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Witnessing Without Knowing:  
Refugee Trauma in Onjali Q. Raúf ’s Boy at the Back of the Class

Marharyta Hordeieva

Abstract
Political and cultural developments in the twenty-first century have profoundly reshaped the thematic landscape 
of children’s literature. Experiences that were once considered unsuitable for young readers now find space for 
discussion. Among these are narratives of war, displacement, and forced migration, which raise ethical questions 
about how such experiences can be conveyed without overwhelming the child reader. This article examines Onjali 
Q. Raúf ’s Boy at the Back of the Class (2018) by shifting attention away from the direct representation of the 
refugee child’s inner experience toward the narrative position of the child narrator as a witness. Drawing on 
trauma theory (Anne Whitehead, Cathy Caruth), theories of child focalization (Maria Nikolajeva), postmemory 
(Marianne Hirsch), and studies of displacement (Madelaine Hron), as well as Judith Herman’s understanding of 
safety and solidarity, the analysis argues that refugee trauma in the novel is mediated through narrative distance, 
linguistic constraint, and fragmentary disclosure. Rather than tracing therapeutic healing, the novel foregrounds 
material conditions, social relationships, and collective action. From this perspective, Boy at the Back of the 
Class invites a reconsideration of the Bildungsroman by shifting attention from the refugee child to the ethical 
formation of the narrator as a witness.
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Introduction

In recent decades, children’s literature has increasingly engaged with narratives of war, displacement, 
and forced migration.1 Contemporary texts written for young audiences now address experiences 
that were once considered too complex or disturbing for children, including trauma, loss, and 
exile. Within this context, refugee narratives occupy a particularly sensitive position, as they have 
to balance ethical responsibility with narrative restraint and accessibility for a young audience.

Already in the late 1990s, Maria Nikolajeva observed that children’s literature had begun to 
move beyond simplified storytelling and engage with complex emotional and experiential material 
that had previously been considered unsuitable for young readers.2 This tendency has consequently 
become more visible in texts that respond to contemporary social and political realities, including 
war and displacement. The growing presence of trauma-related themes in children’s literature 
also raises questions about how such experiences can be presented without turning them into 
psychological case studies.

Trauma theory has long pointed out that traumatic experience does not easily take the 
form of clear or complete narration. Instead of being fully articulated, it often appears indirectly, 
through gaps, silences, and fragmentary forms. This understanding is central to Anne Whitehead’s 

1	 Madelaine Hron, “The Trauma of Displacement,” in Trauma and Literature, ed. J. Roger Kurtz (Cambridge University 
Press, 2018), 284.

2	 Maria Nikolajeva, Children’s Literature Comes of Age: Toward a New Aesthetic (Garland Publishing, 1996), 6.
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work on trauma and narrative, which provides a useful framework for considering how literature 
conveys experiences that cannot be fully explained. In the context of children’s literature, this 
issue is especially important, as such texts have to reference trauma without simplifying it or 
overwhelming young readers.

Boy at the Back of the Class (2018) by Onjali Q. Raúf provides a particularly clear example 
of this narrative approach. The novel is told by an unnamed child narrator and is set in a primary 
school in the United Kingdom, where the everyday routines of the classroom are disrupted by 
the arrival of Ahmet, a Syrian refugee. Importantly, Ahmet’s inner psychological life remains 
inaccessible. His experience is mainly communicated through observation, limited speech, and 
mediated disclosure. By withholding access to his interiority, the novel shifts attention away from 
trauma as an internal psychological state and toward the social and ethical conditions under which 
such experiences are witnessed and responded to.

Existing critical responses to Boy at the Back of the Class have often focused on its 
pedagogical value, its encouragement of empathy, and its role in raising awareness about refugee 
experiences among young readers. Recent studies, including the work of Miralles-Alberola and 
Soler-Pous, have highlighted the novel’s potential for ethical reflection and intercultural learning.3 
Comparatively little attention has been paid, however, to the narrative mediation of trauma in 
the novel and to the implications this has for genre. In particular, the ethical position of the child 
witness and the novel’s reworking of the Bildungsroman in the context of forced displacement 
remain underexplored. Rather than tracing the psychological recovery of the refugee child, the 
narrative follows the narrator’s gradual movement from naïve curiosity toward ethical responsibility.

This article argues that Boy at the Back of the Class represents refugee trauma not 
through psychological interiority, but through narrative mediation shaped by child focalization, 
ethical distance, and collective action. The analysis is grounded primarily in Anne Whitehead’s 
understanding of trauma as a problem of representation. It also draws on Cathy Caruth’s account 
of trauma as an experience that addresses the listener and demands a response without offering 
full understanding. An additional contextual framework is provided by more recent discussions of 
displacement and material insecurity in refugee narratives, particularly Madelaine Hron’s chapter 
“The Trauma of Displacement” in a volume edited by J. Roger Kurtz. Marianne Hirsch’s concept of 
postmemory informs the discussion of how the narrator engages with a past he has not personally 
experienced. Finally, Judith Herman’s work on trauma and recovery provides a framework for 
understanding solidarity and safety as relational processes rather than signs of healing.

The article is structured as follows. The following section examines how trauma is 
mediated at the narrative level through limited focalization, linguistic constraint, and fragmentary 
disclosure. The third section explores friendship and solidarity as narrative pathways to safety 
and ethical engagement, with an emphasis on collective action rather than individual recovery. 
Finally, the fourth section considers how the novel reworks the Bildungsroman by shifting the 
focus of development from the refugee child to the ethical formation of the narrator as a witness.

3	 Dolores Miralles-Alberola, and Concepción Soler-Pous, “Critical Literacy and Deep Reading in Teacher Education 
through the Novel The Boy at the Back of the Class,” Alfinge 36 (2024): 1.
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Trauma and Narrative Mediation

This section examines how trauma is presented in Boy at the Back of the Class by means of limited 
focalization and external observation by the unnamed child narrator. Instead of offering direct 
access to Ahmet’s inner psychological state, the novel treats trauma as a problem of representation. 
As Anne Whitehead notes, “the term ‘trauma fiction’ represents a paradox or contradiction: if 
trauma comprises an event or experience which overwhelms the individual and resists language 
or representation, how then can it be narrativised in fiction?”4 In Raúf ’s novel, trauma appears 
through fragments, silences, and indirect narrative signals rather than through explicit explanation. 
This approach is especially important in children’s literature, where complex and often unspoken 
experiences need to be conveyed in ways that young readers can understand.

From the outset, Ahmet is presented only through the observable behaviour noted by 
the narrator. His presence in the classroom is marked by physical withdrawal rather than by any 
psychological explanation: “In second period we had P.E. but the new boy didn’t join in; he sat in 
the corner staring at his rucksack, which was red with a black stripe on it and looked very dirty.”5 
The scene is described with visual detail, but without interpretation, as the narrator offers no insight 
into Ahmet’s motives or emotions. A similar narrative restraint characterizes Ahmet’s absence 
during break time: “We waited right next to the playground doors. But the new boy never came 
out. Tom even went to check the boys’ toilets because that’s where he had tried to hide on his first 
day when he didn’t know anyone, but there was no one there.”6 This mode of presentation reflects 
what Maria Nikolajeva identifies as child focalization. As she explains: “The described events are 
filtered through the mind of the character before they are presented to the reader. We as readers 
thus learn more about the characters’ feelings towards the events than about the events as such.”7 
The narrator can register what happens, but not fully grasp its meaning, which invites the reader 
to interpret Ahmet’s situation through these limited observations.

Within this restricted perspective, material objects take on particular narrative weight. 
Ahmet’s persistent attachment to his rucksack, repeatedly mentioned by the narrator, becomes 
one such focal point. Rather than being interpreted directly, the object invites associative meaning. 
It links the everyday space of the classroom to an absent past. This process can be understood 
through Marianne Hirsch’s concept of postmemory, which describes how individuals form 
emotional connections to traumatic experiences they did not live through themselves, often through 
fragments, images, and objects.8 By means of the rucksack, the narrator responds affectively to 
Ahmet’s history without fully knowing it, forming a mediated sense of loss and displacement that 
remains beyond his direct experience.

Ahmet’s reactions to external stimuli are also presented as observable actions rather than 
as psychological symptoms. When the narrator approaches him too loudly, “I think I must have 

4	 Anne Whitehead, Trauma Fiction (Edinburgh University Press, 2004), 3.
5	 Onjali Q. Raúf, Boy at the Back of the Class (Orion Children’s Books, 2018), 14.
6	 Raúf, Boy at the Back of the Class, 15.
7	 Nikolajeva, Children’s Literature Comes of Age, 100.
8	 Marianne Hirsch, The Generation of Postmemory: Writing and Visual Culture after the Holocaust (Columbia University 

Press, 2012), 5.
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spoken too loudly because the new boy took a step away from me as though he was frightened,”9 
the narrative records a physical response but does not explain its cause. Instead, the narrator links 
the moment to his own behaviour, which highlights the limits of understanding within the story. 
This mode of presentation reflects one of the key ideas in trauma theory when “trauma carries 
the force of a literality which renders it resistant to narrative structures and linear temporalities.”10 
Trauma emerges through indirect and delayed responses, as the narrative offers no direct access 
to Ahmet’s inner state. This distance between what is shown and what can be fully understood 
establishes an ethical gap. It prevents the reader from appropriating Ahmet’s experience, while 
still encouraging careful and attentive interpretation.

As the novel progresses, Ahmet’s past is disclosed through brief, factual statements and 
visual imagery rather than sustained narration. When he says, “But in Syria, there is big war,”11 
while pointing to drawings that show burning buildings and violence, the reality of war is conveyed 
through concrete images and minimal language. This is followed by a similarly understated account 
of physical hardship: “Then we walk long time… In lots of country. It was cold, and we sleep on 
floor. And then we stay in France.”12 These disclosures remain fragmentary and non-linear, reflecting 
a narrative mode that conveys overwhelming experience through gaps and discontinuity rather 
than through a full, coherent story.13 The simplicity of Ahmet’s speech should not be read, however, 
only as a sign of trauma. English is a new language for him, and the novel consistently presents his 
testimony under linguistic constraint. In this sense, the text allows for a double reading. The broken 
phrasing can reflect the limits of what can be said, but can also reflect the limits of what can be 
said in this language. As Hron notes in her discussion of displacement, “the language of the host 
society may not be transparent for immigrants or refugees.”14 By foregrounding cold, exhaustion, 
and insecure movement across borders, the novel remains focused on material conditions, allowing 
experience to be conveyed without psychological interpretation.

This emphasis on material conditions continues when Ahmet speaks about his present life. 
His language centres not on emotional reflection but on concrete signs of safety and connection: 
“Then I come here… and come to school. I like here… no bombs. It safe and I like new friends 
and teacher and play football.”15 The statement highlights the absence of immediate threat (“no 
bombs”) and the presence of social structures (“school,” “friends”) as markers of stability. This 
focus points less to inner healing and more to what trauma scholars identify as the foundational 
importance of external safety in contexts of displacement, where recovery is closely tied to the 
presence of secure environments and stable relationships.16

9	 Raúf, Boy at the Back of the Class, 20.
10	Whitehead, Trauma Fiction, 5.
11	Raúf, Boy at the Back of the Class, 107.
12	Raúf, Boy at the Back of the Class, 111.
13	Whitehead, Trauma Fiction, 82.
14	Hron, “The Trauma of Displacement,” 291.
15	Raúf, Boy at the Back of the Class, 112.
16	Hron, “The Trauma of Displacement,” 298.
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Taken together, these mediated expressions demonstrate that trauma in Boy at the Back 
of the Class emerges through observation, partial disclosure, and attention to what can be said, 
shown, or safely named within the limits of language and perspective.

Friendship and Solidarity as Narrative Pathways to Safety and Ethical  
Engagement

One of the central concerns of Boy at the Back of the Class is the role of friendship and solidarity 
in shaping a child’s response to forced displacement. When Ahmet arrives at school, he is isolated 
and withdrawn, yet the novel does not present peer relationships as a form of psychological 
healing. Instead, friendship is shown as a social space that counters isolation, allows trust to 
grow, and gradually opens the possibility of ethical engagement. Through the actions of the child 
narrator and his friends, the text presents solidarity as a condition of safety that makes trust and 
engagement possible.

From the very beginning, the narrator and his friends respond to Ahmet with curiosity 
rather than suspicion. Unlike some classmates, they do not read his silence as threatening but as  
a sign of loneliness. The narrator’s first step toward inclusion takes the form of a quiet internal 
decision:

I made a secret promise to myself right there and then that I would be friends with the new boy.  
I happened to have some lemon sherbets in my bag that morning and I thought I would try and give 
him one at break-time. And I would ask Josie and Tom and Michael if they would be his friends too.17 

This moment marks a shift from passive observation to active solidarity. Without claiming to 
understand Ahmet’s inner feelings, the narrator recognises loneliness as something that calls for 
a social response. Herman’s trauma framework helps clarify this dynamic by emphasising that 
trauma isolates individuals, while group belonging works to counter this isolation and restore  
a sense of shared humanity.18 In this context, friendship functions as an initial form of relational 
safety. It works against isolation but does not resolve trauma itself.

The narrator’s commitment continues through repeated, unobtrusive gestures of re
cognition. Rather than forcing interaction, he offers small and consistent signs of presence: “The 
next day, and the next day and the next day after that, I smiled at the new boy and gave him 
a friendly wink, just as often as I could.”19 These actions communicate reliability. In Herman’s 
terms, such forms of solidarity provide “the strongest antidote to traumatic experience,” because 
they interrupt the isolating effects of trauma.20 What the narrator offers here is companionship 
expressed through consistent presence.

17	Raúf, Boy at the Back of the Class, 12.
18	Judith Herman, Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence – from Domestic Abuse to Political Terror Basic Books, 

1992), 228.
19	Raúf, Boy at the Back of the Class, 22.
20	Herman, Trauma and Recovery, 228.
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As the friendship develops, Ahmet begins to respond in limited but observable ways.  
A key moment occurs when the children bring him gifts, including a pomegranate. The narrator 
describes the scene from the outside:

The new boy looked up, his arms full, and gave us each a happy nod. I could tell it was a happy nod 
and not just an ordinary nod because even though his mouth wasn’t smiling, his lion eyes looked 
happy. Ms Hemsi bent down and said something in a foreign language into the new boy’s ears. He 
nodded and then, looking up at us, said very slowly, “Thank ... you ... friends.”21 

Rather than presenting this moment as emotional healing, the narrative registers it as an early 
sign of trust forming within a safe social setting. Herman notes that the third stage of recovery 
involves “deepen[ing one’s] alliances with those whom [one] has learned to trust.”22 In the novel, 
this process is shown through meaningful actions and interactions.

Solidarity becomes more visible when Ahmet is targeted by Brendan-the-Bully. When 
Brendan provokes the incident involving the pomegranate, the narrator and his friends defend 
Ahmet in front of the teachers:

We tried to tell [Mrs. Sanders] and Mrs. Khan that the fight wasn’t Ahmet’s fault and that sometimes, 
hitting someone when they’re being horrible and taking something that’s yours away from you, can 
make you feel a hundred times better than just telling a teacher ever would.23

This moment complicates simple moral divisions. The children do not celebrate violence, but they 
understand the importance of resisting injustice. The focus remains on the collective response. 
From this perspective, solidarity and collective action can temporarily restore a sense of agency by 
situating the survivor within a shared framework of cooperation and support.24 In the novel, the 
children’s defence of Ahmet functions in this way, as a moment that enables social agency within 
a shared context of support.

Alongside these acts of solidarity, the novel traces the narrator’s ethical development. 
At first, he assumes that suffering must have a cause: “What did the refugees do to make the bad 
people want to hurt them?”25 This belief reflects a child’s naïve worldview. Over time, the narrator 
begins to understand displacement as an undeserved condition shaped by forces beyond individual 
control. This shift appears in his growing attention to Ahmet’s silences and losses: “Maybe he had 
been forced to leave behind lots of things that he loved most in the world.”26

The narrator’s curiosity gradually becomes focused on Ahmet as an individual rather than 
on refugees as an abstract group. His list of questions, for example, which includes where Ahmet 
fled from and how he travelled, structures both his own curiosity and that of the reader.27 These 
questions signal sustained attention and a growing sense of responsibility toward Ahmet’s story.

21	Raúf, Boy at the Back of the Class, 56.
22	Herman, Trauma and Recovery, 211.
23	Raúf, Boy at the Back of the Class, 98.
24	Herman, Trauma and Recovery, 222.
25	Raúf, Boy at the Back of the Class, 43.
26	Raúf, Boy at the Back of the Class, 44.
27	Raúf, Boy at the Back of the Class, 47.
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The clearest expression of ethical solidarity appears when the narrator and his friends 
decide to write to the Queen in the hope of reuniting Ahmet with his family. While the plan 
may seem unrealistic from an adult point of view, its narrative role is significant. The narrator’s 
determination is clear: “I was going to put the Greatest Idea in the World into action and help 
Ahmet find his family.”28 This moment marks a much higher level of development from empathy 
to action. Herman stresses the value of collective response in situations of trauma:

Restoration of the breach between the traumatized person and the community depends, first, upon 
public acknowledgment of the traumatic event and, second, upon some form of community action. 
Once it is publicly recognized that a person has been harmed, the community must take action to 
assign responsibility for the harm and to repair the injury. These two responses – recognition and 
restitution – are necessary to rebuild the survivor’s sense of order and justice.29 

Although the outcome does not fully undo what has been lost, the children’s initiative 
demonstrates the importance of acting against injustice rather than remaining passive. By presenting 
these actions through the narrator’s growing ethical awareness, Boy at the Back of the Class frames 
solidarity as a meaningful response to suffering that cannot be fully known. Friendship becomes 
a practice of responsibility and advocacy, allowing trauma to be acknowledged without being 
claimed or explained away.

The Bildungsroman and the Refugee Experience

The Bildungsroman traditionally presents the early formation of a young person and their gradual 
understanding of the world around them. Frow et al. explain that in its classic form the genre 
follows a young individual who “undergoes a process of education in the ways of the world such 
that he eventually becomes reconciled with it.”30 Contemporary variations of the Bildungsroman 
move away from inner psychological exploration and include forms of development shaped by 
wider social realities. As Šárka Bubíková argues, “the genre’s flexibility allowed for variations and 
modifications that ensured its contemporary viability in Anglo-American literatures.”31 This shift 
is apparent in Boy at the Back of the Class. The story does not focus on Ahmet as the central figure 
in the coming of age because his inner life remains inaccessible to the child observer. The novel 
instead presents the ethical growth of the unnamed boy narrator whose understanding changes 
as he witnesses the refugee experience.

As the novel progresses, the narrator begins to question the logic through which he 
previously understood the world. Early on, he assumes that harm must have a cause and that suffering 
is somehow deserved. This naïve framework collapses as he realises that Ahmet’s displacement 
cannot be explained through any moral reasoning he knows. His attempts to understand Ahmet’s 

28	Raúf, Boy at the Back of the Class, 144.
29	Herman, Trauma and Recovery, 83.
30	John Frow, Melissa Hardie, and Vanessa Smith, “The Bildungsroman: Form and Transformations,” Textual Practice 34, 

no. 12 (2020): 1905.
31	Šárka Bubíková, “The Literary Image of Man in the Process of Becoming: Variations of the Bildungsroman Genre in 

English and American Literature,” American & British Studies Annual 4 (2011): 116.
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past bring him into contact with a form of truth that exceeds his knowledge. As Cathy Caruth 
observes, trauma addresses the listener with “a voice that witnesses a truth that [he] cannot fully 
know.”32 The narrator finds himself in precisely this position. He becomes aware of a history that 
lies outside his experience and cannot be assimilated into his earlier logic. As Miralles-Alberola and 
Soler-Pous note in their analysis of Boy at the Back of the Class, the novel creates a space for ethical 
reflection by challenging stereotypes and encouraging readers to question their own assumptions 
about refugees.33 The narrator’s confusion thus marks the starting point of his ethical development 
rather than a failure of understanding.

This development is shaped by the narrative perspective through which the story is 
told. Since events are filtered through the limited understanding of a child narrator, the process 
of learning becomes visible within the narrative itself. As Maria Nikolajeva observes, children’s 
literature often operates through “two systems of codes, one addressed to the child, another 
addressed, often unconsciously, to the adult beside or behind the child.”34 The narrator remains 
innocent in his descriptions, while adult readers can recognise the broader social realities at 
work, including bureaucratic delay, xenophobic discourse, and media-driven fear. This layered 
perspective supports the Bildungsroman by making the narrator’s process of learning visible. The 
narrator’s limited understanding allows ethical growth to emerge gradually, through encounter, 
uncertainty, and response.

The narrator’s coming-of-age becomes more visible when he moves from curiosity to 
action. As his understanding grows, he begins to feel responsible for Ahmet’s well-being. Judith 
Herman observes that “The victim […] asks the bystander to share the burden of pain. The victim 
demands action, engagement, and remembering.”35 The narrator responds to this demand in his 
own way. He gathers his friends together and tries to comfort Ahmet. Later, he drafts plans and 
ultimately initiates a brave appeal to the Queen. As Caruth suggests, traumatic crises resist full 
understanding while simultaneously placing an ethical demand on the witness.36 In accepting this 
demand, the narrator acts beyond the bounds of typical childhood curiosity. His choices seem to 
be imperfect, courageous, and at times even impulsive, but they map out the ethical dimension of 
his Bildung, one grounded in solidarity rather than self-advancement.

As his understanding develops, the narrator begins to notice the limits of adult institutions 
and public systems. His efforts to help Ahmet bring him into contact with political structures and 
public narratives that operate beyond personal intention or kindness. In her discussion of the 
late and contemporary Bildungsroman, Bubíková notes, growing up increasingly takes place in  
a world shaped by impersonal institutions, where youthful agency becomes fragile and constrained.37 
Those in positions of authority shape how situations are explained and understood, influencing 
which stories are heard and which are ignored.38 In the novel, this becomes visible through media 
headlines and official responses that frame refugees in simplified and often misleading ways.

32	Cathy Caruth, Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History (Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996), 3.
33	Miralles-Alberola and Soler-Pous, “Critical Literacy,” 5.
34	Nikolajeva, Children’s Literature Comes of Age, 57.
35	Herman, Trauma and Recovery, 17.
36	Caruth, Unclaimed Experience, 5.
37	Bubíková, “The Literary Image of Man in the Process of Becoming,” 123.
38	Herman, Trauma and Recovery, 17.
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The text also encourages readers to question these representations by demonstrating 
how prejudice and fear are produced and repeated through everyday discourse.39 The narrator 
experiences this process directly as he observes how institutions respond to Ahmet’s situation. His 
disappointment, especially when he learns that even the Queen cannot solve everything, marks an 
important moment in his development. This is not a failure on his part, but a recognition of how 
the world works and where its limits lie.

Overall, these developments shift the meaning of the Bildungsroman in the novel. Frow 
et al. point out that although the genre originally centres on privileged European male figures, 
it can also offer a structure through which to understand “subjects structurally alienated from 
these forms of privilege and cognitive bias.”40 The narrator of Boy at the Back of the Class grows by 
engaging with the refugee crisis and by recognising his own position within it. 

This understanding of Bildung resonates with Bubíková’s observation that in contemporary 
versions of the genre, individual development is inseparable from historical context, so that the 
protagonist “emerges along with the world.”41 In this sense, the narrator’s coming-of-age unfolds 
through ethical awareness and social engagement, while psychological maturation develops 
alongside this process rather than in isolation. His development does not lead to reconciliation 
with the world, but to a growing awareness of injustice and a willingness to respond with care and 
action. Through this approach, the novel presents a contemporary form of the Bildungsroman in 
which a child matures by listening, reflecting, participating, and recognising the limits of what 
he can change.

Conclusion

This article has examined Boy at the Back of the Class as a novel that represents refugee trauma 
without giving direct access to the inner psychological life of the displaced child. Rather than 
focusing on Ahmet’s thoughts or emotions, the narrative presents trauma through observation, 
silence, fragmentary disclosure, and linguistic limitation. This approach shifts the focus away 
from psychological explanation and toward the narrative conditions under which trauma becomes 
visible, shared, and acknowledged.

The analysis has shown that trauma in the novel becomes readable through narrative 
restraint rather than through introspection. Ahmet’s experience is presented in partial forms, 
such as material objects, short factual statements, and physical reactions that remain open to 
interpretation. This mediated form avoids claiming full access to his suffering. It also encourages 
attention to what can be observed and acknowledged within the boundaries of language and 
perspective. Within this framework, friendship and solidarity function as narrative responses to 
uncertainty and limited knowledge. Repeated gestures of presence and collective action create 
a sense of safety and ethical involvement that is grounded in relationships rather than recovery.

39	Miralles-Alberola and Soler-Pous, “Critical Literacy,” 8.
40	Frow, Hardie, and Smith, “The Bildungsroman,” 1906.
41	Bubíková, “The Literary Image of Man in the Process of Becoming,” 127.
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Read within this framework, Boy at the Back of the Class reworks the Bildungsroman 
in a significant way. The process of development does not belong to the refugee child, but to the 
narrator, who learns to witness suffering without fully comprehending it. His coming-of-age is 
shaped by a gradual sense of ethical responsibility. The narrator’s movement from curiosity to 
action reflects a form of Bildung grounded in solidarity, limited knowledge, and a willingness to 
respond to injustice, even in the face of institutional constraints.

By focusing on narrative mediation rather than psychological representation, this article 
contributes to current discussions of trauma in children’s literature. It shows that refugee narratives 
do not need direct access to a character’s inner life to convey ethical meaning or pedagogical 
relevance. Instead, Boy at the Back of the Class offers a model of reading trauma through distance, 
partial disclosure, and collective involvement. Such an approach allows young readers to encounter 
displacement and suffering without turning them into simplified lessons or appropriated experiences, 
while still encouraging careful and responsible engagement.

This study has focused on a single novel as a case study, and its findings are therefore 
limited to the narrative strategies used by Raúf. Future research might extend this approach by 
comparing texts that provide direct psychological access to displaced child protagonists with 
those that rely on mediated forms of witnessing. Such comparisons may offer further insight into 
how contemporary children’s literature addresses the ethical challenges of representing trauma 
for young readers.
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