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Abstract
Set amidst the tragedy of Syrian war and the gruesome reality of the refugee crisis that followed, 
A Land of Permanent Goodbyes (2018) by Atia Abawi is a tale of finding hope within the darkness 
through the liminal state of survival. This essay explores forms of coping mechanisms present 
in contemporary children’s and young adult trauma narratives through the lens of object-
relation theory in psychoanalysis to expand the understanding of the process of working-
through trauma and loss. This study, rooted in the survival strategies adopted by children and 
adolescents trapped in the war in the Middle East, incorporates insights on trauma and survival 
from non-Western countries. Despite the harm inflicted by the local environment during the 
war, this article highlights that the distressed child forms a relation with local objects, which 
eventually helps him or her to endure the harrowing experience.
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INTRODUCTION

Survival in a war zone entails liminal existence as the children thrive at the 
threshold of the past–before the disorder, violence, and loss–as well as the 
impending uncertain and ambivalent future. Victor Turner regards liminality as 

“a realm of pure possibility whence novel configurations of ideas and relations 
may arise” (97). At the same time, it is also a phase when the liminal entity is 
structurally invisible: “at once no longer classified and not yet classified” (96). This 
intermediary phase of “ambiguity and in-between-ness” makes the transition for 
migrants escaping war a “potentially negative hiatus to an unknowable future” 
(Murphy and McDowell 2502). This potentially negative hiatus is, however, a 
complex state that “is fuelled by a mixture of despair and hope: despair because of 
the knowledge that the waiting might culminate in an end” and “hope because it 
is grounded in a longing for and expectation of a new status or identity at the end” 
(Sutton et al. 30). This article understands the liminality of children escaping war 
in their home country and migrating to another country in two ways: physically 
and emotionally. Physically, they occupy the space between the safety of home in 
the past and the anticipated stability and security in the future. Emotionally, they 
exist in the transition phase between the trauma in the past and the possibility of 
healing–a hopeful recuperation–in the future. The trauma of surviving the war is 
thus “enacted in a liminal state, outside the bounds of ‘normal’ human experience, 
and the subject is radically ungrounded” (Tal 5). The process of working-through 
this trauma hence involves recovering from this transitory phase of existence and 
experience. Trauma narratives represent this process of mourning, engage in the 
depiction of the harrowing journey of survival, as well as depict the manner in 
which the distressed characters come to terms with their reality. 

Considering Roger Luckhurst’s  impression of trauma as a point of intersection, 
this essay explores the forms of coping mechanisms present in contemporary 
children’s and young adult trauma narratives through the lens of object-relation 
theory in psychoanalysis to expand the understanding of the process of working-
through trauma and loss. This study, rooted in the survival strategies adopted 
by children and adolescents trapped in the war in Middle East, incorporates 
insights on trauma and survival from non-Western countries. Such an illustration 
of the working-through process in young adult fiction on trauma delineates 
the path through which both the young characters as well as the young living 
survivors “achieve some healing” (Vickroy 5). It foregrounds its arguments 
within the framework of object-relations theory and transitional objects in child 
psychoanalysis. This article connects the concept of liminality with the working-
through process employed by the distressed children in these trauma narratives 
to depict the ways in which liminality–despite being the “betwixt” state–enables 
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post-traumatic growth and recuperation. It emphasizes that coping and healing 
from trauma ensues learning to live with the tragic past, yet not be defined by it. 

Despite the harm inflicted by the local environment during the war, this article 
highlights an inversion where the child forms a relation with local objects and 
endures the harrowing experience. It is essential to study this liminal state of 
childhood in war to highlight the struggles of children and adolescents surviving 
the horrific experience, which remains a forsaken spot in literary studies. Thus, 
the correlation of infantile separation and individuation process from child 
psychoanalysis with working-through trauma in trauma theory provides a unique 
perspective to understand the essential process which the traumatized child 
undergoes in order to recover from the past.

Atia Abawi’s novel, A Land of Permanent Goodbyes (2018), is a tale depicting 
the casualties of war–death, destruction, and loss of the loved ones. Based on the 
tragic war in Syria and the migration crisis that followed, the trauma narrative is 
an account of a family’s struggle to survive in a country torn apart due to conflict, 
narrated through the eyes of “destiny.” The protagonist, Tareq, is a fourteen-year-old 
boy, who loses his mother and siblings when a bomb explodes over his home. With 
his father and a younger sister as the only survivors of tragedy, he is determined to 
find a safer place in a foreign land, away from the morbid reality of his homeland. 
On his journey, the spectral vision of his dead younger brother, Salim, which is 
instrumental in fueling his grit and determination, accompanies him. Besides the 
specter, the adolescent protagonist and his young sister confide in the company of 
other fleeing refugees embarking a similar journey to the European shores. With 
their help, the siblings survive the harrowing journey to find refuge in Germany.

TRAUMA, SURVIVAL, AND LITERARY STUDIES

Cathy Caruth in Unclaimed Experience argues “trauma is not simply an effect of 
destruction but also, fundamentally, an enigma of survival” (58). It entails that 
the study of trauma in literature concerns the ordeal of surviving the harrowing 
experience. Tony M. Vinci advocates that “the literatures of trauma work to make 
trauma … visible and understood so that they can be countered and ameliorated” 
(5). While it is accepted that through acting-out in speech or bodily actions, the 
traumatic experiences and memories recur in the present to provide belated 
comprehension of the traumatic event (Caruth Trauma, Unclaimed Experience;  
Felman and Laub), repetition compulsion also facilitates the restoration of a prior 
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state of stability and cohesion (Freud). The working-through process involves 
acting-out of trauma through re-enactment and emulation of the past in the present 
(LaCapra). Through this process of repeated recall, it “bring[s] the [traumatized] 
subject [who has lost comprehension of a life-changing experience] back into 
significance” and aids in eventual healing (LaCapra 101). 

While trauma is conventionally experienced through repetition, recursion, and 
remembrance (Caruth, Trauma; Felman and Laub), scholars in the past decade 
have increasingly argued to broaden this scope of traumatic enquiry and introduce 
non-western understanding of traumatic suffering (Craps; Radstone). Stef Craps 
advocates to diversify the prospects of trauma studies to “take account of the 
specific social and historical contexts in which trauma narratives are produced and 
received, and be open and attentive to the diverse strategies of representation and 
resistance which these contexts invite and necessitate” (43). Likewise, Rosemary 
Sayigh criticizes the lack of attention on trauma (much of which is on-going) and 
its literary representation from the non-Western world, specifically the Middle 
East. This limited understanding of trauma, as the scholars have argued, entails 
the lack of scholarly attention towards other forms of coming to terms with 
extraordinary and extreme distress in different cultural contexts. Joshua Pederson 
insists that although trauma narratives predominantly portray its warping effect 
on the memory, such fiction can simultaneously “depict recovery, reconciliation 
and rehabilitation” (350). 

Drawing attention towards this possibility of positive and hopeful affect in trauma 
narratives, Irene Visser argues that trauma theory needs to “theorize not only 
melancholia, weakness and stasis but also the complete opposite dynamics of life-
affirming and activists process” (11). Interestingly, the convergence of young adult 
(or YA) fiction with trauma fiction enables this depiction of life-affirming processes 
of coping with trauma as YA fiction is also concerned with generating positive 
affect among its readers (Bullen et al.). However, existing scholarship insufficiently 
addresses the psychological and physical impact of war on young survivors despite 
such events occupying an overwhelmingly large part of modern lives (Westman). 
While scholars have engaged with the complexities of representing trauma for 
young readers (Bosmajian; Kidd; Kertzer; Baer), there exists a significant void in 
the knowledge of coping and working-through mechanisms of young survivors in 
warzones in contemporary war and trauma fiction. More recently, scholars have 
studied the possibility of coexistence of hope and horror in trauma narratives 
for young readers in non-Western settings, reflecting on alternate prospects of 
survival and resilience (Priyadarshini et al.; Priyadarshini and Sigroha; Saxena and 
Sigroha). This research contributes towards that end and seeks to reduce the gap 
in the current knowledge on trauma and survival strategies of young adults in non-
Western regions.
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INTERMEDIARY PHASE AND TRANSITIONAL OBJECTS

Tropes of YA fiction on war and trauma that highlight recuperation correspond to 
the developments within the field of trauma studies in psychology in the recent years 
due to the similarity in the stages of working-through trauma. The “classic archetypal 
pattern” in the modern YA novels like “separation from the tribe, a perilous journey, 
initial and final incorporation into the tribe” resembles the stages of mourning 
such as loss, repetition, denial, splitting of ego, and eventual reconciliation with 
the outside world, while working-through a traumatic experience (Nelms and 
Nelms 102). Several child psychoanalysts and contemporaries of Sigmund Freud, 
dissociating with his libidinal theory and seduction theory, contend that human 
relations and the desire to restore the earlier sense of peace and satisfaction in 
relationships is central (Basham and Dennis; Stevens). The theory of object-relations 
in psychoanalysis maintains “…in all interactions of the infant and child with the 
parental figures, what the infant internalizes is not an image or representation 
of the other (‘the object’), but the relationship between the self and the other…” 
(Kernberg 27). It implies that the image or the object is not of significance, rather 
how the subject relates with the loved object is of significance. 

Expanding on this view, this article employs transitional object theory by Donald 
W. Winnicott and Sandor Ferenczi’s “wise-baby” phenomenon, which prioritizes 
the relation between the object and the subject, and the intermediate experiences 
in order to work-through a traumatic occurrence, to highlight the manner in which 
children overcome distress in war fiction.

According to Winnicott in Playing and Reality, the relationship of the infant 
with the mother figure, who provides love and care, determines the development of 
the sense of reality within the child. Thumb or finger sucking or first stimulation in 
early stages and playing with dolls at a later stage become temporary engagements 
to overcome the trauma of infantile separation. He specifically draws attention 
to the fact that there is some other phenomenon at work here, other than “oral 
excitement and satisfaction” (Winnicott, Playing and Reality 2) as argued by Freud. 
This other phenomenon is an “intermediate area of experience between the thumb 
[an obsession during infantile stage] and the teddy bear [an obsession in the growing 
years of childhood]” (2) or a comfort blanket. He terms this “intermediate area of 
experience” as transitional phenomenon and the object involved in the process 
is known as transitional object, which provides a sense of security in distress, 
thus soothing the traumatized subject. In “The Use of an Object,” Winnicott 
illustrates this phenomenon in a two-step process: “subject relates to object” which 
is followed by the step where the “subject destroys the object,” implying that the 
distressed subject no longer depends on the transitional object since it reaches a 
reconciliation with the outside environment, subsequently enforcing the process 
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of working-through trauma (713). This transitional object is not just symbolic but 
also a substitute for the original experience. A form of “cathexis” takes place during 
the object-relation process, which makes the otherwise obsolete object meaningful. 
During this process “[…] something of the subject is found in the object, though 
enriched by feeling” (Winnicott, Playing and Reality 117–18). Along the same vein, 
James Jones argues, “the child invests physical things with private meanings and 
does so in a psychological space that evokes the earliest experiences of intimacy” 
(122). It implies that the transitional object replicates the intimacy, which the child 
shares with his or her mother, thus making the object a “soother.” However, the 
object used during this transitional phenomenon must be a part of the shared 
reality; it should not be an outside projection (Winnicott, Playing and Reality). In 
simpler words, the transitional object becomes an object from the past that the child 
keeps when embarking on the uncertainty of the future. This object from the past 
provides pleasure and comfort during the period of transition and transformation 
from childhood to adolescence by reminding of the pleasurable times from the past. 
This dependence on the transitional object and the significance of the transitional 
phenomena in the consequent healing of the child depicts the liminal childhood in 
war zones and the struggle to survive. 

The object utilized from the surroundings in the liminal or the intermediary 
phase of working-through can be material in nature (Winnicott), or just a state of 
consciousness (Jones), which soothes the distressed child and alleviates the pain 
and suffering. This article evaluates some of the commonly occurring objects and 
occurrences in the novel such as a mystic doll, the spectral visions of the dead 
brother, miraculous appearance of helping aids in the characters of Alexia and 
Jamila, as well as the phenomenal intervention of destiny–in the disguise of the 
narrator–to study the liminal childhood and survival in war zones. Accordingly, it 
is divided in three sections to thematically examine the symbolic role that the physical 
objects and the metaphysical elements in the novel perform to alleviate distress.

DOLL: THE “TEDDY BEAR” SUBSTITUTE

Within the novel A Land of Permanent Goodbyes, the distressed siblings Tareq and 
Susan flee the war in search of safety and peace. However, they do not complete 
this journey alone; they are accompanied by the memories from the past, as well 
as the objects, which become their refuge until they find shelter. The siblings are 
in shock due to the bomb that fell upon their apartment in Syria and and resulted 
in the loss of family members as well as their house; Susan peculiarly holds on to 
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a doll in the aftermath of the tragedy. The narrator establishes the doll’s presence 
as a liminal object, just like the child, who “survived the bombardment that killed 
more than two dozen men, women and children […] Susan’s first smile after the air 
strike came when he handed her the doll, and she hadn’t let go of it since” (Abawi 
29). This doll, she insists, is in fact her dead sister Farrah, whom she lost during the 
bombing; “‘Farrah–her name is now Farrah. She’s my sister. I can talk to her and 
watch Tom and Jerry with her.’ Susan picked up her doll and gave it a kiss” (Abawi 
40). Looking at the emotional connection that Susan forms with the doll to alleviate 
her loneliness and trauma as well as sustain her relationship with her lost family, 

Tareq swallowed a painful serrated gulp of emotions. ”She is pretty like Farrah was.” He 
forced a smile. 

“Different pretty, but yes.”  Susan examined the barrel-bomb-stained toy in her hands. 
The teardrop in the corner of her eye didn’t go unnoticed by her big brother. He kissed 
her bubble cheek and enveloped her warm little hand in his […]. (Abawi  40) 

The doll accompanies her throughout the expedition, substituting the lost comfort 
and relative safety that her family offered. Transitional object and transitional 
phenomena focus on the first individuation process–the separation between the 
infant and the mother–or in scientific terms, the first traumatic encounter for the 
infant (Winnicott, Playing and Reality). The transitional object substitutes and 
symbolizes the relationship of the infant to the mother or the ”good-enough” mother 
figure, who provides protection and security to the child after the individuation 
process and the absence of the mother (Winnicott, Playing and Reality). They help 
the child cope or offer a defense from anxiety and fear. For a young girl like Susan, 
who is estranged from her family in the war, the doll becomes a transitional object 
which she uses to overcome distress to carry on with her life. 

In the novel, Susan transfers the memory of her experiences with her sister, 
Farrah, to the doll that consequently makes it dearer to her. This memory of comfort, 
peace, and joy palliates her grief and provides her the strength to work-through the 
traumatic separation from her loved ones and her home. The narrator indicates 
that the doll “is a connection to a life she will barely remember […] but the feelings 
of tenderness and love will forever be encapsulated in that ragged and tattered doll” 
(Abawi 29). Winnicott in Playing and Reality insists that the teddy bear, the comfort 
blanket, or the doll in the present context, archetypes of a transitional object, should 
each be seen more as a “soother” than as a comforter, since its aim is to lessen the 
anxiety like a sedative. With the help of this object, Susan can move easily from one 
stage of mourning to another as the object provides an effective adaptive system, or 
a “good-enough” mother (Winnicott, Playing and Reality), whose task is to smooth 
the transition from one phase to another. This peculiar attachment with the doll is 
not unique to Susan. George Eisen argues that “with the dwindling opportunities 
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for play and new toys, an emotional attachment between children and their toys 
evolved with an intensity that surprised even the parents” (74). This extraordinary 
attachment with the toy or the doll is part of the internal mechanism of the child, 
or the liminal phase, under the harrowing circumstances that assists the child in 
dealing with the stress and adapt to the changed reality. Thus, Susan’s doll becomes 
a transitional object that performs the role of a good-enough mother by the process 
of transference of the memories. It provides Susan the symbolic and substituted 
love and care that she requires to confront the present and cope with the harrowing 
reality of loss and separation. Consequently, as George Johnson posits in Mourning 
and Mysticism in First World War Literature and Beyond: Grappling with Ghosts, 
the symbolic play by the transitional object fills the loss of the loved ones with an 
earthly or other-worldly object, which comforts the traumatised victim upon its 
painful separation. 

However, since the doll embodies the role of “good-enough mother,” as 
highlighted by the narrator, it eventually loses its significance in Susan’s life 
when she learns to thrive in the present. Jocelyn van Tuyl  in “Dolls in Holocaust 
Children’s Literature” argues that toys in war fiction “often exist in order to be 
lost, or to symbolize or compensate for larger losses: the disappearance of home, 
country, and childhood; the violation of bodily integrity; the loss of loved ones or 
parts of a child’s divided psyche” (24). The journey of the toy with the distressed 
child through the war and the harrowing escape becomes a symbol of survival as 
the two “develop a mutual support” (Tuyl 26). This journey of the toy between the 
thresholds of life and death thus embodies the liminal childhood in war zones. Tuyl 
highlights that “liminal, non-living dolls are juxtaposed with liminal, living children 
[in Holocaust literature] who are in constant danger of death” (27). Carrying this 
allusion in the context of the Syrian War in the novel, the doll turns into a stepping-
stone in Susan’s “intermediate area of experience” between the turbulent present 
and the hopeful future. She talks to the doll when her father and brother decide to 
leave Syria, since she embodies the pleasurable experiences of her past life in Syria, 
soothing her as she transitions to the future. She, in fact, insists that Farrah, the 
doll, as well as other dead family members, will accompany them in their voyage 
away from Syria “because they’re all here” (Abawi 44). The trauma of a young child 
like Susan in the war is immeasurable as the child loses the loving family as well as 
the comforting environment necessary for healthy growth and development. Such 
instances in the novel highlight that the child creates an illusionary companion in 
the objects at their disposal to comprehend the reality and cope with such grave 
tragedy. These manifestations temporarily provide the distressed child the required 
environment to come to terms with the troubled present and work-through the 
trauma.
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Moreover, as the refugees travel to Greece, they closely cling on to every bit of 
hope they have in their possession. Travelling a little further from the shore, the 
boat begins to rock and struggles to remain afloat in the sea. The passengers decide 
to lose some of their possessions to reduce the weight of the boat and make it 
move faster. While several passengers take out the testimonial objects from their 
past, and drop their personal belongings to the sea, “like a payment to Poseidon 
as they tumbled through his world” (Abawi 172), many others make the difficult 
choice of preserving some valuables over others, keeping their testimonial objects 
close to their bodies or holding them in their hand to calm their nerves. One of the 
couples takes out a baby blanket, one of their last few holdings from the past life 
and tucks it as safe as possible during those tumultuous moments. It entails the 
role the blanket plays in their life even as adults, a kind of “soother” in adversity. 
Jamila, an Afghan refugee and Tareq’s companion in distress on the boat, similarly 
keeps an embroidered handkerchief, which her mother gave her, and tucks it in 
her bra as she tosses the rest of her belongings into the sea. The handkerchief is 
a memorial of her past life, her mother’s memories, and the commemorations 
of her life in Afghanistan. These memories comfort her in distress and provide a 
metaphorical shield to defend her against the looming threat to life. Acknowledging 
the significance of such possessions in perplexing times, Tareq asks Susan to hold 
on to her doll as well, figurative of her sister, which nurtures her and grants her 
an allegorical safe haven against the disturbing reality. The journey from Turkey 
to Greece thus symbolically depicts the transition from a familiar sphere of life to 
an uncharted territory, whereas the harrowing experiences at sea represent the 
crippling anxiety and fear which the traumatized subjects undergo in this process. 
The characters, in this manner, employ transitional objects such as blankets, 
handkerchief, and doll to overcome misery, receive comfort in their upsetting 
experiences, and consequently heal. Thus, transitional objects play a crucial role in 
the movement from one phase of life to another for anguished survivors. 

Further, as they land in Greece, scared and shivering after their near-drowning 
experience at the sea, Susan loses consciousness briefly and calls out for her doll as 
soon as she regains consciousness: “‘Farrah?’ she said, her smile beginning to fade” 
(Abawi 204). Tareq offers the doll to Susan, “which was still drenched, bringing back 
joy in his sister’s face” (204). This sentimental exchange highlights the importance 
of a transitional object, the doll, in Susan’s life. It implies that the distressed child 
could manage herself during the stressful event only with the help of the doll, which 
became her constant source of comfort and intimacy, her sanctuary throughout the 
experience. Studies suggest that the need for a transitional object arises when the 
subject encounters a life-threatening event or undergoes a separation from loved 
ones or loved objects, reiterating the infantile separation (Winnicott, “The Use of 
an Object”; Playing and Reality; Hirsch, “The Body as a Transitional Object”). Thus, 
the voyage establishes the dependence on a transitional object as an alleviating 
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process for the child in distress as it bridges the gap between the familiar and the 
unfamiliar realms by creating an “intermediate area of experience” (Winnicott, 
Playing and Reality). This intermediate area gradually helps the child loosen its ties 
with the past and form new associations in the present. 

Evidently, clinging on to objects from the past does not imply regression due 
to trauma, rather a form of progression towards restitution and recovery. In the 
epilogue, the author divulges that the siblings secured a safe haven. Susan started 
her education in a school in Germany and “Farrah, the doll, no longer came with 
her everywhere–but it still brought her comfort in the night” (Abawi 271). It 
depicts that the doll is a symbol of healthy development of the traumatized child 
as it occupies a desirable stage in the process of mourning and working-through 
distress. The transitional objects used in such instances, as a result, absorb the 
anxiety and depression pulping within the shocked subject similar to a teddy bear 
in Winnicott’s theory (Playing and Reality). Moreover, it provides both emotional 
and physical sense of security, like a comfort blanket, needed to make the transition 
in life. In this manner, a distressed Susan and her doll, along with the glimpses of 
the prized possessions of other characters in the novel, metaphorically depict the 
passage of survival of numerous traumatized children who hold on to objects from 
the past as they anxiously move towards an uncertain and discomforting future. 
Consequently, they entail a necessary route, which enables a peaceful transition 
from the comfort of familial ties to a disrupted future with scattered and strange 
relations in the world, an essential process in the rite of passage of the traumatized 
child.

THE SPECTRAL AS A GUARDIAN ANGEL

While the novel depicts some obvious physical objects that aid in the characters’ 
survival through the harrowing journey, it also portrays some uncommon 
metaphysical elements that covertly assist the characters in their liminal period. 
The myth of the appearance of the dead afterlife is an age-old belief in the Arab 
culture (Homerin; Gasimova). Ancient Arabs believed that the spirit of the dead 

“could return to this world in a nonhuman form to demand expiation for a neglected 
matter” (Homerin 168). In the cultural belief, they either reappear to haunt others if 
the dead person’s vengeance has not been taken (Homerin) or to act as companions 
such as the guiding spirit for the Bedouins in their long and lonely journey in the 
vast desert (Homerin; Elnaili). In A Land of Permanent Goodbyes, the specter of 
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the dead brother, Salim, frequents Tareq and accompanies him on his journey to 
refuge from “beyond.” 

The moment of the resurrection of Salim’s vision in the novel is striking since it 
appears during the crucial juncture when Tareq struggles with the guilt of leaving 
his dead family members as well as his country behind, as he prepares to cross 
the border to Turkey in search of safety. As Tareq embarks anxiously, Salim’s 
visions become a heavenly reassurance that he will not be alone. The visions form 
a bridge between the familiar turf of the past and the unfamiliar land of the future, 
both literally and metaphorically. The specter maintains this role symbolically by 
continuing the friendly and cheerful disposition that the two brothers enjoyed in 
the past, hence lifting Tareq’s spirits every time he is aggrieved. Tareq flinches at 
the thought of abandoning his family in Syria and permanently saying goodbye to 
his homeland, but the spectral image of his brother helps him maintain his calm 
and motivates him to continue his journey. It commands him, “[y]ou have to [keep 
moving forward] […] Think of Susan. You couldn’t save us, but you have to try and 
save her […] and Baba” (Abawi 79). It further maintains that it is no good looking 
out for the dead, “[…] what can you do for the dead?” and “This isn’t your time to 
die […]” (79). In this liminal phase, a form of “traumatic progression” takes place 
that corresponds with the “wise baby” phenomenon or a “guardian angel,” argued 
by Sandor Ferenczi in his psychoanalytical work Clinical Diary (Dimitrijević et 
al.). His psychoanalytic theories on object-relation influenced the development of 
a theory on traumatic progression which is essentially a dissociative stage where 
the transference of trauma and memory takes place during the mourning process 
(Dimitrijević et al.). 

To survive the harrowing journey, Tareq’s consciousness creates a transitional 
object in the image of his brother, Salim, which provides him the comfort and 
reassurance to persevere. According to Ferenczi, the psyche of the subject is split 
and one of its parts takes the position of the “wise baby,” who keeps a vigil of the 
impending threats and protects the traumatized subject from any further harm from 
the external environment. This process later guides in the stage of “identification 
with the aggressor” when the distressed child identifies with the assailant in order 
to comprehend the attack that took place earlier, besides preparing the psyche 
for any further attack (Leys; Dimitrijević et al.). This split part of the psyche is a 
state of consciousness, charged with the memories from the past to soothe the 
transition to the future. Mikael Landmark argues that the underlying mechanism 
in the creation of the transitional object is that “the child transfers some of the 
experienced security from the mother to an object that the child can fully control” 
during the process of separation(64). Expanding on the theory of transitional 
objects, James Jones further maintains that it is not only the objects, which can 
be charged with subjective significance; instead, the state of consciousness can 
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also be charged with human significance. Since the state of consciousness is an 
intermediary state between the objective reality and the subjective experience, it is 
characteristically similar to the “intermediate area of experience” which Winnicott 
assigns to the transitional object (Winnicott, Playing and Reality 2),. Hence, the 
state of consciousness, too,  becomes an aid in the process of coping through its 
embodied role in the transition phenomenon. The spectral vision of Salim is thus 
a manifestation of Tareq’s state of consciousness, charged with the significance 
of comfort and guidance, a transitional object modeled to cope with distress. The 
vision performs its role to aid the protagonist through its presence and company in 
the lonely journey of his expatriation. Moreover, the specters’ command to move 
forward in the journey literally should be seen as the transitional object symbolically 
assisting the distressed subject to move ahead from the current stage of mourning 
towards the stage of working-though the trauma by actively participating in the 
process of completing the journey.

The unearthly vision alleviates depressive anxiety within Tareq by creating a 
symbolic play of being present in the living world. This symbolic play comes to the 
fore when Salim’s specter reappears during Tareq’s voyage across the Mediterranean 
Sea to Europe and makes efforts to lift the latter’s spirits playfully by challenging 
him to race across the sea. Its presence signals the intervention of the rational and 
the reason through the unworldly when desperation and helplessness clouds one’s 
ability to think sanely. The phenomenon of the “wise baby” is a survival mechanism, 

“entirely different from that of repression … [In this process], the intelligence of the 
child behaves […] as ‘another’ person (a split part) that comes forward to help a 
mortally wounded child” (Cabré 129). Ferenczi argues that 

At moments of dire need a guardian angel emerges within us, as it were, who is able to 
make use of our physical strength to a far greater extent than we would be able to under 
normal circumstances. It is “guardian angel … shaped from parts of one’s own psychic 
personality, probably consisting of parts of the affect of self-preservation” and takes the 
place of a non-existent exterior help. (qtd. in Cabré 131)    

It implies that the vision of the dead brother, which appears almost supernatural, is 
in fact the dissociative stage of splitting of ego in the process of working-through 
trauma, where the wiser part of the traumatized subject splits and forms the image 
of a guardian angel, providing protection and care, wisdom, and strength through 
its maturity. The spectral vision of Salim, which looks hallucinatory and conveys 
a fixation in the past, in reality, reflects the process of traumatic progression. In 
this manner, stages of mourning form a progression, where a part of the split ego 
of the distressed subject is mature ahead of the development stage of the child 
in order to safeguard the subject. Such traumatic progression thus assists the 
anguished child in working-through the harrowing experiences with the help of 



Priyadarshini & Sigroha / Liminal Childhood� 160

Kritika Kultura 45 (2024): 160–169� © Ateneo de Manila University

<https://archium.ateneo.edu/kk>

a borrowed maturity from his later stage of development during the childhood 
years (Meszaros). Consequently, the distressed child is protected from any further 
harm and is supported towards a healthy development through an unconscious 
manipulation of the psyche. 

It becomes evident, hence, that the traumatized subject not only utilizes the 
external objects to work-through the traumatic separation, but also deploys 
internal and other-worldly elements to work-through the distress and survive 
horrifying conditions in war. The visions of Salim do not return after Tareq reaches 
Greece, which signifies that the transition is complete. Later, in the Epilogue, the 
author reveals that Tareq’s dead brother reappears alive and reunites with the 
family after surviving a near-death experience with Daesh in Syria; “the brother 
God had given back to him” (Abawi 270). His reappearance in their lives implies 
the cessation of their tribulations as they re-start their lives in Germany as refugees. 
With the support of the relations formed between the entities within the subjective 
experience and outside of it, the distressed youth in the novel thus learn to 
complete their transition literally from their homeland to a foreign turf, as well as 
symbolically from the known love, comfort, and security of family in the past to the 
unfamiliar and unaccustomed future. 

DESTINY: AN “INTERMEDIATE AREA OF EXPERIENCE”

Besides the apparent transitional phenomena in the form of material objects and 
state of consciousness, the novel also has covert depictions of the phenomena. The 
position of “destiny” as the narrator in the novel is peculiar and invites attention. 
Since it is omniscient and possesses powers to transcend the boundaries of time 
and space, it does not occupy a place in either the subjective area of experience or 
the objective world. Therefore, it must occupy the liminal space in-between the two 
realms. Philosophically, destiny is perceived as a metaphysical entity (Sternberg; 
Saler), yet it is not given the stature of heavenly bodies or God (Dawson). According 
to Albert Friedlander, destiny is a force, which constantly pushes someone towards 
its fate. He further maintains that human is only at the mercy of a power “from 
above, through divine grace” to move forward in this direction (35). Such an 
understanding advocates that humans embody the subjective experience whereas 
the destined event is a part of the objective reality, and the forces that catalyze this 
transition occupy an indeterminate space. By the extension of this premise, “destiny” 
inhabits an “intermediate area of experience” which resembles the transitional 
objects as it mediates in-between the physical and the metaphysical world. The 
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narrator “destiny” is not physically present in the novel like the characters, yet it 
constitutes a significant part in the rite of passage of the protagonist since it helps 
the story as well as the characters move forward. It is thus a part of the shared 
reality of the characters, and should be seen as a transitional object. The narrator, 

“destiny,” maintains in the novel, 

Even when you stop believing in me or you start despising me, I will never abandon you. I 
see most of you as old friends. I enjoy when we encounter each other on happy occasions, 
I weep when the moments are harsh. (Abawi 3)

Such assertion of “destiny’s” character in the beginning of the novel implies that 
there is more to the role of the narrator besides narration. The reassurance that 
the “destiny” will perform the role of a companion in times of distress entails that 
it is a projection of the unconsciousness of the psyche, which has come to rescue 
the distressed subject through alternative paths. Such projection arises from 
the dissociative stage in the mourning process, according to Ferenczi, where the 

“fragmented ego becomes a kind of attenuated matter capable of telepathically and 
clairvoyantly traversing space and time” (qtd. in Leys 148, footnote 31). It implies 
that a part of the dissociated psyche transforms into an almost metaphysical 
entity, which can transcend the limitations of time and space, and freely move in 
the intermediary realms. An extension of Ferenczi’s conception of the wise baby 
phenomena during the splitting of the ego within the psyche situates “destiny” in 
the novel as a transitional object, since it mitigates the torment in the novel as well 
as paves the way ahead for the characters. 

Within the novel, “destiny” is familiar with the everyday affairs and daily events 
of Tareq’s family before and after the bomb blast, thus, acting as an overseeing 
guiding spirit for the protagonist and his family. Its presence in their life, which 
although it exists outside of the natural order of life, provides Tareq the security and 
comfort required to carry on in his journey. If the task of “destiny” is to “finalise the 
deed of those who paved their way around [it]” then it is indeed an aid manifested 
in the form of a metaphysical being in the novel to make the protagonist achieve 
his fate(Abawi 2),. It is an unconscious creation of the traumatized protagonist 
to protect him and guide him in his transition from a familiar turf to the alien 
territory as he matures. The narrator establishes its bias towards the protagonist at 
the beginning of the novel. It says, “I like Tareq. I always have. The night the fair-
haired boy came into the world, I swear I saw the moon smile” (Abawi 7). It entails 
that “destiny” is looking out for the protagonist; hence, it is Tareq’s guarding spirit. 
The narrator also speaks favorably of his family: “I truly cared for these people. 
They did everything right. They were making all the decisions that would lead them 
to the happy-ending you all dream of” (Abawi 9). Such declaration confirms that 
the “destiny” is certainly a benevolent force working in favor of Tareq, safeguarding 
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him from threats in the outside world. As discussed earlier, a transitional object 
like a teddy bear or a comfort blanket essentially allows the distressed child to 
progress through the anxious space between the infantile stage and childhood 

—or childhood and adulthood—by providing a protective environment to grow 
(Winnicott Playing and Reality). Similarly, here the “destiny” empowers the 
protagonist to take on this rite of passage and work-through his suffering under its 
careful vigilance and guidance.  

Since “destiny” occupies an intermediate space between life and beyond life, it is 
safe to argue that the strength of destiny’s force manipulates the order of the events 
in the world to make the characters realize their fate. Such a discussion, however,  
brings up the epistemological question of fate as causality or a predestined 
occurrence (Stoneman). Following this stream of thought that fate is indeed realized 
by a causal force (Stoneman), “destiny” in the novel assumes the position of the 
great designer of the course of life of an individual, the reason for the occurrence 
of the events in the life-journey. This allusion is implicitly present through the 
characterization of narrator as “destiny,” reinforcing the idea that all the events that 
take place within the novel denote the outcome of  “destiny’s” grand scheme. The 
narrator declares in the beginning, “You were born to die. But in between, you are 
meant to live” (Abawi 3). Such premonition implies that although the fate for all 
human beings is common and predetermined, what happens in between is actively 
shaped by consequences of the actions of the human beings (Abawi). The narrator, 

“destiny,” proclaims that it is concerned with what happens along the way to reach 
the end of life and is indeed a force which meets us “time and again” (Abawi 3), 
consciously or unconsciously. It announces its liminal position as an expression of 
the psyche of the characters by asserting, “Your world controls me, I do not control 
you” (Abawi 3). Within the “wise baby” phenomenon, the child turns inwards to 
its own emotional state and the tools at its disposal in the psyche to protect itself 
from threats from the external environment (Cabré). Such inversion occurs due 
to the loss of trust, pain, and suffering from the harrowing experiences. In such 
circumstances, it appears that the child trusts only his conscience to safeguard 
him from any anticipated danger and simultaneously assist in working-through the 
distress (Cabré; Leys). “Destiny’s” proclamation hence confirms that it is indeed 
brought into force to allay the affliction and support the anguished characters to 
survive the ordeal.

The “destiny”in the novel thus performs the transitional phenomenon through 
the liminal space it occupies, which acts as a constant guarding angel throughout 
the journey, protecting the characters from any un/anticipated threat by the 
means of the “helpers” in the novel. Thus, the “destiny” embodies an unconscious 
transference of fears and anxieties of the distressed characters in their intermediate 
area of experience between the familiar sphere of life in the past and the unfamiliar 
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turf in the future, and catalyzes their working-through process. Its shared reality 
with the characters, in psychological as well as metaphysical terms, enables a surmise 
of its position as a transitional phenomenon, created by the unconsciousness of the 
character’s psyche in the face of adversity. 

The novel depicts the way “destiny” tacitly assists Tareq by means of “helpers” 
in the novel, and thus enables him to tread several life-threatening instances. One 
such occurrence is the meeting with the spirits of the dead in the sea who share a 
relatable journey with the protagonist, but who, however, had met a different end. 
As Tareq and his sister embark on the voyage from Turkey to Greece across the 
Mediterranean Sea, they encounter many setbacks, but they seek comfort from 
the ghosts of the people who died at sea earlier. In this episode, Tareq pleads with 
ghosts thus, “Please help us […] I know it’s not fair that you didn’t make it. But 
please help” (Abawi 173). Following this, in the next moment, the fraught boat-
riders are relieved from their misery and they realize that they are being safeguarded 
by a guiding spirit. Through this conscious effort of seeking help during misery, 
the distressed subject engages in the creation of a transitional phenomenon that 
soothes the anxieties and fears during the crusade across the continents. The 
ethereal beings, here, once again come to rescue the traumatized characters in 
their intermediate area of experience, between the two lands as well as between 
life and death. The “helper” in this episode occupies the liminal space between 
the physical and the metaphysical world since it exists beyond life yet lingers in 
the living world. Seeking solace from such an entity reiterates the idea that the 
distressed youth trust the armor of the transitional object in their intermediate 
area of experience as they traverse different phases of life. Moreover, it reinforces 
the significance of “destiny” in the characters’ lives, whose “work is to finalise the 
deeds of those who have paved their way toward” it as the help arrives when the 
characters vulnerably seek it (Abawi 2).    

Along with assisting Tareq and helping him land at a safe place, the narrator, 
“destiny,” also ensures by means of the “helpers” that he and his family is taken care 
of in the foreign land. There is a premonition towards the beginning of Part II in 
the novel: “There was someone that Tareq had yet to meet. She’d been waiting 
for him in Europe” (Abawi 109). It seems like the metaphysical transitional object, 

“destiny,” has already placed a “helper” for Tareq, whom he meets upon his arrival 
in Europe, soothing the torturous journey of his exile from Syria. By introducing 
the character of Alexia here, “destiny” begins to unravel its divine plan for Tareq. 
She is introduced as a descendent of a survivor, daughter of “a Jewish refugee to 
the United States from Russia, and, her mother a descendant of immigrants from 
Greece” (Abawi 110). In his theory of transitional objects, Winnicott (Playing and 
Reality) emphasizes the need for the transitional object to have a shared reality with 
the distressed subject. Therefore, the background of Alexia and her inheritance of 
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the secondary experience of trauma makes the character relatable to the suffering 
protagonist, thus enabling him to utilize this character as a “transitional object” in 
his journey. Their shared experience of migration helps them connect as well as 
opens up the possibility for Tareq to manifest a metaphorical “comfort blanket” 
in Alexia, who constantly provides company and reassures the protagonist in 
Greece and thus, symbolizes the figure of a “guardian angel” in Tareq’s transition 
from Turkey to Germany. Since Greece is an intermediate stop between the origin 
and the final destination in this harrowing transition, Alexia’s company in Greece 
exemplifies the presence of the transitional object projected during this liminal 
phase between the spaces of familiarity and unfamiliarity. 

Besides Alexia, Tareq also meets two Afghan sisters, Jamila and Najiba, while 
preparing for his voyage across the sea in Part III of the novel. They continue to 
be with him and his sister during their time in the refugee camp in Greece. The 
siblings from Afghanistan share certain characteristics with Tareq. They are of the 
same age as he, fleeing a similar war and threat to life in their homeland: “We escape 
war. You too?” (Abawi 149). Both pairs of siblings lost families in war and embark 
on a voyage to a foreign land without any parental supervision, thus making them 
more relatable. Tareq recalls his knowledge of Afghanistan and the on-going war 
in his conversations with the sisters: “Yes, you have Taliban”; similarly, the sisters 
acknowledge the war in Syria and reply, “Yes, and you have Daesh” (Abawi 149). In 
this manner, the strangers share a connection with Tareq since all of them have 
experienced similar setbacks. The sisters’ narrative of displacement and exile from 
Afghanistan appears as a projection of Tareq and his family’s struggle in war and 
their expatriation. In this manner, the Afghan siblings who are factually not a part of 
Tareq’s life symbolically become a part of his life. This implicit connection between 
the pair of siblings enables the distressed protagonist to create a transitional object 
out of his new encounter. Since “solidarity, emotional and intellectual aid from a 
trusted person or people, all provide a chance to process, symbolise and integrate 
the traumatic experience” (Meszaros 119), Jamila and Najiba’s company palliates 
the misery of the terrifying journey for Tareq. The emotional companionship and 
aid from fellow refugees and migrants as well as the rescue personnel assist the 
traumatized protagonist to manage grief, and consequently support the process of 
working-through trauma and suffering. His journey reaffirms that talking as well 
as “sharing the traumatic experiences represent the first, important step in working 
through the trauma” (Meszaros 130). 

Besides, the narrator, “destiny,” acknowledges its role in providing protection and 
guidance to the traumatized victims as they journey across the sea, in its position 
as a transitional object. The narrator reveals, “A new chapter in their lives began 
the moment they set foot on that rubber boat. This is why I was there too” (Abawi 
172). It iterates that “destiny” is an overseeing force throughout Tareq’s journey, 
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cushioning him to survive the trauma. In fact, the sudden, almost miraculous, 
appearance of Alexia, Jamila, and Najiba is equal to a heavenly intervention, 
ensuring that the young refugees are not unaided in their journey on the other 
continent. The narrator, “destiny,” explicitly maintains that its efforts are directed 
towards the healing and recovery of the suffering characters in the novel, stressing 
that:

These people—the refugees or migrants or whatever you choose to call them—are fragile 
vessels, almost like eggshells, empty and isolated […] And just as a newborn baby is 
brought into the world quite the same, each vessel needs to be filled properly. When 
kindness, love and understanding are poured into them, a solid foundation is created, 
building sturdy citizens who can do wonders for those around them. (Abawi 271)   

The direct comparison of the refugees and migrants to infants who require the 
same warmth, protection, and care in order to mature from their suffering in the 
novel establishes that the traumatized characters make use of the local entities 
available to them as a transitional object to sustain themselves through this liminal 
phase in the war. 

As a result, the novel becomes a poetic depiction of humanity, of hunters and 
helpers who the characters in distress meet on the way to survival. The narrator 
asserts, “Some of the most beautiful parts of humanity are seen in strangers–as are 
some of the most vile. The helpers and the hunters […] Helpers come in many forms. 
As do the hunters” (Abawi 180). Through the story of Tareq and his family’s exile 
due to war and search for refuge in a foreign territory, the novel reveals the face of 
humanity philosophically. Through the assistance of these entities throughout the 
journey from fleeing war in Syria to subsequently finding refuge in Germany, the 
young and distressed characters in the novel confront their reality and eventually 
work-through their trauma, and thus transition to the promise of a safer life and 
perhaps well-adjusted individuals. 

CONCLUSION

This study of the working-through process of young survivors in war zones 
through the lens of object-relations theory has depicted that children hinge to 
the environment around them to endure the liminal space between life and death. 
In this process, they interestingly hold on to physical and metaphysical entities 
such as the doll, spectral visions of the dead brother, and the narrator embodying 

“destiny,” among others, that occupy a similar liminal space and exist between the 
two extreme thresholds. The section-wise analysis of each of these elements in 
this article has established that distressed children like Tareq and Susan manifest 
comfort items that categorize under transitional objects to navigate through this 
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intermediate experience that follows the traumatic past and precedes the uncertain 
future. In the absence of a natural comforting environment, these children rely 
on these manifestations to persist and persevere. This conscious or unconscious 
dependence on these transitional objects to navigate through the frontiers of fear 
and hope has emerged thus as the working-through process in the novel, which has 
empowered the characters to determinedly carry on in their journey despite the 
harrowing circumstances. This article has evinced that as the objects subtly alleviate 
the emotional and psychological distress that the characters undergo during their 
expedition, they gain strength to confront the excruciating conditions and survive 
the ordeal. Lastly, this manner of exploring the liminal childhood in war zones has 
allowed a depiction of the lived experience of war to a young audience within the 
confines of the genre through the psychoanalytical processes of working-through. 
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