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Abstract   

This research addressed the knowledge gap that exists regarding the ways in which 
displacement processes impact on perceptions and experiences of Gender Based Violence 
(GBV) and the potential for tackling such violence. Using collaborative techniques between 
academics and refugee community partners to co-produce research, the research provided 
data about how displaced communities themselves experience and perceive GBV, and the 
potential collisions which exist between different gender norms, expectations and 
masculinities in this regard.  The project sought to improve the situation for displaced people 
within Iraqi Kurdistan Region (IKR) in particular, by sharing and translating co-produced 
knowledge and expertise regarding GBV of formally displaced people from within the Bristol 
refugee community with those currently displaced in IKR. While the focus was largely on 
women (as the group mainly impacted by GBV), we also engaged with men in the refugee 
communities to explore their experiences and perceptions of GBV and mechanisms for 
disrupting pathways to perpetration. 

 

This project brought together an inter-disciplinary team with academic and partner non-
governmental organisations in the Bristol refugee community and colleagues in IKR at the 
Gender and Violence Studies Centre, University of Sulaimani. The approach adopted in this 
research was that knowledge generation about gender-based violence, migration and conflict 
must arise from the experiences and knowledges of  these communities and that the most 
appropriate methodologies involve processes of co-production that place equal value on 
academic and community knowledge and expertise. 

  



 

 

Background  

  

In recent years, war, persecution, poverty and natural disasters have created the biggest refugee 
and forced displacement crisis in the world. In the Middle East, the war in Iraq, the civil war in 
Syria and the emergence of the Islamic State of Iraq and Levant (ISIS) led millions of people to 
flee their home, displaced in their own country or seek refuge in the neighbouring countries 
with many of them seeking to reach Europe with disastrous consequences. This process has 
affected women and men, shifted gender roles, and the representation of masculinity, 
impacting on gender relations within displaced and refugee communities.  Gender-based 
violence is a growing concern for thousands of women, girls and also men and boys affected by 
migration and displacement.   
  

The Economic and Social Research Council together with the Arts and Humanities Research 
Council have supported a new study on Gender-Based Violence and Displacement in the UK and 
in the Iraqi Kurdistan Region (IKR) as part of the Global Challenges Research Fund. The purpose 
of the research was to get a better understanding of the process of displacement and its impact 
on the experiences and perceptions of GBV along with the potential for disrupting pathways to 
perpetration.  
  

By using collaborative techniques between academics and refugee community partners, the 
research sought to co-produce data about how displaced communities experience and perceive 
GBV, involving both women and men. The project aims to disrupt GBV and to improve the 
situation of displaced people through dialogue, and through exchanging knowledge between 
refugees in the UK and displaced people in IKR.        
                           

The Bristol-based research team has been working with refugee and displaced communities in 

Bristol and in the Iraqi Kurdistan Region. In Bristol, the field work involved the team in working 

closely with Barton Hill Settlement and Ashley Community Housing, while in IKR, several 

partner organizations teamed up to conduct the field work, including the University of 

Sulaimaniya’s Gender and Violence Studies Centre (GVSC), along with the Democracy and 

Human Rights Development Centre (DHRD), the Heartland Alliance International (HAI) as well 

as the Public Aid Organization (PAO).  

 

 

Aims and objectives  

  

The research aimed to:  

• assess the nature and extent of GBV inside recently and previously displaced 

communities.  

• investigate how GBV is understood by displaced women and men.   

• coproduce knowledge that can engage different displaced communities in a dialogue 
about displacement, gender and violence.  

• identify the ways in which experiential knowledge from previously displaced people 

can be exchanged with and connected to those currently displaced.  



 

• explore how gender, as an intersecting identity category (together with race, religion, 

age, nationality and location), influences perceptions of GBV across the displacement 

journey.  

• produce findings/knowledge that will contribute to the disruption of GBV pathways for 
displaced communities.  

• provide data to support national and international interventions.   

      

  

Development phase (0-9 months)  
The development phase involved bringing together the expertise from the research team, 
academic advisors and various refugee community groups in both the Bristol and Iraqi 
Kurdistan Site.  Our objective was to develop safe and ethical ways to engage in the co-
productive creation of new knowledge which addresses how people incorporate sometimes 
competing ideas about gender and violence in terms of their place on the displacement 
journey, and in relation to a wide range of intersecting factors (such as race, gender, religion, 
nationality, location, sexuality, disability, age etc.).  
In both sites the collaborative nature of this process has meant that before concrete 
partnerships can be put in place, local organisations need information about what we plan to 
do and how their communities might benefit from involvement.  This meant that we 
introduced a number of planning meetings in both sites to develop a broadly collaborative 
outline of the planned events so that partners and community members were involved in that 
process.  The Bristol based team spent the first 6 months of the project in negotiations with 
community organisations.  Changes to services through mergers and funding cuts made this 
more difficult within the UK context.   
Within IKR, Nazand Begikhani made two site visits to the region to meet with potential 
collaborators.  This resulted in the engagement of three partners.  
 

Knowledge co-production (months 6-20)  
This took place in both sites and was much more diverse and dynamic than we had initially anticipated.  
There were two groups in Bristol.  One consisted of predominately Kurdish, and surrounding region, 
women, the other a group of men from predominately Somalia.  Both groups ran independently and 
took different routes to co-production.  The women’s group engaged two local community artists to 
help facilitate the process, the men’s group engaged a local writer, poet, artist who worked with the 
group to produce a poem about gender and displacement. 
In IKR, as outlined in this report below, there were a wide range of artists engaged with the different 
groups, musicians, artists, writers, actors etc.  
 

Knowledge Translation and Dissemination (months 18-24)  
A key part of the process of this project was the translation of coproduced knowledge across 
the different geographical sites, which also represents the translation of knowledge through 
the displacement process.   Communicating the ‘findings’, co-produced knowledges and 
potential artefacts, which emerge from the research was part of the process as opposed to a 
means to an end.  A number of events took place in take place in IKR, such as workshops with 
NGOs, public events to showcase the artworks and performances of the theatre and music projects.  
In the UK we held an event to bring the two teams together (although issues with visa refusals made 
this difficult).  This showcased all of the work across the two sites and brought the themes together.  



 

We also, in Bristol, held an event to discuss the themes which emerged in the men’s group, and other 
exhibitions were held to showcase the artwork produced. 

 

Ethical approval    

The project as a whole gained ethical approval from the ethics committee of the Faculty of 
Social Sciences and Law at the University of Bristol.  This was awarded in June 2017, following 
initial planning meetings in both sites to ascertain the range of methods deemed appropriate 
by the research participant communities.  Materials sent to the committee for consideration 
included different language flyers, leaflets, information sheets and consent forms.  It also 
included a research safety protocol, particularly relevant for work being conducted in IKR. 
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about the project  
 

 

HERE/THERE: To be a woman was 

commissioned by University of Bristol 

researchers Emma Williamson, Kurda Yar and 

Nadia Aghtaie as part of their research into 

gender-based violence and displacement.  

Artist Ellie Shipman and writer Sian Norris 

devised and facilitated the project which 

consisted of four creative workshops with a 

group of women who have experienced 

displacement mainly from Iraqi Kurdistan and 

Syria, resulting in the design of two fabrics and 

creation of two chairs, this newspaper and piece 

of short fiction.  

HERE / THERE: To be a woman revealed the 

tense in-between space the women, and many 

others, are living within. Moving from one 

patriarchy to another, existing in a temporary 

interim, the perception of HERE shifting in lived 

reality, the memory of THERE nostalgic under 

the smell of cloves. Family traditions are 

remembered and plump figs reached out for, 

only to find them dry, imported, drawn in two 

dimensions and black and white.  

 

 

 

This project explored this ‘/’ slash: the interim. 

The workshops attempted to create and reclaim 

an in-between space where we are all welcome, 

where we can be women together, sharing 

stories, triumphs and tribulations, laughter and 

tears.  

We made this space a place. A place where HERE 

and THERE exist concurrently. Where we 

explored the complexities of displacement, 

cultural identity, motherhood, careers, 

creativity, politics and war through poetry, 

scriptwriting, embroidery and mark-making.  

The fabric for the HERE chair and THERE 

cushions were inspired by and feature the 

women’s stories, poetry and illustrations. These 

fabrics were digitally printed and made into 

cushions for a Western stickback sofa and a 

Middle Eastern-inspired floor cushion set.  

The two HERE and THERE chairs are a pair, one 

alone without the other, both existing in time 

and space together. Both physical, functional 

objects to comfort, to nurture, to be used, to 

work hard, to be worn down, to be repaired, to 

hold  



 
  



 
  



 
 



 
  



 

  



 

 



 

  



 

 



 

 



 

  



 

  



 

  



 

 



   



   



 

Fabric designed by Ellie Shipman HERE Sponge illustration by Ellie Shipman,  

object from Taban  Words from the group  

 

 HERE chair  



 

THERE cushions 

The final THERE floor cushions were created using the THERE fabric, digitally designed and printed. 

The fabric features poetry and illustrations exploring being a woman in the women’s home 

countries.  
Fabric designed by Ellie Shipman 

Walnut and necklace illustratons by Kurda 
Walnut poem by KH 

Fig leaf and fruit illustration by Shula Fig poem by Taban  



 

Words and other poetry from the group 

 

short fiction 

Dubrayka Ugresic holds the map of a country that no longer exists and 

asks herself if her history no longer exists. 

Khazana holds the sequinned bag her mother gave her.  

Shula holds the clove beads her grandmother gave her.  

Taban holds the sponge high in her hand.  

*** 

Dubravka Ugresic says there are two types of refugees. 

Ones that carry photos with them. 

And ones that leave photos behind. 

*** 

{I’m paraphrasing} 

*** 

She climbed the fig tree in her family’s garden.  

In her memories it is always warm and dry. Not here where it is grey 

and cold and if the fig tree branches meant freedom there then here 

she’s caged. 

Sylvia Plath wrote about the fig tree in The Bell Jar. The tree appeared 

in a dream and each fig presented her with a different identity. In the 

dream, the figs all rotted and dropped from the tree. She had no time 

left to choose. 

She is offered three figs:  



 

A photo of herself in a  baseball cap, squinting through the camcorder 

lens. A photo of herself in a formal dress, winning her award. A photo of 

her hand holding up the sponge.  

*** 

“Cover their eyes now” 

The driver knew where the dead bodies were. 

For six days she lived in the basement. They dragged mattresses down 

the stairs, soaked in water and propped against walls and doors. 

Outside, the city sank under gas that rained down while. Beyond its 

borders, words rained  



 

  

Not counting descents.   

Not counting rain. 

Not counting snow.  

Not counting the child  

who was told to keep very quiet.  

*** 

 —Today I ask what do you want.  

Write a poem about what you want  

— 

She wants stables full of horses.  

Me too, I say. I always wanted a  { 

horse.}  

To ride a horse you need to keep  

your eyes open.  

*** 

The name of the town she once  

lived in is HEADLINE NEWS. 

  ~ was ~ 

The face in her charcoal drawing  

looks away. 

*** 

down on the UN about what  

exactly it would be right to do next.  

~ That argument still reigns now  

and my goodness, so much has  

happened in between ~ 

For six days she lived in the  

basement and in the moments  

when the city wasn’t sinking under  

gas she would go upstairs to play.  

For six days she lived in the  

basement and after the moment  

when the city was fully sunk under  

gas she was put into the car and  

the driver who, among his many  

skills, knew where the dead bodies  

were, told them when her eyes  

needed to be covered.  

— Today her daughter sleeps but  

when she opens her eyes we don’t  

cover them — 

*** 

It is 1,135 kilometres to the Turkish  

border from the region where she  

once lived.  

That is 705 miles. 

Not counting uphills. 



 

  

It’s men! It’s men, of course it is! 

  ~ every day, another abusive  

man’s name is reported in the  

news ~ 

And then there was this time… You  

too? Me too!  

We are collectively rolling our eyes.  

We are laughing because if there is  

one thing we all have in common,  

it’s the things men do.  

They don’t know no it’s that they  

don’t listen they do know they don’t  

listen or they pretend they don’t  

know because after all…  

*** 

We ran away because of what he  

did. I cried a lot. 

*** 

We had to leave because of what  

he was doing. Cover their eyes!  

Now! 

*** 

And when my brother came back  

from the mountains I felt myself  

loved again.  

*** 

I was not happy in my heart. 

*** 

Why is it possible for them and not  

for us? 

*** 

We only wanted to play outside. 

*** 

My head is in the sky and I know it  

is hard.  

*** 

My feet will not fix on this floor. 

*** 

I couldn’t go to my father’s funeral. 

*** 

I haven’t heard from my sisters. 

*** 

It doesn’t matter where we live or  

what we are, these are the things  

all women share. 

*** 

I am a lion! 

*** 

I cannot say it because… well, I  

can’t.  



 
  



 

 

Progress Report - Iraqi Kurdistan Region 

  

 

  
  

 

 Research Methodology  

  

As outlined above, the approach adopted in this research was that knowledge generation 

about gender-based violence, displacement and conflict must arise from the experiences and 

knowledge of these communities and that the most appropriate methodologies involved 

processes of co-production that place equal value on academic and community knowledge 

and expertise. We have used the skills of the research team, including community facilitators, 

artists and NGOs, using art, creative writing/poetry, music, photography, and more 

therapeutic techniques in order to explore participants' narratives of GBV and displacement. 

We had eight initial meetings and workshops at each site with female participants and two 

with men. The overall findings will be shared between the two sites to ensure that translation 

between them becomes a practical reality.   

  

Before the visits to IKR, project leader Nazand Begikhani had consulted the University of 

Sulaimaniya-based Gender and Violence Studies Centre (GVSC) as well as its NGO partners, 

including the Public Aid Organization (PAO), the Heartland Alliance International (HAI) and the 

Democracy and Human Right Development Centre (DHRD) along with other contacts in the  

Kurdistan Region. Furthermore, a thorough risk and security assessment in relation to 

recruitment and conducting research in the IKR had taken place with guidance from the FCO 

and the KRG authorities and UN agencies on the ground. Once in IKR, Nazand Begikhani was in 

regular contact with Project's PI Emma Williamson informing her about the daily progress of 

the project as well as on safety and security.  

 



 

 

  

Iraqi Kurdistan Region (IKR): Brief description  

  

  

The Iraqi Kurdistan Region is a semi-autonomous entity in Iraq. In comparison to the rest of 

Iraq, the Region is broadly at peace with a functioning civil society and active media groups. 

However, while the situation remains safe in Kurdistan, fundamental issues of security exist 

due to the geopolitical crisis and the general security situation in the wider Middle East, 

including the civil war in  

Syria, sectarian violence in Iraq and the ISIS offensives and its 

ongoing threats. During the second phase of the research, 

IKR went through yet another important challenge related to 

the independence referendum, 25 September 2017, which 

was initiated by the Kurdistan political presidency. Although 

the referendum went smoothly with 92% of the Kurdish 

population voting in favour of separation from Iraq, two 

weeks after the referendum, the Iraqi army attacked the 

Kurdistan Region and annexed  some of the liberated areas 

including some of Kirkuk and Mosul provinces. The 

population in these zones fled from the Iraqi army towards 

the Kurdistan Region, which found itself facing another 

refugee crisis with a population of 166 thousand gathering 

on the Erbil and Sulaimaniya borders1.   

  

  

Refugees and Displaced People in IKR  

  

Based on the Kurdistan Regional Government data  

(KRG), since the collapse of the Iraqi Ba'ath regime in 2003 up to the present day, about two 

million people took refuge in Kurdistan Region.2 They are mainly internally displaced persons 

fleeing sectarian violence and terrorist attacks in Southern and Central Iraq. In addition to the 

IDPs, the Kurdistan Region received a high number of transnational refugees, including  

250,000 people who fled the Syrian civil war since 2011, 16,000 from Turkey and nearly 8,000 

from Iranian Kurdistan3.   

  

According to the KRG official sources, the IDPs arrived in two waves in Kurdistan Region; the 

first wave consisted of 230,000 people who fled Southern and Central Iraq  after the collapse 

of the former regime. The second wave started to flee following the ISIS attacks on Mosul and 

                                                           
1 KRG Joint Crisis Coordination Centre (2017). http://jcc.gov.krd/ [Accessed July 2018].  
2 See KRG Joint Crisis Coordination Centre on http://jcc.gov.krd/[Accessed July 2018].  

3 KRG Migration office (June 4, 2017).   
   



 

Sinjar. The overall number of the second wave reached 1,672,000  people. These IDPs are from 

different backgrounds, including Yazidis, Shabaks, Christians, Turkomen and Sunni Arabs.  

  

While most of the former IDPs live outside the camps and share the KRG public services, the 

majority of the second group live inside refugee camps in the three Kurdish governorates of 

Erbil, Duhok and Sulaimaniya. The camps are jointly managed by the KRG and international 

organizations, including the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR).  

  

Our field work was conducted in five refugee camps in the three provinces including, 

ArbatArbat  camp for refugees and Ashti1 & 2 camps in Arbat district for IDPs in Sulaimaniya, 

Sharya camp for displaced Yazidis in Duhok and Shawes as well as Bahrka in Erbil.  

  

  
Field work in IKR  

  

Building networks, recruiting partners and setting up structures  

  

  
  

At the start of the research, project leader (PL) in IKR Nazand Begikhani made two visits to the 

Region with the aim of carrying out a needs assessment, recruiting partners, setting up 

structures, providing training, organizing informative meetings and planning the work 

program. By March 2017,  she had set up a well structured group on the ground, mapped the 

existing conditions and needs and planned a coherent work program. Upon her return, a 

contractual process with the UoB started.   

  

The research group consisted of:  

  

Dr Nashmeel Rasool (Research Assistant, HAI)  

Mr Ranjdar Sherzad (Research Associate, GVSC)  

Ms Talar Kamal (Field work leader at the DHRD)  



 

Ms Perez Satar (Field work leader at PAO)  

  

  

In addition, for the best coordination and in order to ensure that the research group received 

the logistic, psychological and emotional supports required in such a project, the PL conducted 

discussions with the head of each of the partner organizations inviting them to provide 

support and resources to the research group. Following these discussions a steering 

committee was set up involving, in addition to the above mentioned research group, Ms Talar 

Kamal, director of the  

GVSC, Mr Awat Muhammad, head of the  DHRD, Mr Hogir Chato, head of the  PAO and Mr  

Salah Sideeq country director of the HAI, have been involved in the research project. By the 

end of Spring 2017, the University of Bristol processed all the contracts with each of the 

organization in question, based on the ethical principles laid down by the UK and IKR's 

institutions. The steering committee and PL from Bristol used to meet regularly (often via 

skype) and oversaw the progress of the research throughout its different phases.   

  
  

During the first phase, PL Begikhani had four informative meetings with the research group 

and their centre directors, informing them about the research background, its aims and 

objectives, its ethical principles, as well as its innovative methodologies, focusing on co-

produced knowledge with members of refugee and displaced communities.   

  

The local team members were trained for a period of two days at the outset of the research 

project in IKR to ensure their familiarity with the study design, methodology and data 

collection techniques. Also, throughout the first phase, project leader Dr Nazand Begikhani 

accompanied the team members and provided additional trainings to ensure that the tools, 

methodologies and ethical principles were well-understood and appropriately used according 

to the research protocol.  The research group in IKR started the field work in Summer 2017.  

  



 

At the start of the field work, the team  produced a project information sheet which was 

printed in the form of a leaflet in the three languages (English, Kurdish and Arabic). The leaflet 

outlined the background of the project with a brief introduction highlighting the aims and 

methodologies involved with the names and logos of all the partner organisations. It was 

widely distributed by the team throughout the field work in IKR.  

  

   

Mapping out refugee and IDP conditions  

  

The local team visited the camps to map out the existing conditions of refugees and displaced 

communities in IKR. Following this process, we identified five refugee camps in the three main 

Iraqi Kurdish cities, that is Erbil, Duhok and Sulaimaniya. The selected camps represented all 

ethnic and religious groups as well as their status as IDPs and trans-border refugees coming 

mainly from Syria. In the Sulaimaniya governorate, the DHRD identified Arbat camp for 

refugees and Ashti1 & 2 in the Arbat district for the IDPs. In the Erbil and Duhok governorates, 

the PAO field work leader selected three camps, including Sharya (Duhok), Shawes and Bahrka 

(Erbil). It should be said, that our partner organizations had been involved in humanitarian 

work with refugees and IDPs in the camps - DHRD as well as PAO had even offices in some of 

the camps. This facilitated setting up networks and communication with officials and 

representatives of the camps, including the KRG and the UNHCR, paving the way to smoothing 

formalities to get permission and to establish direct contact with refugee and IDP community 

members. Also, given the credibility and innovative nature of the project, local officials as well 

as the UNHCR bureau responded positively to the team, provided them with logistic support 

and facilitated access to the sites and their meeting with the community members.  

  

Access to the camps and meeting community members  

  

Following formal meetings with representatives of the camps and administration team 

informing them about the project and ensuring their active support, between June to 

September 2017, community partners had eight meetings and several workshops with 

individual refugees and IDPs in each camp. Furthermore, in order to introduce the issue of 

gender and gender-based violence, the local team invited a lawyer, Muhammed Marouf,  and 

a psychologist, Nigar Kamal, to talk to the participants,  combining the issues with women's 

rights, KRG legal services and provisions to protect women from abuses and violence. The 

meetings and workshops were attended by a large number of women and some men. Children 

who accompanied their  mothers where provided with a venue with coloured pencil and 

copybooks,  and refreshment as well as a local team member looking after them. Overall, 130 

refugees and IDPs, including 98 women and 32 men participated in the meetings. Community 

facilitators had held eight meetings with the participants in each camp, six with women and 

two with men. The meetings were followed by five participatry workshops, which included 

some training, and lasted for the period of four to eight weeks, on a number of art projects 

selected by refugees and IDP participants (for more information on the art projects, see 

further down). As during the lifetime of the project in IKR, some of the IDPs and refugees 

moved around or returned to their hometowns, at the end and during the development of the 



 

art projects, the number was reduced (see art projects). The group age was from 17 years 

upwards4.   

  

In addition to the distribution of the project information sheets and the leaflets in the three 

languages, consent for participation in the meetings and workshops was obtained in written 

form, but also verbally, because some of the participants were illetrate. What is more, we 

obtaind consent from the group as well as the parents of the girls for participation in the art 

sessions/workshops. What is more, they gave us permission to use their artefacts either 

named or anonymously.  Among other information, participants were informed about the 

ethical principles and study guidelines, aims of the study, the academic institutions and 

organizations involved, sources of funding, and the voluntary, confidential, and anonymous 

nature of the discussions.   

  

The meetings and workshops were informal and participants were invited to talk about their 
displacement experiences, their journey, their existing condition in the camps, their position as 
women and men, their insight into gender and gender-based violence and how displacement 
affected their lives. In the beginning, the participants were shy and did not talk. Later, through 
a set of suggested questions sent by PL Begikhani, they became interactive, and started to talk 
about their daily lives, family issues, their sorrows and sufferings (see Appendix 2).   
  

  

The selected camps  

  

Sharya camp: The camps is located 8 km outside Duhok city and was established in 2014 
following the ISIS attack on Sinjar and the Yazidi community by Turkey's Disaster and Emergency 
Management Authority, known as AFAD. According to the latest statistics, the camp houses 
3011 families, numbering 16,327 people5. The population are mainly Yazidis, who survived the 
ISIS attack on Sinjar in August 2014.   
  

Shawes:  Shawes is located at the border of the city of Erbil. Originally a village, it was 

converted to a concentration camps in 1985 by the Ba'ath regime regrouping displaced 

villagers who survived the genocidal operation of the central regime in Iraq.  With the 

expansion of the Erbil city, it became a marginalised cheap quarter and Syrian  refugees 

gathered in the area by renting houses. During the time of our field work, 3,306 people were 

living in this area, including 1740 Syrian refugees of Kurdish origin.  

  

Bahrka camp: Bahrka is located 10km West of Erbil city. It was established in 2014 as a 

temporary camp for IDPs, but became permanent with the increase of the number of refugees 

and IDPs fleeing persecution, sectarian as well as armed group violence and ISIS offensives. 

According to the latest statistics dated June 2018, the camp housed 857 families, numbering 

4,279people6. The community is made up of Kurds, Arabs, Turkmen, Shabaks as well as some 

                                                           
4 It worth noting that during the creative writing courses, two guests, aged 12 and 17 years, accompanied one of 

the participants and they expressed their desire to participate and write their stories. Their demand was 

accepted, but for ethical principles, we will not use the work of the 12 year-old.   
5 KRG report (June 2018): 'Registered IDPs and Refugees in Kurdistan 

Region- Iraq', on  http://jcc.gov.krd/contents/files/pdf  [last accessed: July 

2018] 6 KRG report (June 2018. Ibid.  



 

families of  Egyptian and Palestinian origin fled armed groups’ violence in Anbar and Tikrit 

governorates. Most of the families fled the 2014 ISIS attack on Mosul and Hamdaniya districts 

in Ninava governorate.   

  

Arbat Camp: The camp is located in the Arbat Administrative sub-District, 25 km south west of 
Sulaimaniya. It consists of eight sections housing 2,186 families, numbering 8,631 people6. The 
inhabitants are Syrian refugees mainly of Kurdish origin who fled the Syrian civil war from 
Hassakeh and Aleppo.  From the total inhabitants, 4,291 are female and among them 2,105 are 
aged between 18-59 years old; only and 400 of the female population are between 12-17 years 
old.   
  

Ashti 1 & 2 camps in Arbat: Ashti1 & 2 camps are located in the Arbat Adminstrative sub-

District, 25 km south west of Sulaimaniya. The two camps were built in June 2015 housing 

13684 people, including 54% females7. 21% of them are between 18 to 59 years old and 8% 

between 12 to 17 years old. The study found that 19% of the women were pregnant or 

lactating and 12% of the families were led by women.8 Most of the population of the camp are 

IDPs who fled sectarian and armed group violence in Southern and central Iraq, including 

Sunnis Arabs, Turkmen, Yezdis and Shabak Kurds.  

  

  

General condition in the camps  

  

The mapping out process of the existing condition of refugees and IDPs required the local 

team to look at the general condition of the communities in question, highlighting the main 

challenges they had been facing. All the camps were built up hastily to provide basic 

protection to a large number of people who, after walking thousands of kilometres arrived in 

the IKR with no possessions and nowhere to go. And the IKR had neither the necessary 

infrastructure nor resources to deal with the situation, leaving the population in the beginning 

in streets, public spaces, stadium and abandoned buildings. Some of them were put even in 

schools during the summer holidays. It took months for the local authorities and the 

international humanitarian organizations to get together and build the camps. The camps 

were temporary settlement consisted of rows of tents often not fit for cold winter and heavy 

rain. With the ongoing political and security crisis in the Middle East, the camps became 

permanent settlements with an increasing number of population.  

                                                           
6 KRG report (June 2018. Ibid.  
7 See IDP Camp Profile- Ashti IDP  on 

http://www.reachresourcecentre.info/system/files/resourcedocuments/reach_irq_factsheet_as

hti_idp_idp_camp_profile_jan2017.pdf [Accessed July 2018].  
8 Ibid.  



 

  
  

The study found out that the refugee and IDP communities had a low standard of living; they 

live in poor housing conditions and face a lack of sanitation leading to high health risks. A 

genuine education structure is also lacking with many children deprived from going to school9. 

The fact that they live in camps means they are excluded from mainstream politics, social 

interaction with the outside world and from employment. This situation created a lack of self 

sufficiency and plunged them in isolation and various forms of mental health that our study 

come up with. Young people are particularly vulnerable; local authorities recorded some of 

the problems, including the practice of violent acts and petit crimes creating a sense of 

insecurity for the communities10. Some cases of prostitution, sex trafficking have also been 

raised and made its way to the media11. While the whole population sharing these risks, 

women were particularly vulnerable facing high health risks, genderbased and sexual violence.  

  

  

                                                           
9 See : https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/64284-2.pdf {Accessed July 2018].  
10 See KRG Joint Crisis Coordination Centre, http://jcc.gov.krd/[Accessed July 2018].  
11 See US Department of State report on sex trafficking in Iraq titled 'Office To Monitor and Combat Trafficking 
in Persons' in: https://www.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/countries/2017/271208.htm [Accessed July 2018]. See 

also 'How prostitution is carried out in Kurdistan Region?' in 
http://speemedia.com/dreja.aspx?=hewal&jmare=36956&Jor=1  

[Accessed July 2018]  



 

Direct contact/consultation with refugees and displaced people  

  
  

During the first six months of the field work, the partner organizations and community 

facilitators had held eight meetings with refugee and displaced members in each camp, six 

with women and two with men. As mentioned before, the NGO leaders met up with the 

refugees and displaced groups and encouraged them to talk about their experiences of war, 

their displacement journey and their lives in the camps focusing on gender-relations and 

gender-based violence and their desired creative and artistic projects giving expression to 

their suffering.    

  

  

Some emerging themes from discussions  

  

Soon the discussions took two different directions based on age groups: the young and teenage 
refugees and displaced persons, mainly girls, tended to talk about their future, their hopes and 
aspirations. Some of the young girls expressed overtly their lack of freedom, their restricted lives 
in the camps, protesting against the veil that ''the living condition in the camp forced'' on them. 
They raised the attitude of boys, including verbal abuse and sexism, which forced the girls to 
stay at home/in tents in order to avoid trouble. This, according to them, led their parents to 
restrict their interaction with the outside world as a way of protecting them. The lack of freedom 
of movement in the camps was a big issue for the young girls. In opposition to this, two young 
women were talking about how displacement helped them to experience mobility and know the 
outside world; since they were working in the camps with international organizations and 
economically were independent. The second trend of the discussion was led by the older 
women; they were more concerned about their household, domestic issues, their children, their 
worries and efforts to hold things together in the face of displacement difficulties. All the 
different points were welcomed and the groups found themselves gathered around several art 
projects that they chose. The art projects were the space through which they started to 
articulate their experiences, to give verbal or written expression to their creative ability leading 
to produce knowledge.   
  



 

  
  

Another topic of the discussion was the concerns over diverse ethnic and religious groups 

living in the same camps. Some of the mothers were fearful about raising children in such an 

environment.  We observed that most of the refugees and IDP members were brought up to 

be suspicious about each other, not to interact nor trust each other. Yazidis were fearful of 

Muslims, Kurds fearful 

of Arabs, Sunnis fearful 

of Shi'as. This situation 

led the parents to 

prevent their children 

from going out and 

meeting with the other 

children. The team 

made a big effort to 

regroup them despite 

their differences and 

the art projects created 

a reconciliation space 

bringing them together 

beyond their fears and 

differences. This point has been articulated in their feedback (see the section on feedback 

from participants).   

  

The themes emerged in the two focus group meetings with young men aged between 16-30 

are more related to the role of displacement in shifting social boundaries and resulting in new 

gender norms and roles, which are seen by young men as problematique. The issues around 

masculinity and identity were important subjects of the discussions; they all expressed 

concerns about their masculine identity being undermined by shifting boundaries  leading to 

confusion and poor selfperception. Some of them overtly talked about how these issues 

resulted in GBV in their families.  They complained about being left on their own, with no 

employment, no public activities, while most international aids and researches had been 

focusing on women. ''If you seek to reduce GBV and domestic violence, your programs should 

include us, we need to know more and understand  in order to catch up with the changes.''  

  



 

Following these comprehensive discussions/ consultation meetings and after considering each 

group's skills, inspiration and preferences, five creative and artistic projects were chosen by 

the displaced persons and refugees, including storytelling and creative writing, drama and 

theatre performances, painting, photography along with music and dance, as follows:  

  

In Sulaimaniya  

1. Arbat camp: Drama and theatre performance by Syrian refugees, men and women.  

2. Ashti1 & 2 camps in Arbat: Storytelling and creative writing by IDP women.  

  

In Erbil and Duhok:   

1. Bahrka camp: Photography by IDPs  

2. Shawes: Dance and music by Syrian refugees, women and men  

3. Sharya camp: Drawing and painting by Yazidi women  

  

 

Art projects: Recruitment and development   

  

Drama and theatre performance:  Throughout the meetings and workshops, the 20 

participants in the Arbat camp, including ten men and ten women, expressed their wishes to 

act in theatre and express their experience on stage. Most of the participants came from 

Syrian Kurdish city of Qamishli and two from Derik, Al-Hasaka region. Having considered their 

desire and inspiration, the team advertised the post and recruited a high profile local script 

writer, actress, drama director and teacher of theatrical art Ms Gaziza O

mar.   

  

 

  
  
Gaziza Omar started her job in  
January2018   with enthusiasm and a great  
sense of humanity. During two months,  



 

she ran 18 participatory workshops about the art of 

theatre and how to act and get prepared for the 

stage.  Each workshop lasted two hours when she was 

with the participants in the camp. At the start and 

when she realised that most of the participants were 

shy in expressing themselves, she ran an extra session 

encouraging the participants to discuss and express 

themselves about subjects inherent in theatre and 

acting, such as timidity, compassion, movement, body 

gestures, make-up and mask. Then she encouraged them to tell their stories through a drama 

script. She recorded their dialogue and interaction and wrote a piece reflecting  domestic 

violence within the refugee community. According to Gaziza “The play script reflected the 

problems young girls encounter inside their families, including obstacles to interacting  with 

the outside world, to going to school, to participating in artistic activities like singing, dancing 

and playing on stage.''    

  

  

Creative writing and storytelling: Storytelling based on the real experiences of the 

participants,  

was chosen by IDP women in Ashti1 & 

2 camps in Arbat. The participants, 

ten all together, were Yazidi Kurds 

and Sunni Arabs coming from 

different parts of Iraq. The Arabs fled 

sectarian and armed group violence 

while the Yazidis fled the ISIS attack 

on their homes in 2014. Following the 

decision of the  

group, the team recruited two art 

facilitators; Ms Shara Rasheed Ali and Mr Awat Mohammed, for the period of two months 

with the aim to run a series of creative writing workshops and at the end produce a book 

narrating the lived experiences of the participating women.  

  

  

Ms Shara Rasheed Ali and Mr Awat Mohammed are both writers and also media contributors. 

The workshops started in January 2018 

and ended in March. The sessions, 

numbered 30, took two different forms; 

the general creative writing sessions 

which included all the participants and 

individual sessions with each participant.  

While the general sessions were about 

principles of writing, verbal and narrative 

expressions, the individual sessions were 

adopted in order to provide a more 

reliable and confidential atmosphere 



 

between the facilitator and the participant.  The story tellers chose pseudonyms to keep their 

privacy. The particularity of this group was that five participants were illiterate and another 

one could not write because of physical illness. Hence, through one-to-one sessions,  the art 

facilitators could listen to each member of the group and write their stories as they were 

narrated. All participants used their own real lives with a touch of imagination and they were 

helped by the facilitators to give the best expression to their experiences. Before they were 

finalised, the draft stories were revisited, redrafted and edited by the art facilitators together 

with the authors. Before signing them off, the stories were read out to each illiterate 

participant by the art facilitators and together they made amendments to the stories as 

desired by the participants. The language was in Arabic and some of the interactions with 

illiterate women were in Kurdish, which obliged the art facilitators to translate the spoken 

words into Arabic. At the end, a collection of stories relating the lived experiences of the 

refugee and displaced women was produced, containing 15 stories. One of the stories is by a 

Yazidi woman, Miss S. D, in the Sharya camp. Miss S. D is a survivor of the ISIS abduction; she 

was kidnapped during the ISIS attack on Sinjar in 2014, raped and sexually enslaved before she 

was ransomed back. She attempted suicide on two occasions. She currently lives in the Sharya 

camp and participated, with 13 other Yazidi girls, in the painting training in Duhok (see below 

for the Sharya camp art project). Her story was narrated  

by herself with the help of her art facilitator Bayar Muhammad who ran the painting 

workshops in Duhok.   

  

In addition to the storytelling and in order to render the atmoshpere more cheerful and 

interacting with something more tagible , at the start of his art project, a Kurdish painter, Mr. 

Mahir Sattar, made a proposal to the team offering to participate in the project on voluntary  

basis. His proposition was accepted and he intervened in the creative writing sessions; his 

intervention helped the women express themselves in visual art through drawing and using 

colours.  The painter coached the women and his intervention added new dynamics to the 

group, who at the end of the project, produced a number of drawings along with a big 

collective painting with considerable significance and esthetic values. The drawings and the 

group painting were exhibited at an art exhibition in Arbat on 8 March 2018. It is worth noting 

that one of the visitors, a business man, was so impressed by the painting, that he wanted to 

buy it. The issue of copyright, which has been made clear throughout this project, was raised 

and the painting was kept at the DHRD office in Sulaimaniya.  

  
Two quotes from the collection of the stories, titled 'Shattered Hopes' :  

We cry and world is deaf  

  

‘We the Yazidis  still believe that another invasion will take place because of what we have 
always been through, because we have always been targeted by other religions and sects...The 

nightmare of displacement and escape continues to haunt me. Every single night after I fall 
asleep I dream of myself carrying my belongings in my hands, running , escaping. I wake up 
shaking, my whole body trembling in fear; and I say: " Thank God, it was just a nightmare".   ‘The 
nightmare of displacement will always haunt me and haunt my people...  



 

‘I am sitting here, thinking, very seriously, that I should get creative and write a letter addressing 

the whole world on the anniversary of the 3rd of August 2014 [ISIS attack on Sinjar], the black 
day,  and tell the world that we have suffered beyond words, we have lost everything...   

‘For four long years I have been fighting fear, hunger, grief, and disease. I have been fighting 

cold, poverty and pain and I do not ask for anything but to live in peace, to live safely.  

'But who would hear our cries when the whole world is stone deaf?’  

  

A Yazidi Kurdish woman, Ashti camp-Kurdistan-Iraq  

  

  

  

  

2. 'Lost life'  

‘I am from Al-Zawr village  [Iraq], which was subjected to the ISIS attack [in 2014]. People in my 

region had lost many things. There were those who lost their homes and their possessions, there 

were those who lost their lands and orchards, there were others who lost their relatives, friends 

and families. But me, I lost everything; I lost my home, I lost my orchard, I lost my neighbours, my 

relatives, my brother and father; I lost even my husband who abandoned me during the hardest 

time. I lost my life as a whole because of the circumstances that led me to the camp. I am lost...   

‘In the camp, my children were crying because they were hungry. My husband did not care about 

them, although he had money. I had to go and beg from neighbouring tents to get food for them. 

The gap between me and my husband widened, I could no longer stand his abuse and his beating 

and decided to go and live with my mother and my brother's widow with her six children in the 

same tent... The aid in the camp was limited...Nothing matters to me now and I don't care about 

my future, I don't whether I go back home or spend the rest of my life in the camps. All I care about 

is to make ends meet.’  

    

A Sunni Arab woman, Ashti camp-Kurdistan-Iraq  

   

  

  

  

PAO art groups in Erbil and Duhok   

  

The PAO team operated in Erbil and Duhok 

and has been active in three refugee and 

displaced camps, including Shawes, Bahrka 

and Sharya.   

  

Music and singing: Participants in the 

Shawes chose Music and singing. The team 

advertised the post and interviewed three 

music teachers. A candidate with a refugee background from Syria was selected, but after two 

weeks he left the group. Following this incident, the team recruited the second interviewed 

candidate, Mr Wrya Sherzad for the period of four weeks. During that period, the number of 

the group participants decreased, some of them left the camp or returned to their home place 

and the others started school; only six refugees participated in this project, including five girls 



 

and a boy aged between 17 and 25 years old. The boy and three of the women had followed 

music classes and they were playing Kurdish Saz instrument. The two remaining girls decided 

to accompany the group as singers. After four weeks daily workshop, a part from the 

weekends, the group formed a musical team and prepared two songs, including Hay way Zara 

and Kurdistan Bakhichay Gulan. At the end, an event was organized marking the Women's 

International Day and the team presented its work.  

  

2. Photography group: This art project was chosen by twenty girls in the Bahrka camp. The 

group was trained by a professional photographer Amjad Nasir abdul-Aadir for four weeks on 

the use of camera, photography techniques and how the photography could reflect individual 

experiences and the community lives. This art project was not directly funded by Bristol, but 

was initiated as part of the project during the meetings and after discussion with the refugees. 

Two other organizations got involved in this project with PAO, including United States Institute 

for Peace (USIP) and Alliance of Iraqi Minorities Network  (AIM).  

  

The outcomes of both projects were presented to 

public on 21 February 2018 at an event organized by 

PAO to mark the end of the art projects. The event 

also hosted a group of displaced women from Domiz 

and Kawrgosk camps to exhibit their handicraft and 

decorative domestic pieces. These women were 

discovered by PAO's project leader during the second 

phase of the field work. The University of Bristol could 

not fund the project,  but convened with PAO to 

develop it in parallel with the other two projects. It is 

worth mentioning that the  

GBV and Displacement project opened the path for other artistic projects and activities in the 

camps, including theatre, acting and performance. This latter consisted of a group of children 

from the Bahrka camp, who played a piece called “social coexistence'', which was about 

peaceful cohabitation between different religious and ethnic groups in the camps. According 

the PAO project leader, the play was very moving and left a big impression on the audience 

some of whom were crying during the show.   

  

Drawing and painting: This art project was 

chosen by 14 Yazidi girls and women aged 

between 17-30 years, in the Sharya camp, 

Duhok governorate. Following the 

recruitment procedures, an experienced artist 

and art teacher, Mr Bayar Muhammed, was 

selected to work with the group introducing 

them to the art and techniques of drawing 

and painting. He worked with them for 2 

months, instructing the girls, some of whom 

experienced rape and sexual slavery at the 

hand of ISIS jihadists. This project was quite challenging, because of the sexual and other 

trauma experienced  



 

by this group, an art teacher was chosen who had relevant therapeutic skills to work in this 

environment. He used therapeutic techniques to integrate the girls into something new while 

they were going through poor health and difficult psychological conditions. The art facilitator 

was  particularly aware of one of the participants, Miss S. D, who had survived two suicide 

attempts and was particularly isolated. By working with her both in the art group and through 

one-to-one support, he encouraged Miss S. D to narrate her live story and with permission 

recorded it. Her story was then included in the collection of stories by IDP women of the Ashti 

camps. This is a good example of how the objectives of the different groups crossed over 

during the project, allowing participants different forms of expression.  

  

  

The group produced 40 paintings, which were exhibited at the end of the project's event in 

Duhok and attracted the attention of guests and visitors from refugee and displaced 

communities, host society, KRG officials and representatives of the international and local 

NGOs.   

  

Team members' reflection upon their experience with refugees and 

IDPs   

  

Ms Talar Kamal (DHRD): This research project provided me with a new and rich experience 

with refugees and IDPs. Previously, I had worked with members of the refugee and displaced 

communities, but my work consisted of providing services. Here, with this project, I learned to 

be in deeper contact with women and men who participated in the meetings and art projects. 

This direct and deep contact created a space for respect, trust and listening. I have observed 

that, despite the fact that women were the most vulnerable members of refugee and 

displaced communities, in this project, they were more communicative and eager expressing 

their pain and suffering, while men were more introspective and most of the time were silent. 

The whole experience, allowed me to listen and consider their points of views without 

judgment.''   

''The meetings and workshops allowed the participants, who were from different ethnic and 

religious background to interact with each other, to learn from each other and share their 

experiences. In the beginning that was not easy; given the fact that some of these peoples 

were impacted by their communities' history of violence and antagonism with each other, 

they managed very well to go beyond these differences and get together nicely. For example, 

historically, Yazidis were not allowed to interact with Muslims or sit together, but in our 

meetings, they went beyond resentment and collective judgment. Some of the women 

became friends, visiting each other and sharing their experiences with ease. Even the children 

who accompanied their mums played together joyfully during the meetings and workshops.''  



 

  
''Another important point was the impact of the project on the participants, especially 

women. One of the women told me one day: ''I have experienced a lot of suffering and pain in 

my life and displacement added another dimension to my anguish. I was alone in dealing with 

all this. But, now, I feel that I am no longer alone, I feel that there is someone listening to me. 

The time of crying in silence is gone and this is a relief.''  

  

Challenges faced: The majority of the participants were illiterate with permanent childcare 

and housekeeping activities. In the beginning, these women had difficulties in leaving their 

tents or homes and participating regularly in the meetings and workshops. But after a few 

meetings, they got motivated, felt happy to participate and made a big effort to organize 

themselves. We also provided childcare facilities during the meetings. Another difficulty was 

related to the lack of awareness about gender and GBV. The participants were not familiar 

with these terms nor were they aware of women's rights. We overcome these difficulties by 

inviting two experts, a psychologist and a legal expert to explain in simple vocabularies the 

notion of gender, GBV, women's rights and KRG legal provisions to protect them.  

  

Ms Parez Sattar (PAO): My experience in working on this project is different from all my 

previous experiences. The nature of the work allowed me to be in direct contact with the 

refugees and IDPs, communicating with them over a long period of time. The misery and 

anguish of the refugees and displaced communities in the camps were demoralizing. However, 

the enthusiasm and motivation shown by the girls, boys and women who participated in the 

meetings and the workshops, energized me. To see them joyful and happy to come to the 

meetings was uplifting to me and to the rest of the team. These young girls and boys were 

happy to embrace art and were looking at it as something inspiring, detaching them from their 

daily reality. I was particularly touched by a Yazidi girl who was kidnapped and raped by ISIS 

jihadists in 2014 and who survived several suicide attempts upon her release; colours and 

painting uplifted her, gave her strength, she gained self-esteem, became a happier person and 

was integrated into her community. I observed the same thing with the girls in Shawes who 

chose the music and singing project; when they were singing, playing music and dancing, I 

could tell myself that the project made a difference in their lives, albeit temporarily- because 

with the end of the project, I don't think that they could continue their artistic activities.  We 

gave each a Saz instrument, though, to encourage them to continue.  



 

  
  

At the end of the art projects, when we held an event presenting their art works, a group of 

children from Bahrka camp, who were not part of our project, asked to participate in the event 

by acting in a drama on the theme of coexistence and peaceful cohabitation between different 

ethnic and religious groups. They were very moving and persuasive; a child was  dressed in 

black and played the role of an ISIS jihadist; he played that ''wicked role'' so convincingly that 

he made me cry. At the end, he told me that he did not know what it meant...These innocent 

children who were displaced and living a harsh reality in the camps, did not understand even 

why they were here and what was going to happen to them. The whole experience made me 

think deeply about my life; I started to appreciate my life and all that I have, enjoying every 

single minute.''    

  

Gaziza Omar (Theatre workshop): ''The experience with the refugees created a space full of 

understanding and compassion. As human beings, we were gathered together and borders 

disappeared. Only theatre can make this happen and this is why I am dedicated to theatre. 

This  project by the University of Bristol led me to get in contact with a group of beautiful 

persons who, despite their difficult lives, have been joyful, light, full of laughter, creating a nice 

atmosphere for theatrical work. The participants affected me enormously and I am marked by 

this experience.  I learned from them and from their love of acting. After the first few sessions, 

when they were a bit shy, they opened up and started to express themselves without 

restriction and in a way that was unusual for them in their everyday life in the camp. They let 

their spirit guide them; I was impressed to see them express, willingly, their own problems on 

the stage. They felt that this was their own message to the world. I hope that I can bring them 

together again to play on stage. Several months after the art project ended, I am still in 



 

contact with them and they constantly ask me to bring them together again and show their 

play in other places, outside the camps. They feel it was their duty to convey their message to 

the outside world. They were committed and attended all the sessions with eagerness and 

enthusiasm. On several occasions, they told me that when they returned to their home places, 

they were going to become actors and play in theatre.''  

  

One of the major challenges 

faced the art facilitator was 

the language barrier; the 

participants spoke Arabic 

and Kurdish Kurmanji 

dialect, and because of the 

political problems facing the 

Kurds, the language is not 

standardized. Hence, the 

participants could not write 

nor understand all the 

vocabularies. The art 

facilitator overcome this 

challenge by writing the 

script in the Sorani dialect 

another major Kurdish dialect in use in IKR, and then translated into Kurmanji in a semantic 

form that all the actors could speak and understand it.   

  

Shara Rasheed and Awat Mohammed (creative writing and storytelling): our work in this 

project which gathered women from diverse religious, ethnic and nationality background, 

allowed us to raise the issues relevant to them, such as justice, equality, authorization regimes 

and cohabitation. And, through the writing, we tried to reconcile their differences and create a 

peaceful atmosphere allowing them to interact with each other and accept each other on the 

basis of their humanity and not their political, religious or national affiliations. The difficulties 

this group of women experienced and their anguish life in the camp invited us to reflect upon 

our own existence. With time we became like friends, or even they became like our family 

members. They saw us as ''a window of hope''. Our work with them had a humanitarian 

aspect, but it was also creative. They motivated us to spend more time with them, to 

overcome obstacles with a high and transparent spirit. Their enthusiasm and openness to 

express themselves in words and in drawings, created a deep desire in us to help them beyond 

our allocated resources.  Our hope and their hope were to make their voices heard by the 

world.    

  



 

Wrya Sherzad (Music and singing): The music and singing group in the Shawes for Syrian 
refugees started the workshop with the first art facilitator, who himself was refugee from Syrian 

Kurdistan, 
but, for 

personal 
reasons, 

could not 
continue with 
them. I was 
the second 

candidate 
and started 
work two 
weeks after 
the first 

music 
teacher left. 
The group, all 

of whom were girls, was disappointed.  As I am from Iraqi Kurdistan and my dialect and culture 
were different from theirs, the first meeting with them was not easy and they were not 
enthusiastic. To overcome the communication difficulties and help them regain their trust, I 
decided to communicate with them in a friendly way rather than as a music teacher and art 
curator. I created an online group through Viber app[group chat] with them and communicated 
with them regularly, sending them music clips and shared photos taken during the workshops. 
Through this project, I realized that there were cultural differences between the Kurds of Syria 
(known as Rojava) and Iraqi Kurds; these girls were more open and musically sensitive than the 
girls in IKR. After a few sessions, some boys from the camp contacted us and requested to join 
the music training group as a way to help them escape their difficult daily reality. The boys were 
welcomed. In the beginning, they were suspicious about the workshop, did not believe that in 
two and a half months they would be able to play Saz. I encouraged them and gave them each 
an instrument to take home so that they could practise at home. They became interested and 
more motivated. I also involved them in talking about their experiences and exchanged ideas 
and opinions. Later on, they attended the sessions more regularly and we spent a lot of time 
together playing, singing and laughing. We became connected and behaving like one family. One 
of the girls left temporarily as she got married and when she returned, we organised a small 

party for her, which made her and all of us very happy.  
  

When the workshop ended, they were sad. I asked 

them to tell me about their experience with me and 

with the music workshops, they all said that it was too 

short and wanted to continue work together on music 

and singing.  Their aim was to learn  more about Saz 

and play it more often. They expressed a wish to keep 

the Saz instrument so that they could carry on 

practicing and playing in refugee events in the camps. 

PAO organization approved their request and gave 

each of them the Saz instrument in a small appreciation 

party. The girls surprised themselves, as they could not 

believe that they could learn play music within such a 

short time and were persuaded that they had talent 

and, with their enthusiasm and the self-esteem that 



 

they started to gain, they could become musicians and have a happier life with more positive 

feelings.  

  

Bayar Mohammed (Drawing and Painting): The Yazidi  

girls from Sharya camp, who participated in the painting workshop were new to this form of 

art. They had no idea how to draw or paint. I think this novelty made them choose the art 

project.  They were eager to learn something  

  

 
new and were full of questions about visual art and painting. They were hard working during the 
sessions and were taking their materials home to continue painting during their free time. They 
improved their skill quickly incorporating all my instructions and techniques.  I used to give them 
daily homework, because they liked to develop themselves in this art.   
  

In the beginning, these Yazidi girls did not talk much, as they thought the course was like the 

classrooms and there were there to listen only. I tried to break the ice in between by 

explaining to them that they can be active in the session, by painting, feeling free to ask 

question whenever they wanted, I put on music during the sessions to create a nice and 

comfortable space for work. They liked this and became more interactive, showing me their 

paintings and asking me to comment and give them feedback. Soon communication became 

easier and we were telling jokes and laughing. At the same time, we were focused and keen to 

enhance their painting skill.  

  

Participating in this project and the encouragement of Dr Begikhani, made me write my 

observations down and I drafted two concept notes, including: 'Suicidal Ideation and attempts 

following a short-term period of art therapy' and 'Impact of a short-term art therapy on 

psychological wellbeing among displaced women'. The concept notes are not published.  

  



 

Encouraged by Dr Begikhani, I also recorded and drafted the story of  Miss S. D, who survived 

the ISIS abduction and sexual violence.  She had attempted suicide several times before joining 

the art workshop. In the beginning, she was not speaking, keeping herself isolated from the 

group, she was not participating in the activities and in the group photos. Sometimes, she was 

covering her face with her scarf to hide herself from the photos. She was focusing only on her 

work and trying to achieve paintings quickly. I found that she was talented, but she was not 

communicating with me and not answering my questions. Gradually, I tried to approach her 

carefully and with kindness, giving her comments about her work, complimenting her finished 

works and leaving her alone after my comments to not make her uncomfortable. One day, I 

asked her to help me, by lending me some of her paintings so that I could use them as 

examples to the rest of the group. She was happy about that. When she was not coming to the 

training sessions, I used to call her asking her news! I was also sending her, her homework 

through other girls.   

  

One day most of the girls “including Miss S. D” missed the training session and as a 

punishment, I asked each of them to sing a song or tell a joke. They laughed a lot about my 

way of imposing punishment, finding it funny. Their understanding of punishment was that the 

persons should be beaten and humiliated. The girls were shy to sing, so one of them decided 

to tell a joke. All the other girls followed her  and told a joke. We were all laughing and 

applauding after each joke. Miss S. D was the only one who kept silent and did not say a word. 

So I told a joke and asked her to tell a joke also from her place. She hid herself behind her 

stand and told a joke and we all laughed and applauded her. After that I invited the girls to 

coffee break, but Miss S. D intervened and said: ''Mr. I want to tell another joke'' I asked the 

group to keep silence and listen to her. She told her second joke, but this time in a louder 

voice, we all laughed and applauded her. From this time on, even I noticed a change is Miss S. 

D's attitude. She became more relaxed and whenever a girl was making a mistake or arriving 

late, she was saying: 'Mr. let’s punish her'.   

  

During the 10 weeks of the training, Miss S.D became so active and was coming to me, 

standing beside me and asking questions on how to improve her painting skill. She was telling 

me: “Mr. from now on I will paint and never give up.” One day, she asked me to draw a sketch 

of her father, who is missing in Sinjar after the ISIS invasion. I draw her father' sketch and she 

was very happy to have it for herself. Progressively, she became more open and involved in 

conversations with the other girls. She was the most committed to the painting and 

cooperating. At the end, she brought gifts to all the other participants. At the event that the 

team organized to celebrate the end of the painting project, she was one of the girls who 

participated actively in decorating the hall and arranging accessories.   

  

Feedback from participants (Refugees and IDPs)  

  
Creative writing group (who also were coached to draw and paint) :   

  

Quote by the author of “We are screaming and the world is deaf”: Through 

participating in this research, I learned to express my sorrows and anguish through 

writing and telling my story. I liked this project, it helped me to gain trust of people 

from other religion and other ethnicities, such as Arabs and Muslims. I also got a 



 

certificate of successful participation from the DHRD organization, which meant a lot 

to me. I became aware about women's potency, their strong will and their 

perseverance. Women never give up hope, no matter how big their woes are.  

  

Quote by the author of “Shattered hopes”: I learned to let go many sorrows that were 

buried in my chest. I learned to draw the beautiful places that I loved. I knew kind 

faces and friends who sympathized with me and provided help and support.  

  

Quote by the author of “Evil crows”: I learned to respect people and their differences, 

respect their rights, I can now cohabit with people from other ethnic and religious 

communities. I have learned that woman were strong, they had rights and hopes. 

Women know how to face difficulties and rise above them. Writing and painting can 

help a lot.   

  

Quote by the author of the story “The last day in the orchard”: This project was 

important to me, because it allowed me to know a group of people who later became 

my friends. I was deprived from my friends because of displacement and finding new 

friends made me happy. The writing process taught me to express myself and release 

the burden inside me.  I also learned how to paint and use colours. Working with 

colours was important and so beautiful.   

  

Quote by the author of the story “17 days in Khalid military base”: The first and most 

important thing that I learned was human interaction and good conduct overcoming 

ethnic and religious differences. Painting and colouring were new to me and I had a 

nice experience using them, I hope this continues. At the Women’s International Day, I 

was so happy to see the play on stage, and the exhibition of our paintings, I felt as if 

we were all one entity “Kurds, Arabs, Yazidis, and Syrians”. Art gathered us all together 

with compassion and humanity.  

  

Quote by the author of the “From Khanasor to Arbat”: This project allowed me to get 

into contact with people from different religious and ethnic communities. I became 

aware of new principles based on respecting others and not isolating myself in one 

group. Participation in this project was a good opportunity to learn painting; it was my 

first time to use a brush and put on a surface to make a painting! This experience 

added many beautiful things to my life and I keep painting till now and this helped me 

to cope with different situations and get over daily problems.     

  

Quote by the author of the story “When shall I return”: Through this research project, 

I became aware of new things, such as women's rights. Now, I am able to differentiate 

between positive and negative things and I can face society. I feel grateful to the team 

behind this project, the organizations' members and the art facilitators. They treated 

us in a human way and they guided us to love and compassion.   

  



 

Quote by the author of the story “Forgotten ponds”: I learned how to revisit my 

journey and narrate it as a story. I have got the courage to speak up and tell others 

about my life without fear or shame of what happened to me. I have learned to 

respect my Yazidi faith more than ever, I visited our sacred temple in Lalish wearing 

original Yazidi cloth without feeling inferior. I found the dress very pretty. Also I have 

learned to respect the faith of others.    

  

Quote by the author of the story “The black hands”: Knowing your organization, the 

staff and all who worked with us, was a good thing in my life. Through this project, I 

learned how to trust myself, how to respect others, and to be an essential part in 

society. I became aware of the importance of reading and writing. This motivated me 

to go back to school. I also learned how to edit my story and am not afraid of revealing 

what happened to my family and to me as a woman.  

  

Quote by the author of “The death journey”: Through storytelling and paintings, I 

learned to overcome my sadness and convert my sorrow and pain into something 

pretty. The period that I spent with the art facilitators and other team members 

remains as a beautiful memory in my life. I learned to help others and respect them 

despite their religion, ethnicity and nationality.  

  

Quote by the author of “After Displacement, what else?”: This project helped to I 

learned to write my real story without feeling ashamed to reveal my reality. I learned 

how to cooperate and help others even if I am in hard situation.  

  

Note: Not all the participants in this project gave feedback. And two of them, including the 

writer of the “My life in the camp” and the writer  of  “The lost age”, left the camp at the end 

of the project. One of them got married and moved out.  

  
Feedback from participants in the theatre project who willingly gave their permission and 

with consent of their parents to go on state using their real names:  

  

Ronat:  The project helped me psychologically, it gave me courage to go on the stage 

and act. The tutor was patient and very helpful, giving us ideas and techniques on how 

to perform. She was compassionate and treating us like her family. The most beautiful 

part of the play was the Indian dance; people liked it and liked the whole idea of the 

play. The group also had many other different ideas for making other plays. We want 

to participate in other plays and develop ourselves in this field. I have plenty of time 

and would like to work on this. It was also nice to receive a certificate of appreciation 

at the end of the project.  

  

Jinda: The most interesting aspect of this project was that we, the group got to know 

each other and became friends. We learned a lot from the tutor; she made the act of 

performance simple to us. With time, we understood more and got many good ideas. 

We were relieved to know that the host society where the team came from was 



 

positive about us and taking care of us as refugees. Through this project, my sadness 

has gone. I would love to participate in other activities and plays.  

  

Dilbahar: The project was very nice and helped us to gain trust in ourselves. Many 

thanks to the team and the art tutor who made us feel like one family. I wish if this 

project could  continue; I have time and I can participate in future projects.  

  

Yousif: who was playing Saz in the play: I thank the art tutor, Gaziza, very much for 

having accepted me to play music in the play. This project made my dreams become 

true; it paved the way for me to be invited and play on NRT Satellate TV. I would like 

to do more, want to become visible through participating in these kinds of projects.  

  

Diyar Hassan:  Through this project, I became aware of the benefit of art and learned 

how to perform. It gave me self-esteem, hope and bypassing my timidity. Thanks to 

this project, I feel courageous now.  

  

Aveen: I loved this project so much and got a lot out of it. I learned acting, learned 

friendship and new ideas as well as courage. I would love to continue and prove to 

those who did not trust me that I was capable. I also had a wonderful time with the 

team, we became friends and behaving like a family.   

  

Oleen: After performing in this play, I know that I would like to continue acting. The 

project helped me to overcome my timidity. I thank my tutor for her instructions and 

care. I hope after this project, there will be other chances for training and acting in 

theatre.   

  

Amal: This was a nice project and created trust in me and in others around me. I 

learned to have my will and overcome my shyness. I felt calm and relaxed after each 

sessions and after we presented out play to the public. Through this project, I also 

made friends, learned to communicate with others, and connect to them.  There was a 

big difference between the first day of the project and the end when we became 

friends and interacting with ease.  

  

  



 

Project Key findings: 

 

The following are some of the key findings from the project.  These issues arose through the process 

of engaging in art based projects with the different groups in both the UK and IKR. 

 

- GBV exists in the camps, including verbal abuse and sexism. These are rooted in ideas about 

men and women and their roles, and made worse by conflict, displacement and living life in a 

refugee camp. The case of the author of the 'lost years'' poem demonstrates that girls are 

sometimes forced to marriage and their lives are dedicated to housework and child care, including 

the children of her widowed husband. Our author openly talks about her forced marriage, the 

oppressive family life, the abusive behaviour of her husband, who beat her, did not provide money 

for food and abandoned her. Another cause for GBV is that their men are jobless. This has caused of 

family problems leading to domestic violence (children are also subject to violence). Women don't 

have opportunities to express their anguish and suffering and keep it to themselves.  In the UK 

gender roles were also a strong theme.  Men felt disempowered and undermined when they could 

not get jobs and when their previous status was ignored.  Women felt more constrained in the UK 

than in their home countries mainly due to a lack of childcare and lack of family help and support to 

look after their children.  

  

- It is important not to depict men as perpetrators and women only victims. Men also are 

victims of violence and exclusions and the power dynamics and traditional gender norms lead to 

male control over women and practice of violence. Men protested against the fact that most of the 

organisations working on GBV include only women in their programs. However, they believe, if they 

want to understand violence against women and to prevent it, they need to include both genders. 

''The organizations who are working in this field, include only women and they do not take care 

about the men''. Men often feel isolated, left on their own and overtly ask for male-related 

programs leading to gender awareness.  This topic has emerged in the four focus group meetings 

with men in IKR; we believe that this is a powerful indicator that displacement affects men and 

women differently and men should be included in future studies, including in creative writing and 

artistic activities.  

  

- Lack of mobility and freedom in the camps created a lack of self sufficiency and plunged 

refugees and IDPs into isolation, depression and various forms of prolonged post-trauma symptoms. 

Girls and women are kept at home to look after family members and do the housework, or they stay 

at home to avoid  verbal abuse and sexism in the camps.  

  

-Absence of awareness of GBV and their rights in host countries and need for gender-related 

awareness programs, not only on their rights, but also how to demand them, and how to access 

social, legal and health care services. Involving women in gender training and empowerment 

programs is an important step. We noticed that the gender training DHRD proposed to women in 

Ashti 1 & 2 and Arbat camps helped them to understand their position as women and their rights 

within KR. However, we cannot tell that such short-term training lead them to gender-awareness  



 

  

- Lack of social and cultural activities for women, who are often stuck with all household work 

leaving very little space for them to go out and interact with public spaces. This situation has left 

women with difficulties in organising their time and commit to activities outside housework and 

childcare. With resources and the persistence and professional intervention of the team/art 

facilitators, women managed to overcome this problem- but this was not easy in the beginning.  

  

- Reproductive ill health is an important risk in the camps.  Most married women suffer from 

gynaecological problems; there is a specialist doctor working in the camps, but, there are no 

maternity unite nor ultrasounds in any of the camps. Women who are in labour are sent to 

Sulaimaniya hospitals and, because of the time length, it happened they had delivery on their way to 

hospital in Sulaimaniya. Also, the poor financial state of those women makes it difficult for them to 

consult doctors during pregnancy. Women don't have access to contraception means and, some of 

them openly articulated the excessive demands of men for sex, which is not reciprocal. Some cases 

of disintegration of families and betrayal in the camps have also been reported.  

  

- Our study found that women's displacement journey is shaped by their gender, their age, 

their status as married or not, their level of literacy and education, as well as by their ethnic and 

religious backgrounds. For example, in the beginning, Yazidi women did not want to participate in 

the meetings and art projects; given their religion and the past offensives by neighbouring 

communities and countries, they auto-excluded themselves. The research team had to address this 

issue through group as well one-to-one discussions.  

  

- Solidarity between different religious and ethnic groups need to be addressed with the aim 

to overcome tension between people from different backgrounds and go beyond fear of each other, 

which is rooted in historic conflicts between communities in the Middle East. Through support 

programs, art and education we can create a space for co-habitation and peaceful co-existence   

   

- Loss is an important topic almost all the women in the camps referred to in their stories: loss 

of home, land and possessions, lost of family members, loss of their youth and life. Many of the 

women who participated in our project lost their family members while fleeing war and armed 

confrontation. They have not gone through grieving and carry lots of pain and suffering. Our art 

projects helped the women to express their anguish and pains. Our study found the impact of art in 

overcoming isolation, trauma and suicidal ideation. Furthermore, specialised services are required to 

address the need of those who had been subjected to rape, sexual slavery and torture (the case of 

Yazidis). We also noticed that our art projects created a space for a better interaction between boys 

and girls leading to a productive gender relations, albeit temporarily.  

  

- Creativity and knowledge lead not only to express their anguish and suffering, but also 

contribute, in both the UK and IKR, to both men and women increasing their self-esteem. 

 


