies the 

transformative potential of fiction—it acts as 

both a record of contemporary human struggles 

and a strong catalyst for social change, 

encouraging readers to confront and challenge 

their perceptions of refugees. By documenting 

the experiences of individuals such as Saeed and 

Nadia, Exit West contributes to a more 

comprehensive and compassionate 

understanding of the refugee crisis. 

Nizar Qabbani  

 
23Ahmad Barakat, “Nizar Qabbani,” Oxford 
Bibliographies, June 24, 2020, 
https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/display/docu

Nizar Qabbani (1923–1998) was a prolific 

Syrian poet, diplomat, and publisher whose 

literary career spanned over five decades. Born 

in Damascus, Qabbani is celebrated for his 

passionate and evocative poetry that addresses 

themes of love, politics, feminism, and Arab 

nationalism. His work is characterized by its 

accessible language, emotional depth, and social 

commentary, which collectively earned him a 

revered place in modern Arabic literature. 

Qabbani’s poetry, though primarily known for 

its romantic and personal themes, also 

profoundly engages with the socio-political 

turmoil of the Arab world, making his work 

particularly relevant in the context of the Syrian 

refugee crisis.23 

Qabbani’s Poems on Conflict and 

Displacement 

While Qabbani’s oeuvre is vast, several of his 

poems reflect on themes of conflict, 

displacement, and the yearning for home. 

Notably, his later works increasingly confront 

the political landscape of the Middle East, 

addressing the impacts of war and exile. 

One such poem is “Damascus, What Are You 

Doing to Me?” where Qabbani expresses a deep 

connection to his homeland and the pain of 

seeing it suffer. The poem captures the essence 

of his love for Damascus, a city symbolizing both 

beauty and tragedy. This poem eloquently 

ment/obo-9780195390155/obo-9780195390155-
0272.xml.  



expresses the loss experienced by those affected 

by conflict and displacement. This work often 

evokes a deep sense of nostalgia for a lost 

homeland, a theme that is particularly poignant 

for Syrian refugees. In the poem, Qabbani 

writes: 

What are you doing to me Damascus? 

How have you changed my culture? My aesthetic 

taste? 

For I have been made to forget the ringing of cups of 

licorice 

The piano concerto of Rachmaninoff . . . 

How do the gardens of Sham transform me?24 

In this poem, Damascus is not just a physical 

place but an emotional and cultural anchor, the 

loss of which is akin to losing a part of oneself. 

The city’s transformation from a place of beauty 

and cultural significance to one of sorrow and 

decay reflects the broader experience of 

displacement, where the loss of physical space is 

accompanied by the erosion of cultural and 

historical continuity. Qabbani’s use of direct 

address to the city—personifying it as a 

nurturing, yet grieving, maternal figure—

intensifies the emotional impact of this loss, 

turning the city into a metonym for the poet’s 

own sense of identity and belonging. The poem 

offers refugees a way to articulate their sense of 

loss while simultaneously reinforcing their 

 
24 Louis Walch, “‘Damascus, What Are You Doing to 
Me?’ By Nizar Qabbani,” Words Without Borders, 
October 17, 2023, 

connection to their cultural roots. This dual 

function of his poetry—both as a record of loss 

and as a means of cultural preservation—ensures 

that the Syrian identity remains intact, even as 

the physical landscape of Syria is altered. 

Displacement, both physical and psychological, 

is a recurring theme in Qabbani’s work, 

reflecting his own experiences as well as those 

of millions of Arabs uprooted by war and 

political upheaval. In Qabbani’s poetry, 

displacement is not a matter of geological 

dislocation but also an existential condition 

characterized by a profound sense of loss and 

alienation. The motif of the homeland as a 

maternal figure, as seen in the poem, 

encapsulates this dual sense of displacement. 

The loss of the homeland is equated with the 

loss of a mother, an entity that provides 

emotional sustenance and a sense of identity. 

The metaphor is particularly powerful in the 

context of the Syrian refugee crisis, where the 

physical destruction of cities like Damascus is 

accompanied by the disintegration of the 

cultural and social fabric that once defined 

them. 

Qabbani’s poetry also serves as a vehicle for 

cultural critique, particularly in examining the 

social and psychological conditions that 

contribute to the Arab world’s stagnation and 

decline. In poems like “Bread, Hashish, and 

https://wordswithoutborders.org/read/article/2005-
06/damascus-what-are-you-doing-to-me/. 



Moon,” Qabbani critiques the escapism and 

apathy that he perceived as pervasive in Arab 

societies, using stark imagery to highlight the 

disconnection between the people and the 

realities of their existence.25   This critique is 

not merely social but also deeply existential, 

reflecting Qabbani’s concern with the loss of 

agency and purpose that accompanies 

prolonged conflict and displacement. The 

imagery of sleepwalking under the influence of 

hashish and the moon serves as a metaphor for 

the psychological paralysis that he saw as 

endemic in societies overwhelmed by crisis. By 

highlighting these issues, Qabbani’s poetry 

challenges readers to confront the underlying 

causes of social and political stagnation, urging 

a reawakening of will and purpose in the face of 

adversity. 

Qabbani’s poetry is a cultural record of the 

displacement experienced by millions of 

Syrians. His depictions of cities like Damascus 

as living, breathing entities that suffer alongside 

their people highlight the intrinsic connection 

between identity and place. For Syrian refugees, 

who have witnessed the destruction of their 

cities and the erasure of their cultural heritage, 

Qabbani’s poetry resonates as a powerful 

expression of their collective experience of loss. 

His work documents not only the physical 

destruction of these spaces but also the 

psychological and emotional toil of 

 
25 Nizār Qabbānı̄, “Bread, Hashish and Moonlight,” 
An Anthology of Modern Arabic Poetry, November 
10, 2023, 175–79, 

displacement, capturing the deep sense of 

alienation and the disorientation that 

accompanies the loss of home. In doing so, 

Qabbani’s poetry preserves the cultural 

memory of a Syria that has been irrevocably 

altered by conflict, ensuring that the 

experiences of its people are not forgotten.  

Human Rights and Advocacy Through Poetry 

Nizar Qabbani’s work has significantly 

influenced the discourse surrounding human 

rights in the context of refugee struggles. His 

poetry does not merely document the 

experiences of displacement, it also acts as a 

form of advocacy, highlighting the urgent need 

for justice, dignity, and protection for refugees. 

Qabbani’s exploration of themes such as 

displacement and identity challenges reductive 

and dehumanizing narratives often found in 

political and media portrayals of refugees. By 

presenting the refugee experience through a 

deeply personal and culturally resonant lens, his 

poetry emphasizes the humanity of refugees and 

underscores the violation of their fundamental 

rights. This is particularly significant in the 

context of international human rights advocacy, 

where Qabbani’s works serve as a potent 

reminder of the moral and legal obligations to 

protect displaced individuals. 

Moreover, Qabbani’s work has had a profound 

impact on global discourse regarding refugee 

https://doi.org/10.2307/jj.8085379.62. 



rights and human dignity. As his poetry has 

reached international audiences through 

translations and academic study, it has 

influenced how the Syrian refugee crisis is 

perceived globally. His nuanced portrayal of the 

refugee experience challenges simplistic 

narratives and stereotypes, advocating for a 

more compassionate and informed approach to 

refugee rights. By humanizing the struggles of 

refugees and highlighting the complexities of 

their experiences, Qabbani’s poetry has 

contributed to a more robust and empathetic 

global dialogue on refugee issues. This, in turn, 

has implications for policy and advocacy, 

encouraging governments, NGOs, and 

international bodies to approach refugee crises 

with greater sensitivity and respect for human 

rights. 

The Sudanese Refugee Crisis  

The Sudanese refugee crisis is a complex and 

protracted humanitarian emergency that has its 

roots in the long history of political instability, 

conflict, and economic challenges in Sudan. 

 The first Sudanese civil war (1955–1972) and 

the second (1983–2005) were primarily driven 

by ethnic, religious and economic disparities 

between the northern and southern regions of 

Sudan. The north, predominantly Muslim and 

Arab, sought to impose Islamic law and Arabic 

 
26 Sapa, “Sudan Civil War: History & Implications [6 
Root Causes],” SAPA USA, September 20, 2024, 
https://sapa-usa.org/sudan-civil-war/. 

27 Julius Kaur, “South Sudan at 13: Reflections on 

language on the more diverse south, which is 

home to various ethnic groups and religions.26  

These wars led to the displacement of millions 

of people, both within Sudan and across its 

borders. The Comprehensive Peace Agreement 

in 2005 eventually led to the independence of 

South Sudan in 2011. However, this did not 

bring an end to the suffering; instead, it marked 

the beginning of new conflicts within and 

between the two countries, exacerbating the 

refugee crisis.27  

 In the early 2000s, the western region of 

Darfur became the epicenter of a brutal conflict 

between government forces, supported by Arab 

militias known as the Janjaweed, and non-Arab 

rebel groups. The conflict was characterized by 

widespread atrocities, including ethnic 

cleansing, mass killings, and sexual violence, 

leading to the displacement of over two million 

people. Many fled to neighboring countries like 

Chad, while others remained internally 

displaced within Sudan. The Darfur conflict 

brought international attention to the Sudanese 

refugee crisis, but it also highlighted the 

limitations of global intervention in resolving 

deeply entrenched conflicts. 

The ongoing conflict, compounded by severe 

weather events linked to climate change, has 

precipitated one of the most significant and 

Crisis, Aid, and the Road to Recovery,” American 
Foreign Service Association, 2024, 
https://afsa.org/south-sudan-13-reflections-crisis-aid-
and-road-recovery. 



devastating refugee crises in recent history. As 

the conflict escalated, more than 10.2 million 

people were forced to flee their homes in search 

of safety and essential resources. Of these, 7.9 

million people have been internally displaced 

within Sudan, seeking refuge in camps and 

temporary shelters that are often overcrowded 

and undersupplied. The Zamzam IDP camp in 

the Darfur region, for instance, has become a 

focal point of this crisis, where internally 

displaced people (IDPs) face dire conditions.28  

Beyond Sudan’s borders, 2.1 million people 

have sought refuge in neighboring countries, 

further straining the already limited resources 

of these host nations. Chad, which shares a long 

border with Sudan, has received the largest 

influx, with over 629,524 Sudanese refugees. 

Egypt follows with approximately 500,000 

refugees, while South Sudan, Libya, Uganda, 

and Ethiopia have also seen significant numbers 

of displaced individuals. 29   In South Sudan, 

most of the arrivals are returning nationals who 

had previously sought refuge in Sudan, now 

forced to return to a homeland still grappling 

with its own internal challenges.30  

 
28  UNHCR The UN Refugee Agency, “Sudan Crisis 
Explained,” USA for UNHCR, August 7, 2024, 
https://www.unrefugees.org/news/sudan-crisis-
explained/. 

29 UNHCR The UN Refugee Agency, “Sudan Crisis 
Explained,” USA for UNHCR, August 7, 2024, 
https://www.unrefugees.org/news/sudan-crisis-
explained/.  

30 Vibhu Mishra, “Sudan: Refugee Numbers Swell as 

The movement of such large numbers of people 

has placed immense pressure on the host 

countries’ infrastructures, economies, and 

social systems. Chad, for example, is already 

struggling with its own socio-economic 

challenges, and the arrival of hundreds of 

thousands of refugees has stretched its 

capacities to the brink.31  Similar situations are 

unfolding in other neighboring countries, 

where the sudden and massive influx of 

refugees is leading to competition for scarce 

resources, such as water, food, and healthcare. 

Among the displaced populations, women and 

children are disproportionately affected by the 

ongoing humanitarian crisis. Even before the 

conflict erupted, Sudan was already a dangerous 

place for women and girls, with over 3 million 

at risk of gender-based violence (GBV), 

including intimate-partner violence. The 

conflict has exacerbated these risks, with 

reports of widespread sexual violence, 

exploitation, and abuse against women and girls 

fleeing the violence. The breakdown of social 

structures, the lack of protective environments, 

and the collapse of law and order have left many 

women and children vulnerable to trafficking, 

War Continues to Drive Displacement,” UN News: 
Global Perspective Human Stories, October 11, 2024.  

31 UNHCR The UN Refugee Agency, “Chad Fears 
‘very Real’ Prospect of More Sudanese Refugee 
Arrivals, Needs Support,” UNHCR, March 1, 2024, 
https://www.unhcr.org/news/press-releases/unhcr-
chad-fears-very-real-prospect-more-sudanese-refugee-
arrivals-needs.  



forced marriage, and other forms of 

exploitation.32  

The disruption of healthcare services has 

further compounded the vulnerabilities of 

displaced populations, particularly women and 

girls. With nearly three-quarters of health 

facilities out of service, pregnant women are 

among the hardest hit, facing life-threatening 

risks without access to essential maternal 

healthcare. The spread of diseases such as 

cholera, measles, and malaria in overcrowded 

and unsanitary conditions poses additional 

threats, particularly to children who are already 

suffering from malnutrition and lack of access 

to clean water and vaccines. The World Health 

Organization (WHO) and the United Nations 

Population Fund (UNFPA) have raised alarms 

about the catastrophic impacts of these health 

crises, yet funding for relief efforts remains 

grossly inadequate.33    34Children, who make 

up a significant portion of the displaced 

population, are facing the brunt of the 

educational and health crises brought about by 

the conflict. With the number of out-of-school 

children in Sudan reaching 19 million, the 

 
32 UNICEF Middle East and North Africa, “Sudan: 
Top UN Officials Sound Alarm at Spike in Violence 
against Women and Girls,” Sudan: Top UN officials 
sound alarm at spike In violence against women and 
girls, July 5, 2023, 
https://www.unicef.org/mena/press-releases/sudan-
top-un-officials-sound-alarm-spike-violence-against-
women-and-girls. 

33 UNFPA United Nations Population Fund, 
“UNFPA Sudan,” United Nations Population Fund, 
2023, https://www.unfpa.org/data/transparency-

conflict has deprived an entire generation of the 

right to education, further deepening the long-

term impacts of the crisis. The lack of access to 

safe drinking water and urgent medical care has 

left millions of children at risk of preventable 

diseases and death. The international 

community’s response has been slow and 

insufficient, leaving millions of vulnerable 

children in precarious situations.35  

The Sudanese refugee crisis demands a nuanced 

understanding of the regional and international 

dimensions that exacerbate and sustain this 

humanitarian emergency. The interplay 

between conflict, climate change, and 

displacement has created a volatile solution that 

threatens regional stability and underscores the 

limitations of current international responses. 

The crisis in Sudan is inextricably linked to 

severe weather events exacerbated by climate 

change, including floods and droughts that 

have devastated agricultural production and 

contributed to widespread food insecurity. The 

famine in Darfur, confirmed in August 2024 by 

the Famine Review Committee, is a direct 

portal/unfpa-sudan.  
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consequence of these intersecting factors. 36  

Despite providing food, shelter, medical care, 

and other forms of assistance by organizations 

such as the United States High Commissioner 

for Refugees (UNHCR) and various NGOs, 

funding gaps and security challenges continue 

to hinder effective aid delivery. Half of Sudan’s 

population—some 25 million people—need 

humanitarian assistance and protection. 

Currently, more than half the population (25.6 

million) are facing acute food insecurity, 

including 8.5 million of them at emergency 

levels.37   

What is the What by Dave Eggers 

Dave Eggers’ What is the What is a semi-

autobiographical novel that reimagines the life 

of Valentino Achak Deng, a Sudanese Lost Boy 

whose life story encapsulates the broader 

narrative of displacement and survival 

experienced by many Sudanese refugees. Eggers 

employs a narrative style that blends 

autobiographical elements with fictional 

embellishments, providing a rich and 

multifaceted exploration of Deng’s journey 

from war-torn Sudan to resettlement in the 

United States. The novel portrays Deng’s 

 
36 UNICEF Sudan, “Famine Confirmed in Sudan’s 
North Darfur, Confirming UN Agencies Worst 
Fears,” UNICEF, August 1, 2024, 
https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/famine-
confirmed-sudans-north-darfur-confirming-un-
agencies-worst-
fears#:~:text=ROME%2FNEW%20YORK%2FPORT
%20SUDAN,in%20Sudan’s%20North%20Darfur%2

harrowing experiences fleeing violence, 

surviving the harsh conditions of refugee 

camps, and navigating the complexities of life in 

a new country. 

The novel lives under the subtitle, “The 

Autobiography of Valentino Achak Deng,” who 

informs the readers in a brief preface that “over 

the course of many years, I told my story orally 

to the author. He then concocted this novel, 

approximating my voice and using the basic 

events of my life as the foundation.”38 

The novel’s structure intertwines Deng’s past 

with his present, presenting a layered narrative 

that juxtaposes his traumatic experiences with 

his current struggles in the United States. This 

dual narrative approach serves to highlight the 

ongoing impact of trauma on refugees, even 

after they have reached purported safety. 

Through detailed accounts of his experiences, 

Eggers explores the broader themes of 

displacement, loss, and adaptation, reflecting 

on the challenges refugees face. He utilizes this 

style of narrative structure to contrast Deng’s 

past traumas with his present challenges, 

thereby illustrating the persistent impact of 

displacement on an individual’s psyche and 

0Region.  

37 UNHCR The UN Refugee Agency, “Sudan Crisis 
Explained,” USA for UNHCR, August 7, 2024, 
https://www.unrefugees.org/news/sudan-crisis-
explained/.  

38 Francine Prose, “The New York Times,” December 
24, 2006.  



identity. 

Story of Valentino Achak Deng 

Valentino Achak Deng’s life story is a 

microcosm of the more significant Sudanese 

refugee crisis. As a young boy, Deng was 

uprooted from his village in southern Sudan 

due to the Second Sudanese Civil War 

outbreak. He was a child when the Second 

Sudanese Civil War erupted, forcing him to flee 

his home for safety. His subsequent journey 

through the deserts of Sudan and Kenya’s 

refugee camps exemplifies the extreme 

hardships endured by many refugees. Deng’s 

experiences—ranging from witnessing violence 

and death to enduring the harsh conditions of 

refugee camps—are emblematic of the broader 

refugee crisis in Sudan. His eventual 

resettlement in the United States, while offering 

a semblance of stability, also presents its own set 

of challenges, including cultural adjustment 

and the trauma of displacement.39 

Literary Analysis of What is the What 

Eggers’ approach in What is the What involves a 

nuanced blend of autobiography and fictional 

elements. This approach is instrumental in 

creating a multifaceted portrayal of Valentino 

Achak Deng’s experiences. By combining 

factual recounting with creative narrative 

strategies, Eggers achieves a heightened 

emotional resonance and depth. The use of 

 
39 James Copnall, “BBC,” July 9, 2015. 

fictional elements enables a more nuanced 

exploration of Deng’s experiences, while 

maintaining fidelity to the core of his 

autobiographical narrative. 

The novel’s structure alternates between Deng’s 

harrowing experiences in Sudan and his 

resettlement in the United States. This non-

linear narrative technique reflects the 

fragmented nature of trauma and memory. 

Such a structure highlights the persistent impact 

of past experiences on the present, offering 

readers an intimate view of the ongoing 

psychological and emotional consequences of 

displacement. 

The first person-narrative perspective employed 

by Eggers is crucial in rendering Deng’s 

experiences with immediacy and depth. 

Through Deng’s direct voice, readers gain access 

to the protagonist’s internal world, including 

his fears, hopes, and reflections. This subjective 

viewpoint enhances the reader’s connection to 

Deng, allowing a more profound understanding 

of the psychological dimensions of 

displacement. Along with the use of first-

person, Eggers’ portrayal of Deng’s internal 

monologue provides a detailed account of the 

emotional and psychological burdens of 

displacement. The narrative captures Deng’s 

struggle with identity, his sense of loss, and his 

efforts to find stability in a new cultural context. 

This focus on internal experience not only 



humanizes the refugee experience but also 

underscores the complexities of trauma and 

adaptation.40  

The desert in What is the What serves as a potent 

symbol of the existential and physical challenges 

faced by refugees. Eggers uses stark, evocative 

imagery to depict the desert’s harshness, 

portraying it as a relentless and unforgiving 

expanse. This setting becomes a metaphor for 

the broader refugee experience, representing 

both the literal dangers of displacement and the 

profound emotional desolation experienced by 

Deng and his peers. The imagery associated 

with the desert—its vastness, barrenness, and 

oppressive heat—underscores the severity of 

Deng’s journey. The desert becomes a physical 

manifestation of the refugee’s struggle for 

survival and the sense of isolation and loss that 

accompanies displacement. 

The portrayal of the refugee camp, particularly 

Kakuma, embodies a paradox of refuge and 

deprivation. While the camp represents a 

sanctuary from immediate violence, it also 

symbolizes the prolonged suffering and 

stagnation inherent in the refugee experience. 

Eggers’ detailed depiction of the camp’s 

overcrowding, inadequate resources, and 

bureaucratic inefficiencies highlights the 

dehumanizing aspects of life in limbo. The 

 
40 Kevin Brooks, “Dave Eggers’s What Is the What" as 
World Literature,” World Literature Today 84, no. 2 
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camp’s imagery illustrates the dual nature of 

displacement: it offers safety but at the cost of 

dignity and well-being. By focusing on the 

camp’s conditions, Eggers underscores the 

psychological and emotional impact of 

prolonged confinement and uncertainty, 

emphasizing the need for more humane and 

effective responses to refugee crises. 

The term “Lost Boys” becomes a powerful 

symbol in the novel. It represents not only the 

literal loss of children separated from their 

families but also the broader theme of lost 

innocence and identity. Eggers uses the term 

Lost Boys as a representation of the dislocation 

and fragmentation experienced by refugees. 

Their collective journey reflects the broader 

plight of displaced individuals who search for a 

place of belonging and safety.41 

The Novel’s Contribution to Refugee 

Discourse 

Eggers’ depiction of systemic issues within the 

refugee assistance framework is a crucial aspect 

of the novel’s impact. By detailing the 

inadequacies of humanitarian aid, the 

emotional toll of displacement, and the 

bureaucratic inefficiencies of refugee camps, 

Eggers provides a critical commentary on the 

international response to refugee crises. This 

Fiction of Sudanese ‘Lost Boys,’” NPR, November 1, 
2006, 
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portrayal contributes to a broader 

understanding of the systemic challenges 

refugees face. 

“Whatever I do,” Deng says, “however I find a 

way to live, I will tell these stories. … I speak to 

you because I cannot help it. It gives me 

strength, almost unbelievable strength, to know 

that you are there. … I am alive and you are alive 

so we must fill the air with our words. I will fill 

today, tomorrow, every day until I am taken 

back to God. I will tell stories to people who will 

listen and to people who don’t want to listen, to 

people who seek me out and to those who run. 

All the while I will know that you are there. 

How can I pretend that you do not exist? It 

would be almost as impossible as you 

pretending that I do not exist.”42  

What is the What functions as a significant form 

of advocacy by raising awareness about the 

refugee experience. The novel’s detailed and 

empathetic portrayal of Deng’s life humanizes 

the broader refugee crisis, making the struggles 

and resilience of displaced individuals more 

accessible and relatable to readers. Beyond 

influencing public perception, however, 

literature can also influence policy and 

humanitarian aid. What is the What serves as a 

powerful testament to the lived experiences of 

refugees, providing policymakers and 

humanitarian organizations with valuable 

insights into the realities faced by displaced 

 
42 Francine Prose, “The New York Times,” December 

individuals. By highlighting the gaps and 

inadequacies in current refugee assistance 

systems, Eggers’ novel contributes to a broader 

discourse on necessary reforms and 

improvements. The narrative’s critical 

examination of humanitarian aid and the 

refugee assistance infrastructure can catalyze 

change. By bringing to light the systemic issues 

and the human cost of these shortcomings, 

Eggers’ work encourages policymakers and aid 

organizations to address these problems more 

effectively. This influence is particularly 

important in the context of the Sudanese 

refugee crisis, where systemic failures have 

exacerbated the suffering of displaced 

individuals. 

The Sudanese refugee crisis, characterized by 

prolonged conflict, displacement, and 

humanitarian challenges, benefits from the 

attention brought by What is the What. The 

novel’s detailed portrayal of Deng’s experiences 

sheds light on the specific challenges faced by 

Sudanese refugees, including the violence of the 

conflict, the dire conditions in refugee camps, 

and the difficulties of resettlement. By focusing 

on these issues, Eggers’ work raises awareness of 

the particular struggles Sudanese refugees face 

and highlights the need for targeted support 

and intervention. The novel’s portrayal of the 

Sudanese context provides a more nuanced 

understanding of the crisis, contributing to a 

more informed and empathetic response from 

24, 2006.  



the international community. By bringing 

Valentino Achak Deng’s experiences to life, the 

novel humanizes the refugee experience. It 

effectively fosters empathy and engagement, 

equally underscoring the essential role of 

literature in documenting, advocating, and 

promoting social justice. 

Don’t Look Back: A Sudanese Refugee’s True 

Story of Survival—and Arrival by Achut Deng 

Achut Deng was born in South Sudan and came 

to America as a refugee when she was sixteen 

years old, a story she recounts in writing. Deng’s 

memoir, Don’t Look Back: A Sudanese Refugee’s 

True Story of Survival—and Arrival, provides a 

deeply personal account of the Sudanese 

refugee experience. Through a detailed 

narrative, the memoir offers a unique 

perspective on the trials and triumphs of 

displacement, making a significant 

contribution to the understanding of the 

human side of the Sudanese refugee crisis.  

Don’t Look Back chronicles Achut Deng’s 

extraordinary journey from the chaos of war-

torn Sudan to eventual resettlement in the 

United States. The memoir opens with Deng’s 

early life in Sudan, detailing the peaceful 

existence that was abruptly shattered by 

conflict. As violence escalates, Deng’s narrative 

shifts to her perilous escape from her home, 

 
43 Achut Deng and Keely Hutton, essay, in Don’t 
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recounting harrowing experiences of violence, 

loss, and survival. The memoir details Deng’s 

experiences in refugee camps, where she faced 

extreme deprivation and uncertainty. Despite 

these hardships, Deng’s resilience remains a 

central theme throughout her account. Her 

eventual resettlement in the United States 

marks a new chapter in her life, presenting both 

opportunities and challenges as she navigates a 

new culture and seeks to rebuild her life. Deng’s 

story is marked by a continuous struggle for 

survival, adaptation, and the quest for a sense 

of belonging in a new world.43 

Literary Analysis of Don’t Look Back 

The memoir employs a linear narrative 

structure that effectively conveys Deng’s journey 

from conflict to resettlement. 44   This 

chronological progression allows readers to 

follow Deng’s experiences in a coherent 

manner, emphasizing the continuity of her 

struggle and adaptation. The linear structure is 

complemented by episodic flashbacks, which 

provide essential context and background to her 

experiences. These flashbacks enrich the 

narrative by offering a broader understanding 

of Deng’s pre-war life and the impact of conflict 

on her family and community. This dual 

temporal framework highlights the enduring 

effects of displacement, underscoring how past 

44 Achut Deng and Keely Hutton, essay, in Don’t 
Look Back: A Memoir of War, Survival, and My 
Journey from Sudan to America (New York City, New 
York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux (BYR), 2022).  



traumas continue to shape Deng’s present 

experiences. 

Deng’s memoir utilizes symbolism and imagery 

to convey the emotional and psychological 

dimensions of her journey. The recurring motif 

of “looking back” serves as a powerful symbol of 

memory and trauma.45  Deng’s reflections on 

her past illustrate the persistent impact of 

displacement on her psyche. The imagery 

associated with her escape and resettlement 

underscores the duality of her experience. For 

instance, the stark contrast between the harsh 

conditions of the refugee camp and the relative 

safety of resettlement highlights the complex 

nature of her transition. These symbolic 

elements enhance the reader’s understanding of 

the emotional weight of displacement and 

adaptation. 

The emotional resonance of Don’t Look Back is 

central to its impact. Deng’s candid account of 

her experiences elicits a strong empathetic 

response from readers. The memoir’s ability to 

evoke empathy by its focus on universal themes 

of loss, hope, and survival. Deng’s narrative 

transcends specific cultural and geographic 

contexts, resonating with readers through its 

exploration of fundamental human 

experiences. By providing a personal and 
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emotionally charged account of displacement, 

Deng’s memoir encourages readers to engage 

with the refugee crisis on a deeper level. This 

engagement fosters greater awareness and 

support for humanitarian efforts, highlighting 

the importance of personal narratives in 

advocating for refugee rights. 

The loss of Deng’s name, Achut, represents a 

profound cultural and personal upheaval. The 

name Achut, imbued with historical and 

familial significance, symbolizes Deng’s 

connection to the past and her identity. The 

replacement of this name with “Rachel” marks 

a loss of identity and continuity, illustrating the 

erasure of personal history and cultural heritage 

that often accompanies displacement. This loss 

is poignantly described: “Achut was the 

beautiful, vibrant note at the beginning of my 

song… And then, one day, it wasn’t.”46 

Contribution of a Memoir to the Refugee 

Experience 

Don’t Look Back offers a crucial contribution to 

understanding the Sudanese refugee crisis by 

presenting a deeply personal and humanizing 

account of displacement. Deng’s narrative 

transcends abstract discussions of refugee 

statistics and policies, focusing instead on the 

intimate and emotional aspects of her journey. 

from-sudan-to-america/. 
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Through a personal story, Deng provides 

readers with a window into the lived realities of 

displacement, emphasizing the complex 

interplay of fear, loss, and resilience. The 

memoir highlights the multifaceted impact of 

displacement on individuals. Deng’s 

experiences of fear in Houston and the cultural 

loss associated with the renaming process 

illustrate how displacement affects both 

physical safety and personal identity. By 

providing a detailed account of these impacts, 

Deng’s memoir contributes to a broader 

understanding of the challenges refugees face, 

including the psychological toll and the struggle 

to maintain cultural identity. 

Deng’s memoir serves as a powerful tool for 

advocacy and awareness, shedding light on the 

specific struggles of Sudanese refugees. By 

sharing her personal story, Deng raises 

awareness of the broader humanitarian issues 

faced by refugees, including the loss of cultural 

identity and the psychological effects of 

displacement. The memoir encourages readers 

to engage with the refugee crisis on a more 

personal level. The name Achut carries with it 

the weight of history, symbolizing survival and 

resilience in the face of adversity. The memoir 

recounts how the original Achut, Deng’s great-

great-grandmother, was the only child of seven 

to survive infancy, a story that becomes 

emblematic of endurance and the triumph of 
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life over death.47  The repetition of this name 

across generations is a testament to the 

importance of lineage and the perpetuation of 

cultural identity through familial ties. Thus, the 

name functions as a narrative anchor, 

grounding Deng’s sense of self in the shared 

history of her people. 

Literature, as illustrated by Deng’s memoir, 

serves as a vital medium for preserving and 

reconstructing identity in the face of 

displacement. By documenting the personal 

stories of refugees, literature not only bears 

witness to the struggles and resilience of 

individuals like Deng but also contributes to a 

broader understanding of the refugee 

experience. The memoir challenges readers to 

consider the profound impact of displacement 

on identity and to recognize the ongoing 

process of identity reconstruction that many 

refugees undergo. 

One of the primary functions of a memoir, 

particularly in the context of refugee literature, 

is its ability to document both personal and 

collective histories. Deng’s memoir does this by 

intertwining her individual story with the 

broader narrative of the Sudanese refugee crisis. 

Through her detailed recounting of her 

experiences—from her early life in Wernyol, 

Sudan, to her harrowing journey as a refugee 

and her eventual resettlement in the United 

New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux (BYR), 2022). 



States—Deng captures her personal struggles 

and the collective trauma endured by her 

community. 48   Memoirs like Deng’s serve as 

historical records, preserving the experiences of 

those who might otherwise be forgotten. In 

recounting her life, Deng documents the loss of 

her homeland, the violence that forced her 

displacement, and the cultural dislocation she 

experienced in the United States. This personal 

narrative becomes a means of preserving 

history, offering a counter-narrative to the often 

one-dimensional portrayals of refugees in the 

media. By situating her story within the large 

context of Sudan’s civil conflict and ensuing 

refugee crisis, Deng’s memoir ensures that the 

individual and communal memories of these 

events are not lost to time. 

Memoirs uniquely contribute to the creation of 

empathy by offering a deeply personal 

perspective that allows readers to connect with 

the experiences of refugees on an emotional 

level. Deng’s first-person narrative invites 

readers into her world, allowing them to see 

through her eyes and feel what she feels. This 

intimate portrayal humanizes the refugee 

experience, transforming the reader’s 

understanding from a distant awareness of the 

refugee crisis to a profound emotional 

connection with those affected. The memoir’s 

opening scenes, where Deng describes hiding in 

a closet in her Houston apartment, vividly 
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conveying the lingering trauma and fear that 

continue to shape her life even after she has 

escaped the immediate dangers of war. Such 

scenes compel readers to confront the 

psychological scars that displacement leaves 

behind, fostering a deeper understanding of the 

long-term impacts of being a refugee. By sharing 

her lived experiences, making the refugee crisis 

not just a geopolitical issue, but a deeply human 

one. 

In conclusion, Achut Deng’s Don’t Look Back 

offers a compelling exploration of the 

construction, fragmentation, and 

reconstruction of identity within the context of 

forced displacement. Through its vivid narrative 

and deep engagement with the themes of 

memory, cultural continuity, and adaptation, 

the memoir provides valuable insights into the 

complexities of refugee identity. By 

documenting her personal journey, Deng not 

only preserves her own identity but also 

contributes to the broader literature on refugee 

experiences, highlighting the critical role of 

storytelling in the preservation and affirmation 

of self-amidst the challenges of displacement. 

Conclusion 

This research paper has explored the profound 

role of creative writing in documenting and 

elucidating the experiences of refugees, 

particularly women and children, during times 

York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux (BYR), 2022).  



of war and displacement. Through the 

extermination of various literary forms, 

including poetry, short stories, and memoirs, it 

becomes evident that these narratives serve not 

merely as artistic expressions but as essential 

vehicles for human rights advocacy and 

historical documentation. The analysis of case 

studies from conflict zones like the Syrian Civil 

War and the Sudanese Refugee Crisis has 

revealed that creative writing offers a unique 

and intimate portrayal of the traumas endured 

by displaced individuals. These narratives 

challenge dominant discourses that often 

depersonalize or marginalize refugee 

experiences, instead fostering empathy and 

understanding among broader audiences. The 

personal and emotional depth conveyed 

through these literary works allows for a more 

nuanced appreciation of the complex realities of 

displacement, offering insights that are 

frequently absent from more traditional forms 

of reportage or academic analysis. 

Moreover, this paper has highlighted how 

creative writing, particularly from the 

perspective of refugees themselves, asserts the 

agency of marginalized voices. By reclaiming the 

narrative space, refugee writers resist being 

defined solely by their victimhood and instead 

articulate their experiences in their own terms. 

This act of self-representation is not only a 

means of preserving personal and collective 

histories but also a form of resistance against the 

erasure of refugee identities and stories from the 

global consciousness. In a broader context, the 

literary contributions examined in this study 

underscore the indispensable role of the written 

word in shaping human rights discourse and 

influencing policy. As these narratives bring to 

light the lived realities of refugees, they 

challenge readers, policymakers, and advocates 

to reconsider their perspectives and actions 

towards displaced populations. Literature thus 

emerges as a powerful tool for social change, 

capable of bridging the gap between personal 

suffering and collective responsibility. 

In conclusion, the transformative potential of 

literature in the context of global displacement 

lies in its ability to document, humanize, and 

advocate for the rights of refugees. By bearing 

witness to the injustices faced by displaced 

individuals, particularly women and children, 

these literary works not only contribute to the 

historical record but also serve as catalysts for 

empathy, understanding, and, ultimately, 

action. This paper reaffirms the essential role of 

literature in not only recording the past but also 

in shaping a more just and compassionate 

future. 


