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Summary 

This year marks the tenth anniversary of the Syrian revolution. Over the past decade, Syrians 

have been exposed to various traumatic events, leaving a large number of them traumatized. 

Because the conflict is not over, Syrians are still exposed to traumatic events on a daily basis. 

During the revolution and now ten years later, art kept playing a major role in the conflict. 

Therefore, this study examines how art is being used in coping with war trauma within the 

Syrian organization Kesh Malek. It will explore what the war trauma characteristics are, what 

the role of art is in coping with war trauma, and what the role of art is in coping with war 

trauma within Kesh Malek Organization. These results provide relevant knowledge on how 

art can be used in coping with war trauma in an ongoing conflict situation. 
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Preface  

In 2011, I closely followed the news about the developments of the revolution in Syria. I was 
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and trust. It has been a pleasure to be a part of the PTR community. Hopefully, wonderful 

meetings will take place in the future. Finally, I would like to thank my parents, friends and 

boyfriend in their endless support in my journey. They have always stood behind my choices 

and encouraged me to follow my own path. For this I am extremely grateful! 

I hope you enjoy reading my master thesis. 

Merel Peters 

Eindhoven, June 27, 2021 

 

 



5 

 

Introduction 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Creative Memory, It’s your turn doctor, 2011, in Daraa, accessed June 26, 2021, 

https://creativememory.org/en/chronology-of-the-revolution-and-the-syrian-war/2011-2013-from-the-revolution-

to-the-chemical-weapon/#event-first-graffiti. 

On the 15th of February 2011, a few teenagers from Daraa wrote this slogan on the wall of 

their school targeting the Syrian regime and Bashar al-Assad. This group of teenagers had 

been inspired by the revolutions in other Arab countries, such as Egypt, Tunisia, and Libya. 

They were arrested and detained by the Syrian regime the next day. During detention, they 

have been beaten and tortured.1  

In the upcoming weeks after the arrests of the teenagers, several small protests took place in 

Syria. One month after the teens wrote the slogan on the wall, thousands of Syrians took to 

the streets in the largest protests the country has ever seen. Syrian people were chanting for 

human rights, a revolution for freedom, dignity for Syria and for its people.2 

The slogan above is considered to be the first graffiti art of the Syrian revolution.3 During the 

revolution, art created space for protest in Syria where there was little place to challenge the 

regime. After forty years of silence where free expression was controlled and regulated by the 

government, not only professional Syrian artists but also Syrians with no experience started to 

use art to express themselves.4 Spontaneous and organized, anonym and autonym, Syrians 

could show resistance against the regime through art. In this way, they could spread the 

 
1 “Chronology of the Revolution and the Syrian War: First Graffiti,” Creative Memory, accessed January 28, 

2021, https://creativememory.org/en/chronology-of-the-revolution-and-the-syrian-war/2011-2013-from-the-

revolution-to-the-chemical-weapon/#event-first-graffiti.  
2 “Chronology of the Revolution and the Syrian War: First Friday,” Creative Memory, accessed June 9, 2021, 

https://creativememory.org/en/chronology-of-the-revolution-and-the-syrian-war/2011-2013-from-the-revolution-

to-the-chemical-weapon/#event-first-friday.   
3 Creative Memory, “First Graffiti.”  
4 Malu Halasa, Zaher Omareen, and Nawara Mahfoud, Syria Speaks: Art and Culture From the Frontline 

(London: Saqi Books, 2014), viii.  

https://creativememory.org/en/chronology-of-the-revolution-and-the-syrian-war/2011-2013-from-the-revolution-to-the-chemical-weapon/#event-first-graffiti
https://creativememory.org/en/chronology-of-the-revolution-and-the-syrian-war/2011-2013-from-the-revolution-to-the-chemical-weapon/#event-first-graffiti
https://creativememory.org/en/chronology-of-the-revolution-and-the-syrian-war/2011-2013-from-the-revolution-to-the-chemical-weapon/#event-first-graffiti
https://creativememory.org/en/chronology-of-the-revolution-and-the-syrian-war/2011-2013-from-the-revolution-to-the-chemical-weapon/#event-first-graffiti
https://creativememory.org/en/chronology-of-the-revolution-and-the-syrian-war/2011-2013-from-the-revolution-to-the-chemical-weapon/#event-first-friday
https://creativememory.org/en/chronology-of-the-revolution-and-the-syrian-war/2011-2013-from-the-revolution-to-the-chemical-weapon/#event-first-friday
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message of the revolution, the fight for freedom.5 They grabbed their pens, pencils, recorders, 

microphones or spray cans instead of guns to fight for their dreams.6 

However, in the summer of 2012, the peaceful revolution was completely militarised. While 

Syrians continued to use art, the crowds became smaller and people came together in secret. 

Thousands of Syrians were arrested and detained in the many detention facilities across the 

country. For all these people it meant that “the grave is never far away”.7 

This includes the Syrian artists who revealed their true identity during the revolution and 

subsequent conflict. By signing artworks with their real names, they showed their solidarity 

with the victims of the revolution. However, this was not without consequences. They had put 

themselves in danger by doing so. Some Syrian artists have been arrested and detained, others 

have been forced to leave the country to live in exile.8 Many Syrian artists caught red-handed 

in action have often had to pay with their lives.9 

Over the past decade, Syria has been devastated by the ongoing conflict. Cities are completely 

in ruins, schools, hospitals can no longer be used, and many people have lost their homes and 

belongings. While the exact numbers continue to be unknown, it is estimated that between 

362.000 and 500.000 Syrians have passed away since the start of the revolution. It is further 

estimated that more than 11 million people are displaced, of which 6.6 million are internally 

displaced and 5.6 million have fled the country because of the conflict.10 Recent numbers of 

mental health problems show that outside the regime-controlled region almost every Syrian is 

a victim of the conflict and suffers from trauma. For internal displaced persons, there is 

almost no access to health care.11  

Since the beginning of the Syrian revolution a decade ago, art has been an important 

component for expression on several fronts. In response, this study explores how art is being 

 
5 “About Us,” Kesh Malek Organization, accessed June 9, 2021, https://www.keshmalek.org/about-us/.  
6 Halasa et al., Syria Speaks, xv. 
7 Ibidem, xi-xii. 
8 Amer Matar, “Art & Freedom,” in Syria Speaks: Art and Culture from the Frontline, ed. Malu Halasa, Zaher 

Omareen, and Nawara Mahfoud (Saqi Books: London, 2014), 241.  
9 Halasa et al., Syria Speaks, 285. 
10 “Ten years on the Syrian conflict in numbers,” Vision of Humanity, accessed June 10, 2021, 

https://www.visionofhumanity.org/ten-years-on-the-syrian-conflict-in-numbers/.  
11 Charles Lawley, “The destruction you can’t see: A report into the prevalence of Post Traumatic Stress 

Disorder (PTSD) symptoms amongst Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) and refugees from the Syrian 

conflict,” Syria Relief (2021): 13, https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/ptsd%20report%20-

%20final.pdf.   

https://www.keshmalek.org/about-us/
https://www.visionofhumanity.org/ten-years-on-the-syrian-conflict-in-numbers/
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/ptsd%20report%20-%20final.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/ptsd%20report%20-%20final.pdf
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used today in coping with war trauma in the ongoing conflict situation in Syria. This research 

is conducted through a case study, involving the Syrian organization Kesh Malek.  

Description organization  

Kesh Malek Organization, founded in Syria in 2011 at the start of the revolution, stands for 

justice, freedom, and dignity. Kesh Malek means “checkmate” which is a reference to 

removing the king in chess.12    

Kesh Malek Organization works on creating cultural and social spaces where attention is 

drawn to the Syrian national identity and the political, cultural, and social rights. The 

organization opened an office in Gaziantep, Turkey in 2014. They transferred from a group of 

activists into a Syrian civil society organization.13   

According to Kesh Malek Organization, the revolution is in need for real change in Syria. 

Through the revolution they aim to get rid of the totalitarian regime of  Bashar al-Assad and 

change the country into a democratic state. They believe in “a state that respects the right of 

its citizens and establishes freedom and justice.” 14 

Within Kesh Malek Organization, they work on several projects. In the Education and Child 

Protection program, they believe that education is the tool for social change. They also work 

with the children on reducing the negative war effects.15 Kesh Malek Organization is using 

graffiti art in their Advocacy program, which is called Syria Banksy campaign. Through the 

mural paintings, they show the values like freedom, justice, and democracy they want to 

achieve. Furthermore, they want to reach the rest of the world by addressing the crimes and 

human right violations in Syria through art.16 In the Ta’afi program, they work together with 

survivors of enforced disappearance and torture to support their reintegration and their strive 

for justice.17  

 

 
12 Kesh Malek Organization, “About Us.” 
13 Ibidem.  
14 Ibidem.  
15 “Education & Child Protection,” Kesh Malek Organization, accessed June 26, 2021, 

https://www.keshmalek.org/education-child-protection/.  
16 “Syria Banksy,” Kesh Malek Organization, accessed June 19, 2021, https://www.keshmalek.org/syria-banksy/.  
17 “Human Rights,” Kesh Malek Organization, accessed June 26, 2021, https://www.keshmalek.org/human-

rights/.  

https://www.keshmalek.org/education-child-protection/
https://www.keshmalek.org/syria-banksy/
https://www.keshmalek.org/human-rights/
https://www.keshmalek.org/human-rights/
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Problem statement, goal and research questions 

Since the beginning of the Syrian revolution art has been used by Syrians to express 

themselves and show resistance against the regime. They used art to communicate about the 

revolution and their fight for freedom. Ten years later, many Syrians fled the country, are 

internally displaced, disappeared in detention or were killed. The Syrian government is 

regaining more control and power over the country, but the conflict is still continuing. Many 

Syrians are still exposed to traumatic events, and many of them suffer from war trauma. 

Although art continues to play an important role in the current situation in Syria, it is unclear 

how art is being used in coping with war trauma specifically.  

Therefore, the goal of this research is to explore how art can be used in coping with war 

trauma in an ongoing conflict situation. The research will be conducted through a case study. 

For this purpose, the following main- and sub-questions are formulated: 

How is art being used within Kesh Malek Organization in coping with war trauma? 

1. What are the characteristics of war trauma? 

2. What is the role of art in coping with war trauma? 

3. What is the role of art within Kesh Malek Organization in coping with war trauma? 

Thesis outline 

First, the conceptual framework chapter will look at the existing literature on trauma, war 

trauma, and art as a coping mechanism for war trauma. It will be argued which concepts and 

theories will be used in this research. The chapter methodology provides insights into the 

methods used to collect data. After the methodology, the results are discussed in the next 

chapter. In the first paragraph an answer will be formulated on what war trauma 

characteristics are. Then, the second paragraph will provide an answer to what the role of art 

can be in coping with war trauma. Lastly, paragraph three will focus on formulating an 

answer to the question what the role of art is within Kesh Malek Organization in coping with 

war trauma. The chapter discussion will interpret the results and limitations of the research. 

Finally, in the last chapter a conclusion will be given to the research question. 
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Conceptual Framework  

This chapter explores the key concepts of the study by using existing literature. The key 

concepts are derived from the sub-questions. First, it will be determined from the literature 

what exactly is meant by the term trauma. In addition, theories will be used to focus on war 

trauma and the characteristics. Secondly, the concept of art is established, again using the 

literature found. It uses found theories to substantiate how art can work as a coping 

mechanism.   

Trauma 

This paragraph explores the concept of trauma to answer the first sub-question: What are the 

characteristics of war trauma? 

Before zooming in on war trauma in the study, it is helpful to explain the concept of trauma. 

In its broadest term, trauma is connected to overpowering life experiences.18 The word itself 

derives from ancient Greek, meaning ‘wound’. The term is understood as a wound inflicted 

on the mind, not on the body. The wound is inflicted by a powerful emotional shock that 

breaks “the mind's experience of time, self and the world”.19 Ron Eyerman argues that an 

event is traumatic not only because it is so powerful, but because it is unthinkable. A 

traumatic experience cannot easily assimilate to the brain because of the existing framework 

of understanding.20 He defines trauma as “holding the impact of an astounding event on the 

life of an individual. The inner catastrophe leaves wounds and scars on the memory that 

cannot be erased and later on influences subsequent behavior in unexpected ways.”21 

Moreover, Eyerman indicates that the body and brain must defend themselves against the 

traumatic event, because it can be physically or emotionally overwhelming.22 

Like Eyerman, Ronnie Janoff-Bulman argues that traumatic events leave deep bodily wounds 

behind that need a very long time to heal. According to Janoff-Bulman, times of trauma occur 

in the mind of an individual when one’s fundamental assumptions are challenged and 

experiences an intense psychological crisis. This intense psychological crisis is extreme and 

 
18 Michael van Ameringen, Catherine Mancini, Beth Patterson, and Michael H. Boyle, “Post-Traumatic Stress 

Disorder in Canada,” CNS Neuroscience and Therapeutics 14, no. 3 (2008): 178-179, 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1755-5949.2008.00049.x.  
19 Ron Eyerman, “Social Theory and Trauma,” Acta Sociologica 1, no. 56 (2013): 42, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0001699312461035. 
20 Ibidem. 
21 Samia Hanif and Inayat Ullah, “War Trauma, Collective Memory, and Cultural Productions in Conflict Zones: 

Kashmir in Focus,” SAGE Open 8, no. 3 (2018): 5, https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244018800912. 
22 Eyerman, “Social Theory and Trauma,” 42. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1755-5949.2008.00049.x
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0001699312461035
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F2158244018800912
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unusual, because an individual does not expect a traumatic event to occur in their normal 

daily life.23 Where Eyerman argues that a traumatic event cannot assimilate into the brain 

because of the existing framework of understanding, Janoff-Bulman argues that this existing 

framework is shattered by the impact of the traumatic event. Thereby, she argues that the 

fundamental assumptions of the victim is shattered.24 By this, she means that the inner world 

of a trauma victim is in turmoil. Because fundamental assumptions are shattered, the self- and 

worldviews can no longer be relied upon.25 The victim of trauma is disintegrated in his or her 

own inner world.26 The traumatic events that may shatter an individual’s fundamental 

assumption are most of the time a direct threat to the individual, but it can be a threat to loved 

ones that are close to the individual too. Furthermore, Janoff-Bulman argues that it is possible 

to directly experience a threat by witnessing a traumatic event of another person.27  

While Judith Herman does agree with Eyerman and Janoff-Bulman that traumatic events can 

be a threat to life and leave bodily wounds, she disagrees with the idea that traumatic events 

are unusual human experiences. She argues that for example rape or war can be a part of 

someone’s life in a way that it is not an unusual experience anymore. In addition, she argues 

that “only the fortunate find it unusual”.28  

While Eyerman argues that trauma influences later behavior in much unexpected ways, R. 

Ruard Ganzevoort states that the effects of trauma are accidental, but expected as well.29 He 

describes trauma as “the psychological wound resulting from the confrontation with a serious 

event that shatters a person’s integrity and induces powerlessness and estrangement”.30 But he 

states that we can only speak of trauma when a serious event is an immediate threat to life. 

Similar to Janoff-Bulman, Ganzevoort divides serious events into a threat to a person’s 

physical life, one's integrity of being, and witnessing a threat to another person’s life. 

According to him, trauma is not the event itself, but the impact or aftermath of the event on 

 
23 Ronnie Janoff-Bulman, Shattered Assumptions: Towards a New Psychology of Trauma (New York: Simon & 

Schuster, 1992), 53. 
24 Ibidem, 52. 
25 Ibidem, 62. 
26 Ibidem 63.  
27 Ibidem, 55. 
28 Judith Herman, Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence – From Domestic Abuse to Political Terror 

(New York: Basic Books, 1992), 33. 
29 R. Ruard Ganzevoort, “Scars and Stigmata: Trauma, Identity and Theology,” Practical Theology 1, no. 1 

(2008): n.p., https://doi.org/10.1558/prth.v1i1.19. 
30 Ibidem. 

https://doi.org/10.1558/prth.v1i1.19
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the person. It depends on several aspects whether a particular serious event triggers trauma, 

for example one’s ability to cope and make meaning has an influence.31   

Janoff-Bulman and Ganzevoort are mainly focusing on individual trauma, but some events 

can cause collective trauma. According to Eyerman, individual trauma and collective trauma 

share the shock of an event. The wound that follows the traumatic event can be individual as 

well as collective.32 In addition, he argues that individual trauma and collective trauma 

reinforce each other, increasing the shock of a traumatic event.33 The loss of an individual 

person can be intimately connected to other persons who are suffering from the loss too. The 

trauma would only intensify when the impact is added together allowing a collective identity 

to shatter along with the individual identity.34  

Besides individual and collective trauma, Eyerman writes about cultural trauma, focusing 

primarily on religious and national identity. He argues that cultural trauma is generally related 

to a traumatic event and therefore to both individual and collective trauma.35 Jeffrey C. 

Alexander argues that it is not the event that creates trauma, but the meaning-making attached 

to that event. He calls this the process of trauma creation, a construction by society.36 

Moreover, he states that some traumatic events are imagined events by referring to an 

ambiguous experience that is created into a specific shape.37 While Eyerman does agree with 

Alexander that cultural traumas are processes of meaning-making, he disagrees with the idea 

of imagined events. He argues that trauma cannot be created out of the nothing, because there 

has to be an overpowering event that causes certain emotions and opinions.38   

As we can see, most researchers agree with the fact that trauma leaves a wound. While 

Ganzevoort and Janoff-Bulman have a lot of similarities, the definition of Janoff-Bulman will 

be taken into consideration during this research because it goes deeper into the meaning of the 

trauma wound where she argues that trauma shatters the fundamental assumptions of an 

individual. It can shatter the idea that the world is benevolent and meaningful, and that the 

 
31 Ganzevoort, “Scars and Stigmata,” n.p.  
32 Eyerman, “Social Theory and Trauma,” 43. 
33 Ibidem. 
34 Ibidem. 
35 Ibidem. 
36 Jeffrey C. Alexander, “Toward a theory of cultural trauma,” in  Cultural Trauma and Collective Identity, ed. 

Jeffrey C. Alexander, Ron Eyerman, Bernard Giesen, Neil J. Smelser, and Piotr Sztompka (Berkeley: University 

of California Press, 2004), 1.  
37 Ibidem, 8-9. 
38 Eyerman, “Social Theory and Trauma,” 43. 
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self is worthy.39 Thereby, it is most apt to the scope of this research because she demonstrates 

the impact of a traumatic experience on a deeper level. Adding to that, Eyerman’s definition 

of trauma will be used, regarding the focus on the connection between individual and 

collective trauma. It is not only one individual that is a victim of trauma in the ongoing 

conflict in Syria, but entire families and communities are affected by traumatic events.  

War trauma 

Now that the concept of trauma has been determined, this paragraph looks at the concept of 

war trauma and its characteristics. Several studies have been done on this subject. First, an 

overview will be given of traumatic events that can occur during times of war and conflict.  

War and violence cause people to leave everything behind to find protection and safety. They 

have to leave behind their homes, along with their family and friends. In addition, victims 

have to deal with traumatic experiences such as violence and the loss of relationships. 

Belonging to a new unknown diaspora and trying to get in touch with the new community can 

be traumatic as well.40 

Recent study on trauma exposure among Syrian refugees shows that they were exposed to 

different traumatic events, like “experiencing or witnessing horror; murder; kidnapping, or 

disappearance of family”.41 This study shows as well that some of them experienced other 

traumatic events, like “to have witnessed their home being searched, to have had no access to 

medicine or medical care during ill health, to have experienced explosion and sustained 

serious physical injury in a combat situation, to have family or friends severely injured, to 

have witnessed physical injury, sexual assault, rape, or torture among family members or 

friends, and to have loved ones or friends murdered, kidnapped, or taken hostage; some 

experienced violent death, torture or disappearance”.42 Additionally, displacement was an 

important category in this study.43  

Adding to this information, in a different study that was conducted among refugee adolescents 

from Burma show similar traumatic events, like experiencing “lacking adequate food, 

 
39 Janoff-Bulman, Shattered Assumptions, 6. 
40 Sofie de Smet, Cecile Rousseau, Christel Stalpaert, and Lucia de Haene, “A qualitative analysis of coping with 

trauma and exile in applied theatre with Syrian refugees: The role of within-group interactions,” The Arts in 

Psychotherapy 66 (2019): 1, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.aip.2019.101587. 
41 Man Cheung Chung, Mudar Shakra, Nowf AlQarni, Mariam AlMazrouei, Sara Al Mazrouei, and Shurooq Al 

Hashimi, “Posttraumtic Stress Among Syrian Refugees: Trauma Exposure Characteristics, Trauma Centrality, 

and Emotional Suppression,” Psychiatry 81, no. 1 (2018): 62, https://doi.org/10.1080/00332747.2017.1354620. 
42 Ibidem, 58-60. 
43 Ibidem, 57. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.aip.2019.101587
https://doi.org/10.1080/00332747.2017.1354620
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witnessing rape, and hearing about combat”.44 According to the study, a refugee adolescent 

from Burma experienced an average of two traumatic events. In addition, an individual may 

have witnessed four traumatic events and heard about eight.45 Among Croatian women, many 

of them experienced several traumatic events.46 Namely exposure to combat, life in a hostile 

environment, and war-related deprivation. A significant percentage (almost 50%) of women 

have witnessed death and injury.47 

These studies mentioned focus on the post-conflict situation among trauma victims and shows 

that a wide variety of traumatic events can occur during times of war and conflict. This 

provides useful insights, but the study of this research focuses on the ongoing conflict in 

Syria. Therefore, studies done during the exposure of traumatic experiences will now be 

examined. 

Recent study on war trauma in conflict zones, in this case Kashmir, shows that no one is able 

to escape the violent events. Most people experienced gunfire and explosions along with 

exposure to the combat zone. Violence in Kashmir can be divided into “torture, rape, firing, 

physical mistreatment, roundup raids, explosion of mines, damage to property, cross fire, 

burning of houses, arrests, kidnapping, forced labour, injury, and violation of modesty”. 

According to this research more than 60% of the population is a witness of at least four 

traumatic events.48 

Another study focusing on the exposure to war trauma among parents and children in the 

Gaza strip shows that both children and parents have experienced several traumatic events. 

This study was conducted in areas where ongoing violence and shelling were present in daily 

life.49 Among the children, the following were the most traumatic events experienced, namely 

“watching mutilated bodies and wounded people on TV, witnessing the shelling on the 

 
44 Cassandra Rowe, Rose Watson-Ormond, Lacey English, Hillary Rubesin, Ashley Marshall, Kristin Linton, 
Andrew Amolegbe, Christine Agnew-Brune, and Eugenia Eng, “Evaluating Art Therapy to Heal the Effect of 

Trauma Among refugee Youth: The Burma Art Therapy Program Evaluation,” Health Promotion Practice 18, 

no. 1 (2017): 30, https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1524839915626413. 
45 Ibidem.   
46 Aleksandra Stevanovic, Tanja Franciskovic, and Eric Vermetten, “Relationship of early-life trauma, war-

related trauma, personality traits, and PTSD symptom severity: a retrospective study on female civilian victims 

of war,” European Journal of Psychotraumatology 7, no. 1 (2016): n.p., https://doi.org/10.3402/ejpt.v7.30964.  
47 Ibidem. 
48 Hanif and Ullah, “War Trauma, Collective Memory, and Cultural Productions in Conflict Zones,” 2.  
49 A. A. Thabet, A. Abu Tawahina, Eyad El Sarraj, and Panos Vostanis, “Exposure to war trauma and PTSD 

among parents and children in the Gaza strip,” European Child and Adolescent Psychiatry 17, no. 191 (2008): 

191, https://doi.org/10.1007/s00787-007-0653-9. 

https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1524839915626413
https://doi.org/10.3402/ejpt.v7.30964
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00787-007-0653-9


14 

 

ground, and hearing the shelling of the area by the artillery”.50 Among the parents, these were 

the following traumatic events which included, “watching mutilated bodies and wounded 

people on TV, witnessing the sign of shelling on the ground, hearing sonic sounds of fighter 

jets, and witnessing the bombing of other homes by planes and helicopters”.51 

These two studies show what kind of traumatic events people in conflict zones can be exposed 

to on a daily basis. It clearly shows that people can be exposed to a wide range of traumatic 

events. Because of this, it is important to make clear in this research, as ascribed above, 

traumatic events still occur in Syria, because of the ongoing conflict. This is why the situation 

cannot be discussed as a post-conflict situation. It means that not only individuals are still 

being exposed to traumatic events, but families and communities as well. In this way 

individual ongoing trauma exposure is connected to collective trauma.  

Characteristics of war trauma 

This paragraph will discuss the characteristics of war trauma based on the literature found. 

The ongoing conflict situation in Syria, which continues to expose Syrians to traumatic 

events, will be considered. 

When talking about trauma and its characteristics, people often refer to the Diagnostic and 

Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM). According to the DSM-5, the characteristics 

of posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) are divided into intrusion (flashbacks, memories, 

nightmares), avoidance (thoughts, places, people), alterations in cognition and mood (ongoing 

fear, anger, shame and guilt), and alterations in arousal and reactivity (concentration- and 

sleeping problems, anger, irritable).52  

Judith Herman argues that the characteristics of PTSD is defined by three concepts: 

hyperarousal, intrusion, and constriction.53 

The state of hyperarousal is connected to a state of high alert. By this she means that a person 

may be triggered with the minimal provocation. This can manifest itself in anger, irritability 

 
50 Thabet et al., “Exposure to war trauma and PTSD among parents and children in the Gaza strip,” 194. 
51 Ibidem, 195. 
52 “What is Posttraumatic Stress Disorder?” American Psychiatric Association, accessed May 17, 2021, 

https://www.psychiatry.org/patients-families/ptsd/what-is-ptsd.  
53 Herman, Trauma and Recovery, 35. 
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and poor sleep. It can also manifest as extreme permanent alertness to any sound a person 

hears, even in their sleep.54 

Intrusion is connected to reliving the traumatic event(s) with the same overpowering emotions 

as during the original exposure to the event. This can be caused by flashbacks and memories 

that cause a person to continue to be exposed to the same traumatic events, even in their sleep. 

These traumatic memories are described as vivid sensations and images.55 Hyperarousal and 

intrusive symptoms are both connected with symptoms of depression, survival mode of 

insomnia, nightmares, and psychosomatic complaints.56  

The last concept, according to Herman, is constriction or avoidance. After experiencing a 

traumatic event some people might avoid emotions and shut themselves off from the pain they 

feel, or the intense anger and terror that might be uncontrollable. Herman connects this to the 

terms “dissociation, constriction, and numbing”. In this way, people do not have to deal with 

their conscious well-being.57 In addition, some people might forget or deny that they were 

exposed to a traumatic event. But there is a possibility that the traumatic experience will 

express itself in nightmares or strange behavior.58  

The DSM-5 and Herman assign these characteristics to the aftermath of a traumatic event. 

They refer to it as a posttraumatic stress disorder. Janoff-Bulman criticizes the PTSD 

classification, because according to her it falls short in describing the victims’ psychological 

experiences. She argues that it can only be used as a tool that might help with the diagnosis of 

PTSD.59 Furthermore, she argues that the symptoms of PTSD are considered as abnormal 

responses to traumatic events instead of adaptive responses. Intrusion and constriction, in 

particular denial and numbing, have been understood as highly negative characteristics. She 

argues that these characteristics are automatic efforts by trauma victims to cope with the 

traumatic experience. In some way, it might help in recovering from trauma.60  

 
54 Herman, Trauma and Recovery, 35-36. 
55 Ibidem, 37-38. 
56 Judith Lewis Herman, “Complex PTSD: A Syndrome in Survivors of Prolonged and Repeated Trauma,” 

Journal of Traumatic Stress 5, no. 3 (1992): 382, https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00977235. 
57 Kirsten L. Zaleski, Daniel K. Johnson, and Jessica T. Klein, “Grounding Judith Herman’s Trauma Theory 

within Interpersonal Neuroscience and Evidence-Based Practice Modalities for Trauma Treatment,” Smith 

College Studies in Social Work 86, no. 4 (2016): 379-380, https://doi.org/10.1080/00377317.2016.1222110.  
58 Herman, Trauma and Recovery, 42. 
59 Janoff-Bulman, Shattered Assumptions, 50. 
60 Ibidem, 95-96. 
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Thereby, it seems that the DSM-5 has the assumption that trauma might be a single 

overwhelming life-threatening event that occurs in life.61 For some people, this may be so. But 

for the ongoing conflict situation in Syria where the traumatic events are structural and 

continuous, these characteristics of PTSD cannot be applied.  

Whereas PTSD focuses on traumatic events from the past and its aftermath, continuous 

traumatic stress (CTS) focuses on the experiences of those who live in the present situation of 

continuous trauma exposure. CTS was developed in South-Africa by anti-apartheid activists. 

Living in a situation with ongoing structural political stressors, the conditions can be 

different.62 CTS describes the impact of living in a context of current and ongoing danger, 

situations like political or civil conflict, but also community violence.63 An example given by 

CTS researchers is that of the towns and villages in Syria that are besieged by the state. 

Furthermore, CTS may occur in people who have been displaced by war and conflict, which 

is described in the previous paragraph.64 

Where the political authorities should be there to protect their people, in the case of CTS the 

political authorities are the direct perpetrators.65 The social contract between state and the 

people is completely broken.66 Those who are living in ongoing conflict situations where 

traumatic events can occur on a regular basis may often already have experienced multiple 

traumatic events. The focus in CTS is thus not on the aftermath of past events, but on the 

current and future events.67 This applies to a person's mental health, which is characterized by 

thoughts of future traumatic events rather than thoughts of past events.68  

The characteristics of trauma, as described in the DSM-5, are according to CTS normal 

human reactions to traumatic experiences instead of negative. Unlike PTSD, CTS places the 

origin of the trauma not in the malfunctioning brain, but in the violent political context. 

Similar to Janoff-Bulman, CTS refers to the shattering of an individual's feeling of safety. 

 
61 Vivienne Matthies-Boon, “Shattered Worlds: Political Trauma Amongst Young Activists in Post-
Revolutionary Egypt,” The Journal of North African Studies 22, no. 4 (2017): 624, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13629387.2017.1295855. 
62 Gillian Eagle and Debra Kaminer, “Continuous Traumatic Stress: Expanding the Lexicon of Traumatic 

Stress,” Peace and Conflict: Journal of Peace Psychology 19, no. 2 (2013): 85-86, 

https://doi.org/10.1037/a0032485. 
63 Ibidem, 85. 
64 Ibidem, 89. 
65 Vivienne Matthies-Boon, “Injustice Turned Inward? Continuous Traumatic Stress and Social Polarization in 

Egypt,” Middle East – Topics and Arguments 11 (2018): 89, https://doi.org/10.17192/meta.2018.11.7807. 
66 Eagle and Kaminer, “Continuous Traumatic Stress,” 94. 
67 Ibidem, 91. 
68 Ibidem, 91-92. 
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Daily assumptions are shattered by trauma.69 People living with CTS “may experience not 

only a sensation of hyper alertness but also a deep sense of vulnerability, a sense of impotence 

or loss of control over one’s own life, and an altered sense of reality that makes it difficult to 

comprehend experiences”.70   

CTS is characterized by anxiety and fear, withdrawal and isolation, somatization, aggression, 

sleeping problems, and nightmares.71 Anxiety and fear can be diagnosed as paranoia, because 

it is unpredictable when a future traumatic event will occur. CTS researchers warn that “the 

denial or minimalization of danger might be more problematic than exaggeration, even if such 

defenses allow for reduction of anxiety”.72 Aggression expresses itself in feelings of hatred 

and revenge as well as in feelings of paranoid defensiveness. These characteristics are a result 

of adaptation to the conflict situation that may lead to dehumanization.73 Janoff-Bulman raises 

the same point and argues that many trauma victims do experience a strong desire for revenge 

and experience feelings of anger and rage.74  

Looking more closely at the work of Janoff-Bulman, two characteristics are worth mentioning 

that are not referred to in CTS, namely self-blame and survivor guilt. Janoff-Bulman describes 

in her book that victims cannot be blamed for their victimization. She believes that self-blame 

“reflects the struggle of survivors to make sense of their victimization”. Self-blame is often 

seen as a component of depression that goes hand in hand with self-worth and self-criticism.75 

Trauma victims focus on their own behavior and believe that there is always something they 

could have done to avoid the current outcome. They keep asking themselves questions, like “I 

should have done…” or “I should not have done…”.76   

Survivor guilt is connected to self-blame. Survival guilt can occur in survivors who have 

experienced traumatic events with others. But where the survivor has survived this event, 

others have lost their lives. The question “Why me?” is often asked by survivors. Survivors 

may blame themselves for omissions in their own behavior. People who have lived through 

traumatic events feel that they should have done more to save the other victims, they feel 

 
69 Matthies-Boon, “Shattered Worlds,” 624. 
70 Matthies-Boon, “Injustice Turned Inward?” 91.  
71 Matthies-Boon, “Shattered Worlds,” 624. 
72 Eagle and Kaminer, “Continuous Traumatic Stress,” 93. 
73 Ibidem, 96. 
74 Janoff-Bulman, Shattered Assumptions, 79.  
75 Ibidem, 125. 
76 Ibidem, 126. 
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guilty because they were unable to do more.77 The survivors are looking for a way to 

understand the world along with a meaning of their suffering and survival.78    

As mentioned earlier, it is important to reflect in this study on the fact that the conflict in 

Syria is still ongoing, which means that Syrians, who still live in their country, are 

continuously exposed to traumatic events. Whereas PTSD provides directions when it comes 

to characteristics of war trauma, it focuses on the aftermath of a traumatic event instead of 

present and possible future traumatic events. In addition, it does not address the destruction of 

the fundamental assumptions and experiences of trauma for the victim. Therefore, CTS is the 

main focus in this research, because it relates to the ongoing conflict situation many Syrians 

have to live with on a daily basis and the broken relationship between the state and its people. 

However, it is important to remember that the characteristics of CTS do not discount the 

possibility of PTSD. The point that CTS researchers want to make is that CTS can include 

characteristics that go beyond PTSD.79 

Art 

This paragraph will define the concept of art for this research. In addition, the concept of 

coping will be considered. It will be elaborated how art can serve as a coping mechanism. 

Because this study does not specifically focus on a particular area of art, a broad definition of 

the term will be used. The definition of Coleman and Macintosh will be applied in this study 

and states that “the arts refer to a vast array of endeavours or art forms that include the visual 

arts (painting, drawing, sculpture), literary arts (poetry, novels, short stories), and the 

performing arts (music, dance, theatre, film) – all of which are united by their use of the 

creative impulse in the refiguring of experience”.80 They argue that each art form has its 

specific advantages because of its own special characteristics.81   

 
77 Janoff-Bulman, Shattered Assumptions, 79. 
78 Ibidem, 132. 
79 Eagle and Kaminer, “Continuous Traumatic Stress,” 96. 
80 Kim Coleman and Heather Beth Macintosh, “Art and Evidence: Balancing the Discussion on Arts- and 

Evidence- Based Practices with Traumatized Children,” Journal of Child Adolescent Trauma 8 (2015): 22, 
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Art as a coping mechanism for war trauma 

Art as a form of therapy is nowadays recognized and used in the professional world. This 

form of therapy is known as creative art therapy. According to several studies, creative art 

therapy would be especially effective in treating trauma, including war trauma.82  

For some trauma victims it can be difficult to express themselves through traditional talk 

therapy. Creative art therapy can help them to express those feelings.83 Normally, the left 

hemisphere of the brain provides words for a story. Unresolved trauma is located in the right 

hemisphere of the brain making it incoherent and lacking a complete narrative. As a result, the 

left hemisphere may find it difficult to find the logical words for the incoherent and 

incomplete story to describe the traumatic experiences.84 For this reason the use of traditional 

talk therapy might not be beneficial.85  

Creative art therapy may be beneficial for victims who are experiencing symptoms of 

unsolved trauma.86 Trauma researchers believe that creative art therapy can change the 

information process in the brain. There is an increasing consensus that the brain's right 

nonverbal hemisphere mediates the traumatic memories. This part of the brain is active during 

art making.87 By using creative art therapy the left and right hemispheres work together to find 

balance and may process the traumatic experiences in ways that talk therapy cannot.88 

Because traumatic experiences are stored as visual memories in the brain, creative art therapy 

can be helpful to cope with these traumatic memories. 89 Creative art therapy enables the 

traumatic memories to be translated into symbols and then into language. Art thereby creates 

a distance between the victim and the pain so that the traumatic event can be seen as a past 

event rather than an ongoing event that is relived over and over again. This makes creative art 

an important mechanism in coping with trauma.90 Furthermore, several researchers argue that 

creative art therapy offers a nonthreatening or a less threatening way for trauma victims to 

express their inner, unconscious emotions, and thoughts.91  

 
82 Coleman and Macintosh, “Art and Evidence,” 24. 
83 Ibidem, 21. 
84 Kristi Perryman, Paul Blisard, and Rochelle Mos, “Using Creative Arts in Trauma Therapy: The Neuroscience 

of Healing,” Journal of Mental Health Counseling 41, no. 1 (2019): 84, https://doi.org/10.17744/mehc.41.1.07. 
85 Coleman and Macintosh, “Art and Evidence,” 25.  
86 Perryman et al., “Using Creative Arts in Trauma Therapy,” 84. 
87 Coleman and Macintosh, “Art and Evidence,” 25.  
88 Perryman et al., “Using Creative Arts in Trauma Therapy,” 84. 
89 Rowe et al., “Evaluating Art Therapy to Heal the Effect of Trauma Among Refugee Youth,” 28. 
90 Coleman and Macintosh, “Art and Evidence,” 27.  
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https://doi.org/10.17744/mehc.41.1.07


20 

 

A case study on the role of art in healing survivors of war shows how beneficial creative art 

therapy can be. According to Baker, creative art therapy makes victims become survivors of 

trauma by healing their traumatic wounds from the terror of war and developing personal 

strength. By using art, the Bosnian refugees could transform the unspeakable into a work of 

art.92 In the case study the researcher used the art forms of drawing, painting, sculpture, 

writing, and quilting.  

The role of art seems to improve mental health, symptoms of trauma, and anxiety after 

experiencing war trauma. It offers victims of trauma a mechanism for communicating their 

traumatic experiences and processing their feelings and thoughts.93 In addition, creative art 

therapy increases the well-being of a trauma victim by improving social, mental, and 

emotional functioning. It also reduces feelings of stress and negative psychological 

symptoms. Therefore, it increases personal growth. 94 
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Methodology 

In this research, qualitative research was conducted to answer the research question of how art 

is being used within Kesh Malek Organization in coping with war trauma. For this purpose, 

interviews were conducted among employees of the organization.95  

Conducting qualitative interviews were used as data collection method. During the interview, 

I functioned as an interviewer. I limited myself to asking questions related to the key concepts 

of the research written in the conceptual framework. The respondents generally limited 

themselves to answering these questions. I wanted to gather as much information as possible 

regarding the research through qualitative interviews.96 

Several topic lists were created by the researcher prior to the interviews. I have chosen for 

semi-structured interviews that included subdivided themes and questions.97 These themes and 

questions were derived from the main and sub-questions of the research as well as based on 

the projects in which the respondents are involved. In this way, the topic list was adapted to 

both the research and the respondents. 

Using semi-structured interviews means that the content of the questions, the manner in which 

questions are asked, the order in which the questions are asked, and the possible answers of 

the respondents are only partially determined.98 Semi-structed interviews are open for new 

themes or questions and follow-up questions could be asked to clarify a respondents’ answer 

during the interview.99 These follow-up questions are important for the validity of the 

research. The researcher's interpretation was presented during the interview to verify that she 

understood the respondents’ answer correctly.100 

My internship organization, PAX for peace, put the me in touch with Kesh Malek 

Organization. My internship mentor sent an introductory email to the contact person of this 

organization in which she introduced me and briefly explained the intention of my research. 

After the organization agreed to become the case study of this research, the contact person of 

Kesh Malek probed to see if the staff was open to being interviewed. The goal was to 

 
95 Harm ‘t Hart, Hennie Boeije, and Joop Hox, Onderzoeksmethoden (Den Haag: Boom Lemma uitgevers, 

2009), 253-254.  
96 Ibidem, 266-267. 
97 Ibidem, 267-268. 
98 Ibidem. 
99 Anna Davidson Bremborg, “Interviewing,” in The Routledge Handbook of Research Methods in the Study of 
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interview at least four respondents within Kesh Malek Organization from different projects in 

April 2021. The respective contact person emailed me the contact information of the 

respondents. I was able to made individual contact by sending an email in both English and 

Arabic explaining more about the research and the interview. This email indicated the 

possibility of using a translator. Because time was limited, I choose to conduct only four 

interviews with respondents who are working with art in Kesh Malek Organization. 

I contacted the respondents to arrange a date and time. Due to the corona pandemic, it was not 

possible to conduct the interviews face-to-face. The interviews were conducted via Zoom in 

agreement with the respondents. The duration of the interviews ranged from 35 minutes to 60 

minutes. The interviews were conducted individually in English. For one interview, an 

interpreter was requested by the respondent. The interpreter translated from English-Arabic 

and Arabic-English. The interviews were recorded via Zoom in agreement with the 

respondents in order to better analyze the responses afterwards.  

Before the interview was conducted, I explained that anonymity was guaranteed. This means 

that I did not use the names of the respondents in the research itself. I was aware of personal 

information and the data which have been given in confidence. Thereby, I felt the 

responsibility to not violate this trust.101 It is important to avoid the possibility that 

respondents could get into trouble because of the information given. Therefore, respondents 

are not named in the research.102 Respondents are referred to by numbers from 1 to 5. 

The interviews with four respondents were conducted individually between April 15 and 29. 

After the first interview, the respondent recommended approaching another possible 

respondent for an interview about the research topic. Contact was made with this person via 

mail. After having contact by email with this person, the interview was scheduled for May 11.  

The quality of the recording of one of the interviews was negatively affected by noise factors 

as well as by the participant's audio. Therefore, when inviting the respondents of the later 

interviews, I recommended the use of headphones, if possible. The other interview recordings 

have good audio quality. 
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The five interviews were recorded with the consent of the respondents. Before the interview, 

the respondents were made aware of the recording of the interview. I explained both via mail 

contact and during the interview what the intention was of the recording. One respondent did 

not have a camera on during the interview, the other four did.  

After the interviews were conducted, I started immediately with the transcription of the 

interviews. I did this without the aid of computer programs.103 As a check, I reviewed the 

interviews twice with audio and text to make sure all information was transcribed properly. In 

addition, three respondents were open for checking the transcripts of their interviews to have 

their answers verified. Based on the verification of the transcribed interviews, the reliability 

was tested.104 

After transcribing, the inductive analysis of the data took place. In the first step, I carefully 

reviewed the collected data by reading and thinking. In the second step, categories were 

sought within the transcription. Assigning categories to particular fragments of text is called 

coding.105 After the process of coding, the codes were compared with each other and 

overlapping categories were reconstructed. The codes applied to a particular piece of data 

could be merged or separated from other collected data. By applying codes to the collected 

data, patterns were discovered. After the codes have been applied, I have put all the data with 

the same codes together in a table, see Appendix 2. This provides an overview for processing 

the data in the research. The conclusions of the data were related to the literature. In this way, 

an answer was formulated for the sub-questions and then for the main question.106 

The recordings and transcriptions of the interviews were immediately transferred to an USB. 

This way, these files could be stored securely and no one but me had access to them. For these 

reasons, the USB never left the house, so there was minimal chance that it would get lost. 

A point of attention is the following: I have consciously chosen to include citations literally in 

the research. This means that there are intentional language errors in the citations. I chose to 

do this, because it keeps the respondents' statements intact. Another reason for me to have 
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chosen this is because the citations are the literal statements of the respondents, namely the 

source. 
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Results  

This chapter of the research will describe the results of the three sub-questions. At the end of 

each sub-question, a conclusion will be written.  

What are the characteristics of war trauma? 

In this paragraph the characteristics of war trauma will be analyzed. Reference will be made 

to the existing information from the conceptual framework and citations from the qualitative 

interviews will be used. 

The conflict in Syria is ongoing and Syrians have to live with continuous structural political 

stressors. Continuous traumatic stress (CTS) focuses on the experiences of the people who 

have to live in the present situation of continuous trauma exposure.107 It describes the impact 

of living in a current ongoing dangerous context.108 Furthermore, CTS applies to those who 

are displaced by violence and conflict, or to those who have to live in towns that are besieged 

by the regime.109  

The living conditions described in CTS can be applied to the target group of the Education 

and Child Protection program within Kesh Malek Organization. Respondent 2 stated that, “we 

focusing on dropout children who have been drop out from school for two more years, like 

two years because of displacement because of there is no schools”. This target group has 

experienced traumatic events that have left them unable to attend school. Within this program 

attention is paid to the consequences of these traumatic events for the children. 

On the question of whether respondent 2 could describe war trauma characteristics, the 

respondent stated the following: “Especially with displacement. Like when you come 

displaced, like when you come from area to other area, you lose your friends you lose your 

school, some children when they come to the centers they have this uhm like uh they don’t be 

that friendly they don’t wanna talk that much”. This sentence demonstrates that children have 

experienced multiple displacements, and how traumatic this can be for children living in 

conflict areas.  
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Later, respondent 2 indicated that during the project, attention is paid to a child's behavior and 

possible war trauma characteristics. The respondent gave the following example: “She cannot 

deal with emotion, she cannot speak well, she cannot talk to her friend, she is a little bit 

lonely, she is always isolate herself from being in crowd”. Another example the respondent 

gave about the children is that, “they came to the center, they wouldn’t talk, they wouldn’t 

involve in any activity. Like with this activity that we have indoor outdoor, they are a little bit 

shy. They don’t participate in anything”.  

These examples of war trauma characteristics can be connected to concepts of constriction 

and avoidance. Some children seem to avoid these activities and seem to avoid talking to 

anyone at the project. As Herman describes, people who experienced a traumatic event may 

avoid emotions and shut themselves off from the pain they feel.110 Thereby, it can be analyzed 

from these citations that some children can experience constrictive symptoms which affects 

interaction with the outside world with the result that they do not participate in activities and 

isolate themselves.111  

Another example of war characteristics can be connected to hyperarousal where a person 

cannot control their emotions. The respondent stated that some children cannot deal with 

emotions. While it is unclear what these emotions are, there is a possible explanation for this. 

According to Herman, it is possible that a child is in constant state of high alert which means 

it can be triggered with the minimal provocation.112 But it is imaginable that it can be difficult 

for a child to participate in a project where they may not know anyone, making them extra 

cautious. This can make the child feel vulnerable, as the child must get used to a new situation 

through displacement.113 

In another interview, other characteristics of war trauma emerged. Respondent 5 works with 

survivors of enforced disappearance and torture. Within this project, the respondent stated 

that, “we support survivors of detention who were detained due to their activism or prisoners 

of expression. It doesn't matter where they were held or who did imprison them because as 

you know in Syria almost all the actors have been doing the same atrocities and the same 

violation”. As described in CTS, the political authorities should protect their people.114 But in 
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the cases of enforced disappearance and torture as the respondent describes, the political 

authorities are the direct perpetrators or they fail to protect their people from other 

perpetrators. The relationship between state and the people is completely broken because of 

the conflict in Syria.115 

However, respondent 5 does make a distinction between survivors of the state prisons and 

detention facilities. During the interview the respondent explained that, “in the detention 

facilities you are enforced disappeared, you gets lots of torture. And some of those, who are 

like the luckiest, they get out the detention facilities into the state prison. In the state prison, 

you have.. you're not you're not enforced disappeared anymore”. Moreover, the respondent 

talked about the benefits of being imprisoned in the state prisons: “You have visit, family 

visits. You have a lawyer, you have a court. You can get a sentence or you get a release”. 

Following on from this explanation, respondent 5 argued that, “so for those who have lived in 

the state prison, the trauma is less effective on them than those who have spent their time in 

detention facilities despite the time”. And, “in the detention facilities, doesn’t matter how long 

you stay there … It's really hard because you feel like you were taken out of the reality, put in 

someplace. No one knows and no one can even imagine being subjected to severe torture and 

then out so you feel like you have literally lived a nightmare. But not for seconds, for a long 

period of time”.  

When analyzing these citations, it seems that the distinction between the impact of being 

imprisoned in a state prison or being enforced disappeared in a detention facility shows that 

survivors of enforced disappearance suffered much more. Being taken out of reality and living 

a continuous nightmare shows that fundamental assumptions are shattered. To experience 

being enforced disappeared and being exposed to severe torture confirm that survivors had to 

live with a direct threat every day.116 It can be argued that those who were held in a detention 

facility where exposed to ongoing danger during their imprisonment. They did not have any 

control over their own lives, while those who were imprisoned in state prison still had their 

benefits. They were not taken away from reality, because they were not enforced disappeared.   

Respondent 5 commented that there are two main issues that survivors have to deal with after 

being released from captivity. The respondent mentioned survivor guilt and self-blame. This 

was indicated in the following sentence: “Actually there is two main things you know that 
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survivors dealt is uhm that thing that we see with survivors most of the time because the 

feeling that why I survived and all of my friends are still in there or died or still under torture. 

This survivor guilt and also the self-blame for … surviving. They are blaming themselves 

why did we survive and others did not”. Janoff-Bulman describes that survivor guilt and self-

blame are part of war trauma characteristics. Especially when survivors have shared the 

traumatic events with others who have not survived. The question “Why me?” is mentioned in 

the answers of the respondent and is relevant for these survivors of enforced disappearance 

and torture.117 

Another aspect that respondent 5 mentioned, is the anger and bitterness survivors may feel 

after they are released from captivity. This is stated in the following sentence: “Some who 

gets out and they they have like full of energy, they are full of bitterness and anger. They want 

to do something uhm for their friends or for the perpetrators”. It connects with the 

characteristics described in CTS where aggression expresses itself in feelings of hatred and 

revenge.118 Janoff-Bulman raises the same point that many trauma victims feel a strong desire 

for revenge, with feelings of anger and rage.119   

Additionally, the respondent talked about the risks of the feelings of hatred and revenge: “It's 

really hard to give them the tool to to express this angriness and bitterness and energy, and if 

you don't, there is a risk of them going to the wrong direction”. This sentence warns about the 

risks of survivors expressing their anger, bitterness and energy. In CTS it is stated that the 

denial or minimalization of danger can be very problematic.120 The respondent stated that it 

can be very dangerous for a survivor to stay in the regime-controlled areas, because most of 

the time survivors, “they are on the wanted list again. If you are detained twice, your chances 

of surviving is really really low”. Therefore, it is impossible for survivors to express their 

feelings in the regime-controlled areas because you don’t know who is listening with you.  

Not only the denial of the danger can be problematic, the denial of the impact of experiencing 

enforced disappearance and severe torture can be problematic as well. During the interview 

respondent 5 experienced that survivors say, “we have survived the most enduring 

circumstances in the world … Nothing could break us now and it could be a big deal for them 

to think that that detention, enforced disappearance and torture should have broken them”.   

 
117 Janoff-Bulman, Shattered Assumptions, 132. 
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Even after survivors have left the regime-controlled areas or the country itself, it remains 

difficult to talk about the traumatic experiences survivors were exposed to. Respondent 5 

states that there is an important barrier when talking about trauma: “It's still a taboo in the 

Syrian community”. Life after prison is considered to be even harder, because the survivors 

lost everything: “People loses their jobs, sometimes their families, their networks, their 

connection … After a long time in detention when you are not using your mind, you're not 

using your skills, you kind of starting losing it.” The respondent describes this feeling as 

being “naked in the desert”. The impact that is described evidently shows that fundamental 

assumptions of a survivor are being shattered. As Janoff-Bulman argues, this means that the 

self- and worldviews cannot be relied upon anymore.121 From these citations, it can be 

observed that the survivor is disintegrated in its own inner world because of all he/she has 

lost.122  

The impact of the consequences is stated in the next citation, according to the respondent: “It 

is driving survivors away from the public sphere, away from activism, away from fighting for 

justice and for the change in Syria”. This sentence shows experiencing traumatic events can 

lead to withdrawal and avoidance as described in CTS.123 It reflects on the description that 

survivors avoid people, places, and things associated with their traumatic event, according to 

Janoff-Bulman.124 The citation shows that survivors stay away from anything that have caused 

them to be imprisoned. It can be a conscious decision for survivors not to be reminded of 

these traumatic experiences. What was not mentioned in the interview, but was in the theory, 

is that in this way the pain of the memories could be avoided.125 It can protect the survivor 

from the overwhelming emotions it may feel after the traumatic experience as well.126 

Furthermore, respondent 5 stated that survivors have to deal with, “memories, nightmares … 

Sometimes like social disorders.” Memories and nightmares are intrusion characteristics 

according to Herman. It exposes a person to the same traumatic events continuously. Even in 

their sleep in form of nightmares.127 These traumatic memories are very powerful, because of 

their vivid images. Survivors can be exposed to these memories not only during sleeping 
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hours as well as during waking hours. These intrusive experiences confront the survivors to 

the traumatic events they have experienced.128  

One other issue that was mentioned by respondent 1 is the following: “Enforced 

disappearance issues is something that is really is part of every Syrians life. Because in almost 

every Syrian family there is someone who was at some point was forcefully disappeared. So 

every Syrian can relate to this”. The respondent was referring to the project where they work 

together with survivors of enforced disappearance and torture. This sentence shows that 

individual trauma and collective trauma share the traumatic shock of enforced disappearance 

as Eyerman describes.129 Not only the individual who is enforced disappeared suffers from 

this traumatic experience, it is connected with the loss the loved ones feel.130   

There were some points not mentioned in the interviews that were incorporated into the 

conceptual framework. It is unclear how the current situation affects the experience of 

traumatic events. As respondent 2 stated in the interview: “Safety is number one for us … In 

Syria you cannot make sure there is no place lets say uh it’s safety 100%”. This statement 

shows that people can still experience traumatic events, but it was not mentioned in the 

interviews if it plays a role in daily life. Therefore, it is difficult to analyze the characteristics 

of CTS where the current events and thoughts of future events are the focus.  

As described above, there is a wide range of war trauma characteristics. The main focus of 

this paragraph has been on the characteristics that were mentioned in the interviews. Not all of 

the characteristics described in the conceptual framework were found in the interviews. But 

characteristics from PTSD and CTS were mentioned in different interviews which shows they 

actually do have similar characteristics. It is important to remember that the characteristics of 

war trauma can vary from person to person. A child can experience different war trauma 

characteristics, than a survivor of enforced disappearance and severe torture.  

This paragraph shows that individual trauma and collective trauma are connected to each 

other, because being displaced or being enforced to disappear is not only experienced by 

individuals. In the case of displacement, not only the child is a victim, but the family of the 

child as well. In the case of enforced disappearance, the victim's loved ones can also be 

traumatized by the individual's disappearance from their lives. In addition, loved ones often 
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do not know what is happening to the victim or if he/she is still alive. They live in constant 

uncertainty of not knowing. It shows that individual trauma is strongly connected to collective 

trauma. 

What is the role of art in coping with war trauma? 

In this paragraph the role of art in coping with war trauma will be analyzed. Reference will be 

made to the existing information from the conceptual framework, where a deeper analysis is 

provided. 

As described in the conceptual framework, the use of art in creative art therapy can be 

effective in treating trauma, including the traumatic experiences of war and terror.131 

According to Rowe et al., through the use of art, nonverbal communication can be used so 

that the victim may learn to cope with war trauma.132 

Victims of war trauma can find it difficult to express themselves through traditional talk 

therapy.133 As Eyerman argues, the traumatic experience cannot easily assimilate to the brain 

because of the existing framework of understanding.134 This is because the process in the brain 

cannot complete the narrative of the traumatic experience. The left hemisphere normally 

provides the words of a narrative. However, unresolved trauma is located in the right 

hemisphere where emotions and visual images are triggered. As a result, the left side of the 

brain may have difficulties with finding the logical words to complete the narrative. Because 

of these difficulties in the brain, victims of trauma can find it challenging to tell their 

traumatic experience in traditional talk therapy.135  

There is an increasing consensus on the idea that creative art therapy can be beneficial for war 

trauma victims who are experiencing symptoms of unsolved trauma.136 It is believed as well 

that creative art therapy may be helpful for children and refugees who have experienced 

traumatic events.137 The use of art may benefit to the transformation from trauma victims to 

trauma survivors.138  
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Creative art therapy can be beneficial in helping to connect inner feelings and unconscious 

thoughts. Thereby, it is argued that creative art therapy is a less threatening way than 

traditional talk therapy.139 Some trauma researchers do believe that creative art therapy is the 

ideal treatment for coping with war trauma.140 They support the idea that the right hemisphere 

mediates the traumatic memories. During art making, this part of the brain is activated.141 As 

described above, traumatic experiences are stored as visual memories in the brain. By 

activating the creative processes in the right hemisphere alternative ways of communicating 

can be used. In this way, memories and feelings come to the surface.142 Creative art therapy 

can thus provide access to these traumatic memories and feelings.143 

Creative art therapy allows traumatic memories to be transformed into symbols.144 Trauma 

researchers believe that this transformation with its shapes, colour, lines, and form is a more 

beneficial way of expressing the pain of traumatic experiences than the traditional talk 

therapy.145 When creative art therapy is used to put traumatic memories on paper, the artwork 

can be described with language. A transformation from symbols into language takes place. In 

this way, both the right and left hemisphere of the brain are integrated and are able to find a 

balance.146 Therefore, creative art therapy makes it possible for a trauma survivor to create its 

own trauma narrative.147  

Art thereby creates a distance between the victim and the pain so that the traumatic event can 

be seen as a past event rather than an ongoing event that is relived over and over again. This 

makes creative art an important mechanism in coping with trauma.148 Furthermore, several 

researchers argue that creative art therapy offers a nonthreatening or a less threatening way 

for trauma victims to express their inner, unconscious emotions and thoughts.149  

However, it is important that the therapist is able to provide appropriate help, otherwise 

chances of re-traumatization can take place.150 Adding to this, it is important to create a safe 

space which is called the window of tolerance. The definition of the concept is “a span of 
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tolerance in which we can function optimally”.151 According to Perryman et al., creative art 

therapy may increase to preservation of the window of tolerance. The techniques that are used 

can offer nonverbal expression allowing more time for the coping process, in a safe way. In 

addition, creative art therapy can be beneficial for the therapist itself who is working with 

traumatized persons. For a therapist it can be overwhelming to help with the regulation of 

trauma characteristics as well. Creative art therapy contributes to remain within the window 

of tolerance.152 

Each form of art can have its own specific advantages. The forms of art that can be used 

during creative art therapy are the following: “The visual arts (painting, drawing, sculpture), 

literary arts (poetry, novels, short stories), and the performing arts (music, dance, theatre, 

film).153 All these forms may contribute to the creative impulse of coping with war trauma. All 

of these art forms have its own unique characteristics and thereby special core benefits. 

Therefore, the wide range of art can contribute to the interests and skills of a person because 

they all are accessible.154  

For example, the performing arts like drama and dance are performed by the body which 

activates the right hemisphere.155 Performing arts like theatre may contribute to the creative 

process of the transgression from an old world to a new world whereas the old world is a 

symbol for the past and the new world is symbolizes the present.156 Other creative activities 

such as music and art activate nonverbal memories, such as the memories of traumatic events, 

through physical activities and senses.157 Literary arts like poets, stories or text may connect 

the personal work of a traumatized person with his or her daily life.158  

A study of Burmese refugees examined the impact of art therapy, wherein it evaluates the 

outcomes. The study found that after 16 weeks of individual art therapy, some participants 

showed fewer symptoms of anxiety. In addition, the feeling of being free of anxiety had 

increased. Furthermore, the number of participants who experienced difficulties at school had 

decreased. Lastly, self-esteem among these Burmese refugees had increased in having a 

 
151 Perryman et al., “Using Creative Arts in Trauma Therapy,” 85. 
152 Ibidem. 
153 Coleman and Macintosh, “Art and Evidence,” 22. 
154 Ibidem, 22. 
155 Perryman et al., “Using Creative Arts in Trauma Therapy,” 85. 
156 De Smet et al., “A qualitative analysis of coping with trauma,” 3. 
157 Perryman et al., “Using Creative Arts in Trauma Therapy,” 85. 
158 De Smet et al., “A qualitative analysis of coping with trauma,” 3.  



34 

 

positive self-image.159 However, no results were measured in growth and building the strength 

of this target group. The symptoms of depression temporarily increased when Burmese 

refugees explored their trauma by opening up during art therapy.160 The researchers argue that 

this is common during treatment, and that it does not have to mean poor outcomes from art 

therapy.161  

Following up on this, in a study of coping with war trauma among Bosnian refugees, different 

types of art were used. Whereas the previous study did not mention what kind of art were 

used in the therapy, in this study it was described that the Bosnian refugees worked with 

drawing, painting, making sculptures, and needlecraft. The results showed that some of the 

participants were able to talk about the traumatic events they had witnessed through art.162 

Bosnian refugees became less anxious and were able to improve their life circumstances by 

using art in coping with their war trauma.163 It was concluded that the use of art in therapy 

could lower the stress level and reduced tension. Thereby, it increased concentration and 

healing.164 The researcher of this study concluded at the end that, “through the art-making 

process, trauma survivors are able to create visual dialogue to tell the “horror” of their 

experiences so healing may take place”.165 

An important observation on the role of art in processing war trauma is that it provides less of 

a cultural and language barrier between the therapist and the trauma survivor because little is 

spoken.166 But what should not be forgotten is that in some cultures it is unusual to use art. 

There may be cases where people think that art is something for children, and not for adults. 

In some cultures, a man who engages in art may be seen as weak. In addition, in some 

cultures people may not talk to strangers about their problems so they will not readily open up 

to creative art therapy. Another point that was mentioned in a study is that it can be difficult 

for men to talk about their trauma with a woman. It can be challenging to feel comfortable 

doing so.167 
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It can be concluded from this paragraph that art can play a role in coping with war trauma, 

because trauma victims often find it difficult to talk about their trauma through traditional talk 

therapy. As Perryman et al. stated, “art is a product that can depict the despicable, give voice 

to the voiceless, and speak the unspeakable.”168 Creative art therapy offers an alternative form 

of therapy, where the use of language is not the focus. By using art, the trauma victim can tell 

his or her story through art where the form of art is very broad. The above studies have shown 

that creative art therapy contributes to learning how to cope with war trauma. However, it 

should be kept in mind that whether creative art therapy helps in coping with war trauma can 

vary from person to person. 

What is the role of art within Kesh Malek Organization in coping with war 

trauma? 

In this paragraph the role of art within Kesh Malek Organization in coping with war trauma 

will be analyzed. Five employees of Kesh Malek Organization were interviewed during this 

research. They all work on different projects causing art to be used in a variety of ways. 

Therefore, for each respondent, their perspective on the role of art is used in coping with war 

trauma will be considered. References will be made to the qualitative interview by using 

citations.  

Since the beginning of the revolution, Kesh Malek Organization is using different types of art. 

Respondent 3 indicated during the interview that, “when it comes to Kesh Malek … From its 

early days, we were work on art in different types of art”. The idea of using art comes from 

the idea that it can have impact, according to respondent 1. This can be understood from the 

following sentence: “And we thought that art is really something that can have impact and so 

we wanted to do something unique and that is why we used work with art”. What further 

emerged from the interview with respondent 3 was that using art is based on the idea that, 

“you cannot use very technical, high level sophisticated level” because “you want be able to 

let’s say to reach all everyone … With art you reach these people”.     

In the Education & Child Protection program art is used within the “Ideal” cycle curriculum. 

Respondent 2 stated that, “there is some … art using. Not that much”. The respondent 

explained in which way art is being used within this program: “We ask them to put their 

emotion on paper. So some of it will be happy or friendly and some of it’s not gonna be like 

that so we relies the emotions of the children of the drawings sometimes”. Following, 
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“sometimes we ask them to like draw their feeling, sometimes we ask them where are you 

from the fear”. 

Respondent 2 gave an example of a drawing during the interview: “We had one day a children 

draw a camp, the tent of the camp, the camp they live in, and what they wanted it to be. We 

feel like this child he was about 10 years old what that dream is, how he is feeling about 

living in tent”. Then the respondent explained what they do in the program when a child has 

made this kind of drawing: “We talk about, try to understand and try to explain like why it is 

like that.. it is hard to let the child understand why all of this happen, why he is living in a 

camp but we try to help them in an accepted more actually”. 

From the interview, it was noticed that children make drawings more often and respondent 2 

mentioned that these are compared with each other. The comparison of the drawings might 

help the facilitator: “It give them like uh an idea where the children is, if he improved if not. If 

he needs to work with him one-to-one all of this stuff”. 

The respondent stated the following about the impact of using art in coping with war trauma: 

“I won’t say yes a 100% but but from what we are facing, from what I hear from the team, 

from the expert, it might help sometimes … It help them to survive from the trauma they have 

sometimes.” Following that, “we see the improvement of the child by emotion”. Thereby, 

Respondent 2  argued that improvement is noticed not only through psychological report but 

also through the education sections: “Let’s say, how he improves with marks, how he 

improves with doing in classes, this is a way in like if he is engaging enough in the classes”. 

Along with, “how they been in the center, like from their action in the center, from involving 

in activities, in their how they are interesting in getting let’s say working more in math, in 

Arabic like … We see, we see let’s say the interesting of child is more being involved in any 

subject, in activity, with friend in a friend”. 

Furthermore, respondent 2 mentioned that they organize an exhibit with the children. The aim 

of the exhibit, “it’s to show the parents what the children did. To show the drawings … it’s 

like a celebrating graduation. We show what they all did, we invite the parents to show how 

the children are doing, what the drawing is”. 

The same respondent was not able to tell more about the use of art within Kesh Malek 

Organization: “I don’t know if they use art in other projects let’s say.. maybe with youth they 

use it. Honestly I don’t know”. 
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Within the Advocacy program art is used in the Syrian Banksy campaign. This campaign was 

mentioned in three interviews. Respondent 1 explained where the idea came from in the next 

sentence: “So they thought of Banksy as a known artist from the West but at the same time 

it’s an unknown artist. So they kept the idea of that it’s an unknown artist, also the Syrian 

Banksy is also unknown”. The same respondent indicated during the interview who they want 

to reach with this campaign: “Yeah, so in the beginning these, this was mainly targeting the 

regime and regime supporters. Whereas at a later stage it was more and more targeting an 

external audience, an international audience”. Respondent 1 explained as well that, “every 

graffiti or every painting has its own objectives”. 

According to respondent 4 the Syrian Banksy campaign is, “one of our most reached projects 

to say if we can say that, because it is very simple, artistic”. But the same respondent argues 

that the Syrian Banksy campaign does not have any impact on trauma in the following 

sentence: “Syrian Banksy doesn’t have any impact on trauma for people to be totally honest”. 

Respondent 1 joins this argument: “We didn’t start working on art as a way to deal with 

trauma but we really looked at art as … To reach people that is something that really affects 

people and it’s a good way to convey your message to people”. 

The Advocacy program works together with the Ta’afi program on a campaign called A 

Candle to Remember where they collaborate with survivors of enforced disappearance and 

torture. The aim of this project is according to respondent 1 divided in two aims, namely: “For 

the first aim was to uh to amplify the voices of survivors of detention … The second was aim 

was to make sure that this cause stays alive, that it is remembered, that it is not forgotten it is 

very difficult for us as Syrians to achieve what we really want so that is to know what is 

happened with the forcefully disappeared people, to get a release of all the detainees. But that 

is very difficult to achieve. But that is very important to at least make sure that this cause 

stays alive”.  

The survivors of enforced disappearance and torture wanted to do something for those who 

are still in detention, according to respondent 1. During the interview the respondent cited the 

survivors: “When we were in detention we wished that someone outside was doing something 

for us so now it is our turn to do something for the people that are still in detention”. The 

campaign was not without difficulties, because traumatic experiences were shared by the 

survivors. Respondent 1 explained that, “it was very difficult for them because every candle 

symbolized a person that had uhm died under torture or in detention so to be there as someone 
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who survived whereas the others were killed that was very difficult for them … The detainees 

have a special relation with their colleague detainees because they went through the most 

difficult of times together and that creates a strong bond between them”.  

Respondent 1 told during the interview that they had not considered the impact of this project. 

After the campaign launched, “a lot of people started also to share their stories of the loved 

ones that they had lost. And used the hashtag of the campaign in their personal stories … So it 

had a lot of impact actually on people but it was not something that we had planned before. It 

was not part of the plan of campaign”. They were not aware of the impact on the survivors 

themselves. According to respondent 3, the campaign may have had an impact on coping with 

war trauma: “Yeah might be a tool to help the people who participated”. Additionally, the 

same respondent argued: “But at the same time it creates a lot of, it opens a lot of trauma for 

the detainees itself”. 

Respondent 5 believes that the project of A Candle to Remember, “is storytelling in more of 

artistic way”. But this respondent aims on top of that, “in most of the cases where the 

documentation organization meet survivors they … Like they re-traumatize him or her, they 

open a wound and they never close it”. In the Ta’afi program, were respondent 5 works 

within, they focus on survivors of enforced disappearance and torture. In the program they 

want to start working on therapeutical documentation, which is related to storytelling 

according to the respondent: “It's something about not about documentation itself, it is 

something about how to elicit the stories and the testimonies from survivors in therapeutical 

way you know”.  

Respondent 5 argues that it can help in coping with war trauma: “The impact on the survival 

itself is purely therapeutical … Like you feel like you have all the burden on your shoulders, 

have been laid off and been written on the papers. It is more of how you organize your fights, 

now you have organized your story on paper you don't feel like you carry it in your memory, 

in your subconscious, in your mind. Now you are carrying it on paper on a document and can 

get back to it whenever you want and you can use it in advocacy”.   

Later on, respondent 5 talked more about the different aspects of storytelling which can be 

broad: “You can tell the story with a design, with a  drawing, with a piece of writing, an 

article, in a post on Facebook or to the public which is also public speaking. For me… as long 

as I have audience even if it's one person I can tell”. One of the examples given during the 

interview was the example of a survivor who had started drawing and painting: “And he 
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draws pictures from his memory inside detention facilities. … This guy have kept all those 

pictures in his mind and now he is drawing it … But he's creating a context about what we all, 

as victims of torture, have in mind what we can’t describe. Now we can show it not only 

describe it, because he is painting it, even though it's drawings about torture, and about death, 

but you can still see art dimension in those drawings you know and … it touches you” . In 

addition, respondent 5 has experience with survivors using creative art like comedy as a 

coping mechanism: “For those who knows how to express in art, it's it's easier for them and 

for some people they like a lot of survivors I know they express with a dark comedy you 

know they tell jokes about how they have been tortured”. 

Furthermore, respondent 5 explains why art is the best way to talk about issues like enforced 

disappearance, torture, and war trauma: “People tend to faze out when they hear something 

very horrible. You know, they faze out, they feel like this happened in a different world. They 

can’t even imagine, they just face out … With art, they can relate, they can feel the human 

side behind the story”. The same respondent argues: “We need to do to make creative ways to 

express what happened. Tell the stories of what happened inside detention in more of artistic 

way … But it's is effective in all directions.” On the question if a lot of survivors are engaging 

themselves in using art as a way of coping with war trauma, respondent 5 answered: “No not 

a lot of actually, not a lot”. 

An important aspect on the role of art that came forward in three interviews is that art can be a 

tool. As respondent 3 stated: “So it’s communicating with the people and giving the people 

message to the outside … Delivering our message to the people, to deliver to the international 

community. It is showing our cause, it is showing what is happening.” In the same interview 

the respondent explained: “We see it as a tool at the end. Lets say for instance for us it is a 

tool use it to reach this. It is not, lets say it is not a purpose by itself, it is a tool to reach.” 

Respondent 4 believes that sarcasm and art are a way of delivering the message and that these, 

“two ways are very close to the people. You can deliver it very quickly”. Respondent 3 

described the use of art in delivering the message as, “for showing, promoting the value we 

believe in, which we did, you can use it to deliver our, specific message about a specific topic 

as we did. We could use it to shed the light on a specific case, and we did … We use it lets 

say to deliver, to promote awareness about a specific topic we work on”.  
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Art as a tool helped Kesh Malek Organization to reach people, as respondent 3 stated: “It 

helped us reach a lot of areas we were not able to reach”. Not only people in Syria, but also 

the international community. Respondent 4 believes that artwork “like graffiti, simple 

drawings on the walls, short songs, not the modern high sophisticated art. This will get your 

message to a different, totally different audience”. 

Respondent 3 and 4 do not know if their art work has indirect impact on coping with war 

trauma. They stated that in the following sentences: “Not sure if any of our work had indirect 

impact to heal war trauma.” And, “Kesh Malek itself I don’t think that it has with art I don’t 

think it has any impact on trauma”. Thereby, respondent 3 argues that war trauma, “is 

something that should be dealt with. But does it fall under Kesh Malek let’s say visual 

strategy? No”. 

Three respondents indicated that they are not experts when it comes to war trauma or coping 

with war trauma. According to respondent 3 this, “acquires a lot of technical knowledge, that 

we don’t have” and, “it requires a lot of expertise”. It was argued by this respondent that, 

“without the experience of knowledge we will cause more harm. So we do not get involved 

with it”.  

The above results suggest that art is an important part of Kesh Malek Organization. However, 

the role of art in processing war trauma is minimal because they are not experts in coping with 

war trauma. Despite this result, it appears that art can play a role in processing war trauma 

within the Education and Child Protection program. Art does play a role within the A Candle 

To Remember campaign and Ta'afi program for victims of enforced disappearance and 

torture. But the result suggests that coping with war trauma is not specifically a part of Kesh 

Malek organization. 
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Discussion  

This chapter includes a discussion of major findings from the results in this research, which 

includes a connection with the literature in the conceptual framework. Some results that were 

not mentioned will be discussed, because of its importance. Furthermore, limitations of the 

study will be discussed in the end.  

The results of this study show that according to most of the respondents art plays a minimal 

role in coping with war trauma. One unanticipated finding was that the role of art in coping 

with war trauma is not a part of the Kesh Malek program. This result can be explained by the 

fact that the respondents are no experts and do not have the expertise, knowledge and 

experience in the involvement of coping with war trauma. They may not be professionals, but 

they are certainly experts by experience because they too have been traumatized by the events 

they experienced. However, it is important that respondents are aware that they are not 

professional experts in coping with war trauma. This is supported by the literature warning 

that if appropriate help is not provided, there is a risk of re-traumatization.169 

Despite the fact that the organization does not specifically work on coping with war trauma 

through art, in two interviews it appeared that art has a role in coping with war trauma within 

Kesh Malek Organization. 

In the Education and Child Protection program art is used in the form of drawing in coping 

with war trauma. These drawings show how a child is feeling and what occurs in the mind. 

This result seems to be consistent with the literature which states that during creative art 

therapy memories and feelings ca come to the surface.170 Moreover, research found that 

putting traumatic experiences on paper by using shapes, colour, lines and form is a more 

beneficial way of expressing the pain than traditional talk therapy.171 Additionally, the 

respondent mentioned that the drawing is discussed with the child afterwards which was 

reported in other studies who suggest that traumatic memories on paper can be described with 

language. As stated before, a transformation can take place from symbols into language.172 

These findings may be somewhat limited since they don’t work a lot with art within the 

Education and Child Protection program. During the interview the respondent mentioned not 

 
169 Perryman et al., “Using Creative Arts in Trauma Therapy,” 80. 
170 Ibidem, 84. 
171 Coleman and Macintosh, “Art and Evidence,” 25. 
172 Perryman et al., “Using Creative Arts in Trauma Therapy,” 84. 
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to be an expert in coping with war trauma. These results therefore need to be interpreted with 

caution. Should it be the case that a child shows characteristics of war trauma, the child is 

referred to an expert who will have one-on-one conversations with the child. However, the 

drawings do show progress in the child's mental state, according to the respondent. By 

comparing drawings with each other, it can be noted if there is improvement. This finding, 

while preliminary, suggests that art in the form of drawing plays a role in coping with war 

trauma. 

Within the Ta’afi program, the respondent argued that the impact of using art in coping with 

war trauma can be therapeutical. The belief that art can help organize the personal story on 

paper so that it is no longer carried in the memories is consistent with the literature found 

where it was argued that through creative art therapy a trauma survivor can create its own 

trauma narrative.173 This respondent showed that you can use storytelling through different 

types of artwork, it was argued that it is easier for some trauma survivors to express 

themselves through art. This result supports the idea that each form of art has its own specific 

advantages with its own unique core benefits. Therefore, people who are traumatized can 

choose out of interest and skills which form of art they want to use in the process of coping 

with war trauma.174   

One interesting finding is that the role of art seems to be communication, as a way to reach 

out to other people. It functions as a tool for communicating about war trauma related 

subjects, like the experiences of victims of enforced disappearance and torture. As respondent 

5 stated, people faze out when they hear about these issues. He believes that through art the 

audience can relate to the trauma story, and feel the human side. This accords with earlier 

observations, which showed that it is important to create a safe place for both the victim as the 

therapist, or in this case the audience. A window of tolerance needs to be created so everyone 

can function optimally.175 However, this result has not previously been described in the 

literature. It can be suggested that the art provides a window of tolerance, but it was not 

mentioned that it has its influence on the audience.  

 

 
173 Coleman and Macintosh, “Art and Evidence,” 25. 
174 Ibidem, 22. 
175 Perryman et al., “Using Creative Arts in Trauma Therapy,” 80. 
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In the “Candle to Remember” campaign individual trauma stories were shared about enforced 

disappearance and torture. As respondent 1 stated, they had not considered the impact of this 

project. Afterwards, they found that a lot of Syrians could relate to the trauma stories of the 

survivors. This seems to suggest that individual trauma is connected to collective trauma, 

because many Syrians have lost a loved one due to this traumatic event. Because every candle 

symbolized a person that has died under torture or in detention, it was difficult for the 

survivors to tell their traumatic stories. Respondent 1 explained that detainees have a special 

relation with each other, because the time they spend together created a strong bond between 

them. While other detainees were killed, the participants in the campaign had survived the 

horrors of torture and detention. This made it hard for them to talk about these traumatic 

experiences and memories. In this campaign, the war trauma characteristics of survivor guilt 

and self-blame occurs in some of the stories that were told. Some of them feel guilty because 

they have survived while friends or other detainees did not. The impact of the traumatic 

events that survivors have experienced is evident in this project. But it is not clear how this 

project might have helped the survivors in coping with war trauma.  

An important point to elaborate on is that the respondents claimed that Syria Banksy 

campaign has no impact on coping with war trauma. When analyzed from the concepts of 

coping with resilience, this may not be true. 

According to Agaibi et al., the basic definition of resilience is, “the ability to adapt and cope 

successfully despite threatening or challenging situations”.176 The concept implies that 

resilience plays a role in the exposure to traumatic events and symptoms of trauma, which 

makes it important for coping and recovery.177 Therefore, it implies, “adaptability, strength or 

flexibility in the face of a stressor”.178 Resilience can express itself in a number of ways, 

which includes art.179 Research shows that resilience is found in art by, “acknowledging the 

 
176 Christine E. Agaibi and John P. Wilson, “Trauma, PTSD and Resilience: A Review of the Literature,” 

Trauma, Violence and Abuse 6, no. 3 (July 2005): 198, https://www.jstor.org/stable/26636658.  
177 Ping Zheng, Matt J. Gray, Wen-Jie Duan, Samuel M.Y. Ho, Mian Xia, and Joshua D. Clapp, “An Exploration 

of the Relationship Between Culture and Resilience Capacity in Trauma Survivors,” Journal of Cross-Cultural 

Psychology 51, no. 6 (2020): 476, https://doi.org/10.1177/0022022120925907.  
178 Amy Lehrner and Rachel Yehuda, “Trauma Across Generations and Paths to Adaptation and Resilience,” 

American Psychological Association 10, no. 1 (2018): 23, http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/tra0000302.  
179 Ibidem, 26. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/26636658
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0022022120925907
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/tra0000302
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daily challenges and identifying strengths”. It can be an act of resistance to the obstacles 

someone faces as well.180 

This information can be linked to the data from one of the interviews. In the interview with 

respondent 1, some graffiti artworks of the Syria Banksy were discussed. The graffiti from the 

revolution anniversary, see image below, is a message about the strength of the Syrian people. 

As the respondent stated: “You can try to destroy us, so you can destroy one flower but the 

other flowers will come up, you can try to destroy us but you will never be able to”. 

Furthermore, it is an expression of how they feel and what their hopes and dreams are. The 

same respondent stated: “So it’s more a message to ourselves that we to us Syrians that will 

continue, that we will not lose hope”.  

 

 

 

 

 

Kesh Malek Organization, Syria Banksy, Revolution Anniversary, 2020, in Idlib, accessed June 15, 2021, 

https://www.keshmalek.org/syria-banksy/. 

This can be considered as an expression of resilience. It shows not only the adaptability to the 

conflict situation wherein Syrians are exposed to war trauma events, but the strength of  

Syrians, despite all the traumatic events that have taken place as well. It seems to be a 

message in which they show resilience and that they refuse to be devastated by all these 

traumatic events, which can be linked to coping with war trauma. With this graffiti painting, 

they show their resistance against the obstacles, like the Assad regime, and resistance against 

the destruction of their hopes and dreams. Furthermore, it shows through this graffiti artwork 

that individual war trauma is connected to collective war trauma, because Syrians may relate 

to the traumatic events and some of them may share the same hopes and dreams. However, 

this should not be generalized because it is not known what the actual impact of this graffiti 

 
180 Allison Kabel, Michelle Teti, and Ni Zhang, “The Art of Resilience: Photo-stories of Inspiration and Strength 

among People with HIV/AIDS,” Visual Studies 31, no. 3 (2016): 228, 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/1472586X.2016.1210991. 

https://www.keshmalek.org/syria-banksy/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/1472586X.2016.1210991
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painting is. Further research into resilience in relation to coping with war trauma through art 

within Kesh Malek Organization is needed for a more extensive analysis.  

Another important point of data that needs elaboration, apart from the data about art in Kesh 

Malek Organization, are the slogans that were sprayed on the walls in Aleppo just before the 

forced displacement took place at the end of 2016. Respondent 1 told in the interview that 

many people wrote down personal messages, just like the respondent itself. The respondent 

stated that: “I had taken the decision to leave, to leave Aleppo. And, it was really a personal 

expression. It really, it really expressed what I felt at that moment. But at the same time it was 

also a message to the people outside Syria who don’t understand Aleppo, who think that 

Aleppo is only a place full of war and terror, to show that there are also people with feelings”. 

Due to respecting the privacy of the respondent and protecting the identity, the image of the 

slogan cannot be placed in this study. 

While this is considered by the respondent as a personal message, it may have been a way of 

coping with the challenging situation of forced displacement in connection with resilience. 

The slogan is showing the individual strength of the respondent, staying in Aleppo until the 

last moment and being able to resist the displacement with this slogan. Despite the personal 

feelings being put on a wall, it might be possible that the people from Aleppo, who were 

forced to leave at the same time, identify themselves with the feelings through this slogan. 

Furthermore, the respondent cited the following slogan in the interview and stated: “And there 

was another example … A man and women or a boy and a girl who met and fell in love 

during the siege in Aleppo, they also made some photos with the text was “we will return”.”  

This picture has been spread around the world and has become well known, see the image 

below. 

 

 

 

 

 

Creative Memory, Oh Love, We Will Come Back, 2016, in Aleppo, accessed June 16, 2021, 

https://creativememory.org/en/archives/152914/we-will-come-back/. 

https://creativememory.org/en/archives/152914/we-will-come-back/
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The translation of this slogan is as followed:  

“Oh love, we will come back 

15-12-2016” 

This slogan shows how Syrians from Aleppo were coping with the forced displacement after 

the siege of Aleppo. While many of them were forced to leave the city, an artist was able to 

show resilience by putting this slogan on the wall. The phrase shows resistance against the 

threatening situation, in the face of a stressor, and it expresses hope for return which provides 

the ability to cope with the situation. It can be suggested that this image provides resilience 

not only for the individual, but for everyone from Aleppo, or even Syria, who were forced to 

leave their city. It can be considered that these people can identify with the slogan and the 

emotions associated with it, which connects individual trauma with collective trauma.  

At last, I want to elaborate on the Syria Banksy campaign and the slogans in connection with 

humanization. What was mentioned in the conceptual framework, is that war can lead to 

dehumanization.181 However, the Syria Banksy campaign and the slogans show that there is 

real humanity in a war and it cannot easily be destroyed. It shows emotion and hope in the 

people who have had to live through the most indescribable and unthinkable circumstances, 

allowing them to retain their humanity. Besides, the power of humanity is showed to the 

world. As respondent 5 stated in the interview: “With art, they can relate, they can feel the 

human side behind the story”. But more research is needed on the role of art in preserving 

humanity in times of conflict and war. 

Limitations 

The research has its potential limitations. The results of how art is being used within Kesh 

Malek Organization in coping with war trauma are based on qualitative interviews. One of the 

limitations of this research is the selection bias. In this research, semi-structured interviews 

were conducted with five respondents who are working within Kesh Malek Organization. 

These respondents do not work in Syria where the projects from the programs take place. One 

example is the Education and Child Protection program which is located in Syria. The 

respondent who works in this program, does not work on the location in Syria due to personal 

reasons. This is why the findings of this respondent may be somewhat limited because this 

person does not work directly on the location. It is possible that the other employees consider 

 
181 Eagle and Kaminer, “Continuous Traumatic Stress,” 96. 
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themselves as experts in the field of the role of art in coping with war trauma. Therefore, it 

may be argued that if the employees working directly on location in Syria might have given 

different answers to the interview questions.  

Following this, I was unable to visit the projects in Syria due to the ongoing conflict. There 

has been no opportunity to visit the organization in Turkey due to the corona pandemic. I 

could not observe the projects in the countries themselves while observational studies could 

be a potential methodology for the current research. It would have been of added value to see 

how art is used in practice in coping with war trauma. Perhaps there would have been the 

opportunity to engage with participants of the projects in conversation about art and war 

trauma. This limited the research because there was only online contact with the current five 

respondents. 

Another limitation that should be discussed is the use of the English language during the 

interviews. The English language is not the native language of both me and the respondents. 

As a result, the citations in the research are not perfect English. Therefore, I may have 

interpreted responses differently than intended. It is possible that a respondent understood the 

question differently than intended or that the answers were difficult to articulate in English. 

During one interview, a translator was used on request of the respondent. Using a translator 

can already have its limitations, as the original answers can differ in interpretations of the 

translated ones. However, the use of a translator did make it possible for an interview to take 

place with this respondent. On the other hand, I did not have the right qualities to be able to 

conduct the interviews in Arabic. It can thus be suggested that the language barrier and not 

having the same native language can have affect the results of the research. 
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Conclusion  

This study sought to answer the research question: “How is art being used within Kesh Malek 

Organization in coping with war trauma?” For this purpose, a qualitative study was conducted 

on the role of art in coping with war trauma. The following conclusions were drawn. 

The results of the first sub-question have shown that some participants in Kesh Malek 

Organization's projects suffer from war trauma. As the qualitative study has shown, the 

characteristics of war trauma within the Education and Child Protection program include the 

concepts of constriction and avoidance. Furthermore, this qualitative study shows that the 

survivors of enforced disappearance and torture in the Ta'afi program suffer from different 

types of trauma characteristics. The characteristics of war trauma that were found were 

survivors’ guilt and self-blame as well as feelings of anger and bitterness. In addition, 

fundamental assumptions were shattered and there was nothing to rely upon for these 

survivors, they have lost everything. As a result, some survivors may avoid everything from 

the public sphere. Adding to that, some survivors suffer from intrusion such as nightmares 

and memories. From these results it can be concluded that war trauma has various 

characteristics whereby a distinction can be made between war trauma characteristics among 

children and survivors of enforced disappearance and torture.  

In the second sub-question, the role of art in coping with war trauma was examined. The most 

important finding in this paragraph is that art can play a role in coping with war trauma. 

Several researchers agree that art allows the traumatic memories to be transformed into works 

of art and then into language allowing victims to transform their traumatic memories into a 

personal narrative. By using art, an alternative way of communicating is used in coping with 

war trauma which gives access to traumatic memories and feelings. From this it can be 

suggested that art can be more beneficial than the traditional talk therapy. Another result from 

this sub-question shows that the use of art can be very broad, matching the skills and interests 

of trauma victims. From this it can be concluded that because each art form has its own 

benefits, it can contribute to coping with war trauma in different ways. 

The final sub-question examined the role of art within Kesh Malek Organization in coping 

with war trauma. It can be concluded that although coping with war trauma is not part of Kesh 

Malek program, in two programs attention is paid to coping with war trauma in which art 

plays a role. Within the Education & Child Protection program, the role of art is to see how 

the child is feeling, what is going on in their mind, and if there is improvement in mental 
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health. The drawing component plays a role in this. In addition, the drawing is discussed with 

the child and whether the child needs additional help. In this way, feelings and situations in 

which the child is or has been experiencing are talked about with the child. 

In the Ta’afi program, art plays a role in coping with war trauma. It varies from trauma 

survivor to trauma survivor as to which art form is used, but the art form of storytelling is 

most focused on. The role of art can help a trauma survivor to transfer their trauma narrative 

on paper, so it does not remain in thoughts and memories. This form of art helps to tell the 

story to audiences to address the traumatic events. Using art ensures that people continue to 

listen and not sink into thought because of the difficult topics. Furthermore, storytelling is a 

very broad concept which allows it to be presented in different art forms. 

This qualitative study has demonstrated that art is used in different ways in coping with war 

trauma within Kesh Malek Organization. It can be concluded that art seems mainly be used  in 

the Education and Child Protection program and Ta'afi program in coping with war trauma. 

The art forms applied include drawing and storytelling. These art forms show how it can be 

used in coping with war trauma.  

Another important conclusion that can carefully be drawn upon is that the respondents are 

subconsciously more engaged in coping with war trauma through art than they think within 

Kesh Malek Organization. The “Candle to Remember” project and the Syria Banksy 

campaign shows that individual and collective trauma are connected with each other. 

Thereby, Syria Banksy shows the strength of resilience of the people in the face of a stressor. 

It acknowledges the daily challenges but it shows its strength through its strong graffiti 

designs as well. Thereby, it can be a source to draw hope from and a way to cope with war 

trauma.  

This research was able to provide a deeper understanding of how art is being used in coping 

with war trauma involving a case study within Kesh Malek Organization. Art speaks for those 

who cannot find the words to talk about traumatic events. It gives trauma survivors a voice to 

make the indescribable describable. In this way, traumatic events, memories, and feelings can 

still be expressed and it gives trauma survivors the possibility to cope with their personal war 

trauma. Furthermore, art may be able to connect individual war trauma with collective war 

trauma and show resilience in times of conflict and war.  
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Appendix  

Appendix 1: Topic list interviews 

Introduction (for every interview) 

- Introducing myself (the researcher). 

- Explaining about the research, and why I have chosen him/her. 

- Explaining about the recording and anonymity.  

- Explaining that the respondent has the right to not answer a question, pause or stop the 

interview, or to clarify a question. There are no wrong answers.  

Introduction questions (for every interview) 

- Introduce yourself  

- What is your position within Kesh Malek organization? 

- What are your job duties? 

- What does the program you work in stand for? 

- How is it for you to work for an organization in an ongoing conflict situation?  

- > Why? > Examples? 

End (for every interview) 

- Do you have any additions? Are there things you'd like to say more about? 

- Would you like to review the transcribed interview, as a check for my research?  

- Thank you very much! 
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Interview questions (respondent 1) 

- What do you think art represents within Kesh Malek organization? 

- What is the role of art within this program? 

- > What kind of art is being used? 

- > Examples? 

- What is the intention of using art? 

- What do you want to achieve with art in this program?  

- > Why? > Examples? 

- What impact do you think art has on coping with war trauma within this program?  

- > Why? > Examples?  

Interview questions (respondent 2) 

- How do you provide psychosocial support within this program?  

- In what ways are the negative war effects reduced in the education & child protection 

program?  

- > What do you mean with negative war effects? = War trauma?  

- > Examples? 

- What do you think art represents within the organization? 

- What is the role of art within this program? 

- What is the intention of using art in this program?  

- > Examples? 

- What impact do you think art has on reducing the negative war effects (war trauma?)?  

- > Why? > Examples? 

Interview questions (respondent 3) 

- What do you think art represents within the organization? 

- Why? > Examples? 

- What is the intention of using art in the various programs? 

- Why? > Examples? 

- What do you want to achieve with art in the various programs? 

- How do you think art can cope with war trauma? 

- Why? > Examples? 
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Interview questions (respondent 4) 

- What is the intention of using the media? 

- How is art involved within the media? 

- > How is art being used in the media? 

- What do you want to achieve with art in the media? 

- > What do you want to communicate through art? 

- What do you think art represents within Kesh Malek organization? 

- What impact do you think art has on coping with war trauma within Kesh Malek 

organization? 

Interview questions (respondent 5) 

- What is meant by the negative impact of imprisonment? 

- What are the war trauma characteristics that survivors have to deal with? 

- > Examples?  

- What is the role of art in coping with war trauma within Ta’afi? 

- > Creative writing, storytelling 

- > Examples? 

- What was the intention of A Candle to Remember?  

- What was the influence on survivors participating in A Candle to Remember? 

Appendix 2: Coding Scheme  

Source Text fragment Code  

Respondent 1 Advocacy manager Background information 

Respondent 1 I know Kesh Malek from 2012 after the beginning of the 

revolution. But I was just supporter and volunteer. I started as 

employ in 2017 and I started as advocacy manager last year. 

Background information 

Respondent 1 So this idea of working with art is not unique for Kesh Malek, it 

was actually an essential part of the revolution since the 

beginning. So in the beginning there was this Sprayman, (Rajul al 

Bahah?) so who used to do graffiti on the walls, that is just an 

example. 

Background information 

Respondent 1 And when certain areas fell out of the control of the regime, there 

was more space for artists to develop. And art became a more 

important role to impact and to reach people and to change. 

Background information 
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Respondent 2 I’ve been working with Kesh Malek since 2018 as a project 

manager, education project manager. 

Background information 

Respondent 2 […] it’s a little bit hard especially we work with uhm nowadays 

we work in areas not that conflict but we were working in areas 

western Aleppo that was really hard because like every day like 

it’s changeable. You cannot be stable every day […] 

Background information 

Respondent 3 the executive director of Kesh Malek Background information 

Respondent 3 Almost.. 2017. Background information 

Respondent 3 It is let’s say very uhh challenging. […] Background information 

Respondent 3 Yeah uhh, it began mainly in Aleppo. I was living in Aleppo. Saw 

a lot of the work, read the [indistinct audio], it began in 2011. It 

began as a group of activists trying to lets say lobby or let’s say 

for demonstrations, talk about the say […] price, what is 

elections, what are the values of living, when say the revolution. 

So yeah I knew it before, I haven’t been involved in it but like I 

knew their work, the people who were.  

Background information 

Respondent 3 […] you have to see what it even from the beginning of the 

revolution from 2011, from then what is really demonstrations, 

Syrian revolution, it was the arts. Lets say the graffiti that was 

thrown on the walls of Daraa by youth actually, by young 

students. I will say it was the lets say the art the trigger, or lets 

say not the art itself, but what happened as a the response to it 

was the trigger moved all of this. 

Background information 

Respondent 4 I am uhh media and outreach manager in Kesh Malek 

Organization. 

Background information 

Respondent 4 It’s a Syrian civil society organization working in North Syria. Background information 

Respondent 4 2017 uhm in January 2017 I started with Kesh Malek Background information 

Respondent 4 But uhm I heard about this job with Kesh Malek and I heard a lot 

of recommendations about Kesh Malek that they are different 

from the Syrian civil society that is taken place in our community 

so I started with them. 

Background information 

Respondent 4 For me myself I was looking for something like.. I feel like there 

is a lot of common ethic between me and the organization. By 

coincidence Kesh Malek was the place. For me it was very nice to 

work. The main problem is since 2011 we started, we wanted to 

build a new Syria. But since 2011 we are just working on limiting 

Background information 
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the damage. We had a lot of damage we are just working on 

limitations. We did not have the opportunity yet to do what we 

want. 

Respondent 4 Uhm it is difficult, but it is more challenging because it is Syria to 

be honest. 

Background information 

Respondent 4 But maybe because it is Syria, this is what make it like something 

I want to do. When the revolution started no one told me to go to 

the uhh protests or demonstrations. So this is something I want to 

do. Apparently now the way to do it is by civil society, because 

the political way is now totally total disgrace for everyone to be 

honest. So civil society is now the place to do something. 

Background information 

Respondent 4 Uhh first of all the idea of uh civil society and community led 

initiatives and uhm projects in Syria before 2011 was very rare 

thing. It is something that you can’t do.. everybody is afraid of 

everybody. He is with the government and he.. so this community 

cohesion is lost, totally lost in Syria before 2011. 

Background information 

Respondent 4 Uhm after 2011 it’s started to get this communication between 

part of the communities. They call it the people, the local 

governments, the media, now we can speak to each other despite 

the differences between us. We don’t look like each other but we 

can communicate and maybe we can do something, maybe we 

can build something. Before it was impossible. 

Background information 

Respondent 5 I'm Syrian non-violent human right defender. Uhm I'm a survivor 

of three years in detention and enforced disappearance and 

torture. And uhm I'm the founder and manager of Ta’afi 

initiative, supports survivors of enforced disappearance and 

torture which is a victim led, victim center initiative that operate 

under Kesh Malek. 

Background information 

Respondent 5 So working while the conflict is ongoing actually it's it's the 

reason why you are working and it's… like you feel like you are 

still in in the war is sometimes.. sometimes you can't deal with 

your trauma because you still feel your living with that trauma 

you know. And uhm yeah it is difficult to dream big while uhm.. 

and to, to envision how the future would be while the conflict is 

still ongoing while there is no any kind of real political process or 

process. 

Background information 

Respondent 5 Yeah, and one of the interesting findings that we see in Ta’afi 

that… you know in Syria the detention process is a little bit 

complicated. Some like… almost all detainees have been 

Background information 
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enforceable disappeared for a while or are still enforceable 

disappeared. So in Syria there is no police comes to you with a 

note and they take you to state prison or to prison and you see a 

judge or have court or anything.. The first thing step you like… 

there comes strangers sometimes without uniforms and they take 

you and you don't know where, no one knows where… and then 

you go to those detention facilities. In the detention facilities you 

are enforced disappeared, you gets lots of torture. And some of 

those, who are like the luckiest, they get out the detention 

facilities into the state prison. In the state prison, you have.. 

you're not you're not enforced disappeared anymore that you have 

visit family visits. You have a lawyer, you have a court. You can 

get a sentence or you get a release etc. 

Respondent 5 You know, mostly art is not very popular in the Syrian 

community like you don’t go up uhm and you have any artistic 

side in personality. I am not talking about personality, I am 

talking about experience you know like I have never play any 

kind of instrument all of my life because it's not something 

popular in the Syrian community unless the elite Syrian 

community. 

Background information 

Respondent 5 Mostly, they go out of because most of the time they are on the 

wanted list again. If you are detained twice, your chances of 

surviving is really really low. Uhm so mostly they get non losing 

control areas or outside of Syria. So there they can express 

themselves. Of course inside Syria or inside the regime controlled 

area, they can't like they can't even like express themselves with 

words with with friends you know because you don't know who 

is listening then. 

Background information 

Respondent 1 We focus on human rights situation in Syria. The bombardment 

campaigns or issues like detention. Or protection of civilians. 

And we try to amplify the voices of citizens and especially the 

marginalized groups such as detainees and women. And teenagers 

and youth.  

Work activities 

Respondent 2 […] There is a field team in Syria I coordinate with them. And I 

coordinate with the donors, I speak with the donors, write reports, 

try to follow the plan, the budget uhm.. all of.. everything like 

uhm regarding uhm the project from A to Z especially organizing 

the team what the team inside […] 

Work activities 

Respondent 3 […] Leading the organization lets say. There is different 

departments, different strategies, the board of trusties of approval 

Work activities 
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[indistinct audio] and uhh on the other hand there is also uh 

mainly following up on daily work of the different departments of 

the organization and at the same time [indistinct audio] the 

external face of the organization. Actually the communications 

with the lets say uhh external relations, donors, decisionmakers et 

cetera. 

Respondent 3 We only work in Syria actually. Work activities 

Respondent 4 Uhm mainly I am responsible for everything that get out of Kesh 

Malek to the public. Uhm written or video or any kind of product. 

Uhh this is the first thing. The second thing of course websites 

and social media included. Uhm and also I am responsible for the 

production process in the beginning.. before the publishing. I am 

responsible for managing the production, either it is video or 

poster, info graph, sometimes websites. So I am responsible for 

the production uh process. Uhm the third thing is responsible for 

publishing and managing the social media accounts, the website, 

the digital aspect of Kesh Malek. 

Work activities 

Respondent 5 Uhm my main, mainly my work is in two tracks. The first is 

managing the team, managing activities, making sure everything 

is happening on time and place. And somehow making things 

done by the efforts of others. Uh the second track is advocacy and 

campaigning which I lead on in inside Ta’afi. And recently that 

involves leading with the “fight victims association”. 

Work activities 

Respondent 1 […] And we thought that art is really something that can have 

impact and so we wanted to do something unique and that is why 

we used work with art and we saw that it had impact. 

Art in Kesh Malek 

Respondent 2 I don’t know if they use art in other projects lets say.. maybe with 

youth they use it. Honestly I don’t know. 

Art in Kesh Malek 

Respondent 3 So then we began with the beginning when it comes to Kesh 

Malek, we lets say from its early days, we were work on art in 

different types of art as a way to uh deliver the idea the message 

Art in Kesh Malek 

Respondent 3 Let’s say we are working with youth and democracy or with lets 

say our mainstream idea, mainstreaming value to the mass, you 

cannot use very technical, high level sophisticated level 

[indistinct audio] It is boring for everyone. So who would read 

the [indistinct audio] to talk about lets say uhm you want be able 

to lets say to reach all everyone very sophisticated word ex, with 

Art in Kesh Malek 
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art you reach these people. It is the simplest way to deliver 

message to uhh to reach. 

Respondent 4 Uhm in Kesh Malek when we uhm started to discuss the artistic 

side we tried to have like uhm cost effective idea as we can say. 

We get the Syrian Banksy idea. So uhm, the artistic work either 

the music or the drawings or.. any kind of high artistic works 

need some resources to be honest, a good resources. 

Art in Kesh Malek 

Respondent 4 […] we know that we don’t have high budget to spend it on art. 

We thought about graffiti, something simple something we have 

our designer, our people inside to draw it. This is cost.. and it has 

its impact. 

Art in Kesh Malek 

Respondent 1 Ta’afi and it supports survivors of detention, to support them to 

reintegrate in society but also to become active on issues such as 

enforced disappearance. 

Projects 

Respondent 1  Trying to change policies by targeting decision makers Projects 

Respondent 1 So they thought of Banksy as a known artist from the West but at 

the same time it’s an unknown artists. So they kept the idea of 

that it’s an unknown artists, also the Syrian Banksy is also 

unknown 

Projects 

Respondent 1 So a good example as a part of the Syrian Banksy campaign is the 

painting of the Sudanese woman which was painted in Idlib so to 

make a wall painting like this in Idlib it’s a place that is 

considered to be the center of terrorism or radicalism it’s it’s one 

it’s a sign to towards those who are in power in Idlib because 

there the woman are repressed and marginalized so it’s an 

important signal to them of the role of women, but it is also a 

signal to the outside as it just considered as Idlib a place for 

terrorist, but no we also have art and a different view of Idlib. 

Projects 

Respondent 1 […] At this year around the revolution anniversary uhm we used 

the slogan uhm “we dare to dream” yeah “we dare to dream” and 

we don’t regret uhm our dignity. So that was a similar message 

that that actually expresses how we feel that you can try to 

repress us or to destroy us but we will not give up, we will stick 

to our dream 

Projects 

Respondent 2  Projects 

Respondent 3 […] putting the cause of the survivors, of the detainees and of the 

forcefully disappeared others. We should not forget, we still do 

not know what happened, we still do not know what is happening 

Projects 
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with those people. But people deserve to know [indistinct audio] 

it is not acceptable to hang them our there with hope, with 

hopeless hope lets say. 

Respondent 3 I mean we used it actually to put the detention cause, the 

detention cause on everyone’s table to remind them that we have 

detainees, we have people who are forcefully disappeared and we 

do not know their faith, it is the right of their beloved, the 

families to know what happened to their kids, to their parents, to 

their friends. Uhm are they are alive, are they not? They need to 

know so that they don’t get stuck into lets say the [indistinct 

audio] lets say hopeless whatever hope. But getting them back, 

they deserve to know what happened. 

Projects 

Respondent 4 […] to build the youth, the local youth, blog on the internet. So 

they can write, if they want to make videos I will train them and 

give them the tools. Get them out of the streets, give me your 

view I don’t need me to transfer it, I need them to speak about it. 

Projects 

Respondent 4 lets say Syrian Banksy one of our most reached projects to say if 

we can say that, because it is very simple, artistic. 

Projects 

Respondent 4 Uhmm Kesh Malek has its own uhm civil society news website, 

now it is not very good I am working on the visuals of it uhh the 

magazine called Glimpse. 

Projects 

Respondent 4 […] all the media outlets now only focusing on the political 

situation, the ongoing elections, so they felt that if there is a blog 

that can speak about the civil society in Syria, the local 

communities what they are doing, they would like to be part of it. 

So we are going to do it. 

Projects 

Respondent 4 […] we will discuss with them what kind of idea they want to 

present on the website, they speak about their.. the problem in 

education, they speak about the problem in something very 

simple.. the phonelines.. some stuff that.. […] 

Projects 

Respondent 5 Actually it depends. So basically when survivors gets out of 

prison, we communicate with them. We provide them uhm a 

package of services  including protection, empowerment, 

housing, psychosocial support, health care, we gave advisement 

and we empower them so they can continue their lives to grab. 

But they have at lost through throughout those years by building 

their capacities, improving their opportunities to get a job or to 

rescue their study. 

Projects 
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Respondent 1 For the first aim was to uh to amplify the voices of survivors of 

detention […] 

Aim of the projects 

Respondent 1 “when we were in detention we wished that someone outside was 

doing something for us so now it is our turn to do something for 

the people that are still in detention”. 

Aim of the projects 

Respondent 1 So the second was aim was to make sure that this cause stays 

alive, that it is remembered, that it is not forgotten uh it is very 

difficult for us as Syrians to uh achieve what we really want so 

that is to know what is happened with the forcefully disappeared 

people, to get a release of all the detainees.. but that is very 

difficult to achieve. But that is very important to at least make 

sure that this cause stays alive. 

Aim of the projects 

Respondent 1 So the campaign in general has the objective of raising awareness 

of about the situation inside Syria and about the human right 

violations inside Syria. And then every graffiti or every painting 

has its own objectives. 

Aim of the projects 

Respondent 2 […]so we work with these children to let them be ready to go 

back to schools after the dropout […] 

Aim of the projects 

Respondent 2 We don’t aim to change the community, we aim for the children 

come to school, the children enroll in the center and help them to 

go back to school. This is the goals actually. 

Aim of the projects 

Respondent 2 […] preparation and gaining what they have lost during these 

dropout years lets say. 

Aim of the projects 

Respondent 3 The purpose of using art I think the old purpose was lets say, at 

least from our perspective, is the change. The democratic change. 

Aim of the projects 

Respondent 3 […] we are reaching democratic pluralistic state which respects 

human rights [indistinct audio] and equality. 

Aim of the projects 

Respondent 4 But when we go to the artistic side, or the simple art work like the 

graffiti you will reach some of the international people. You will 

get also.. not only the people who are interested in Syria.. 

Aim of the projects 

Respondent 4 During all our job, all our projects, we also try to do something 

this is the intention: the human rights the active citizenship is.. to 

be a little active in the community is effective. 

Aim of the projects 

Respondent 4 At the same time we should just let the international community 

know that the situation in Syria, we the Syrians cannot understand 

right now 

Aim of the projects 
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Respondent 4 So for the international or foreigners it is something we might be 

exaggerating. No, no we are not, this is really hard to understand. 

It is not because of the war, one of the factors is the war, but the 

community itself has a lot of problems to be honest. 

Aim of the projects 

Respondent 4 […] we started to be like the link between local communities and 

international community. Just be the link, don’t be the messenger. 

So now we are preparing the local youth, the local female and 

male youth to start.. they interact with the media, they connect 

with the media. 

Aim of the projects 

Respondent 4 If any journalist wants to speak, I don’t give them a call. I 

connect them with someone in Syria to give him this call. 

Because uhh they need to speak, we can’t.. we just can facilitate 

the meeting as we say and give the trustful sources. 

Aim of the projects 

Respondent 4 If we speak for Syrians now we want to transfer our message to 

the international community, okay during the using statements, 

during the, the researchers, during the newsletters.. we can deliver 

our message to a specific audience. 

Aim of the projects 

Respondent 4 But when we go to the artistic side, or the simple art work like the 

graffiti you will reach some of the international people. You will 

get also.. not only the people who are interested in Syria.. 

Aim of the projects 

Respondent 4 So using the art will get you the reach to this kind of.. the normal 

people.. the middle class people that oh when they hear your story 

they can relate like okay this is happening in Syria […] So using 

art maybe you can reach these kind of people, these people when 

using statements. 

Aim of the projects 

Respondent 5 In English means recovery and Ta’afi work on three pillars to 

achieve a Syria where no one get tortured or if its disappearance 

and no one gets detained due to their freedom of expression. And 

to achieve that we uh work on three pillars. The first one supports  

newly released survive of detention with uh protection and 

empowerment. The second pillar is creating movements which 

uhm.. Ta’afi now operate or coordinated network of 120 Syrian 

survivor around the world, to create the solidarity and to mobilize 

survivors. The third pillar of Ta’afi is changes, changing in law 

practices where we do uh advocacy lobbying and campaigning 

towards decisionmakers and the victims community to uh to 

achieve justice and accountability in the future which will lead 

eventually to a democratic human rights respect in Syria.  

Aim of the projects 
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Respondent 5 On the long term we want to achieve as I said before Syria where 

no one where there's no torture and enforced appearance. 

Democratic Syria that respects human rights specifically that 

doesn’t have any torture and enforced disappearance and no one 

get every to be detained due to their activism or uhm uh 

expressing opinion. On the short term we want to achieve uhm 

let’s say… on the midterm we want to achieve justice and 

accountability for Syria which without it we cannot achieve the 

bigger goal or uhm bigger objective. On the short term we want 

to achieve victim participation in uhm the peace process or 

transitional justice process and we want to achieve some short 

term satisfaction for for this unique community, for the victim 

community from all the violations they have experienced. 

Aim of the projects 

Respondent 5 Yeah, actually it was it was a campaign to mobilize the survivors 

community at the Syrian community. Uhm the aim of it was to 

show how this issue in Syria among all other issues are very 

important and very popular and like there is one range of of 

Syrians from all territories, from all areas, from all affiliations. 

Like they have the same concept or the same understand on this 

issue, to ask survivors to like to keep the memories of all their 

friends and show that we won’t stop fighting until we get those 

candles out of prison. 

Aim of the projects 

Respondent 5 And also like I just remember that one the first survivors that 

Ta’afi supported she was she's a female survivor and she's a 

fighter, she is really a fighter. When I met her first, she was just 

sitting in her house, and uhm doing nothing. She was like really 

in a bad situation. Now she have overcome like every obstacle 

and now she's working full time job and her manager is telling me 

that she is amazing, she can learn whatever she want in this, like 

this. So the services that Ta’afi provides even though they are 

only a few, only like a bit of services but sometimes they do 

make a change. And so that… who we support. For those who we 

don't, who doesn't need our support, when their.. their 

engagement with Ta’afi is mostly on discussions on shaping our 

advocacy messages and they feel involved. They feel like even 

though they are working on unlike their daily life, concerned 

about themselves but yet they are still doing something for the 

cause. 

Aim of the projects 

Respondent 1 So in the beginning these, this was mainly targeting the regime 

and regime supporters. Whereas at a later stage it was more and 

more targeting an external audience, an international audience. 

Target group 
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Respondent 2 Actually nowadays in Kesh Malek we focusing on dropout 

children who have been drop out from school for two more years, 

like two years because of displacement because of there is no 

schools […] 

Target group 

Respondent 2 We deal with from 8 to 14. Target group 

Respondent 2 They know exactly what they are going through. Target group 

Respondent 2 […] and sometimes the children ask for more help. Target group 

Respondent 2 […]we face it sometimes even if the facilitator wouldn’t notice 

the issue with the children. Sometimes the children or the student 

ask for more help 

Target group 

Respondent 3 […] First for people who do not have access, second for those 

who have not lets say uhm lets say uhm who not have the very 

technical for this topic. And third is to have different way of 

presenting the information to everyone, if you care if you do not 

care you need to listen. […] 

Target group 

Respondent 3 One of the problem that we call it at the beginning of the 

revolution, we were stuck in a bubble, our own bubble. So we 

only speak to ourselves, we only speak to the people who agree 

with us. We uhm say we ended up with groups on Facebook with 

a couple of thousand persons who are the same. You would see 

them everywhere. We would speak to each others and we would 

agree on the same stuff. So.. what is this? What are we 

approaching, our cause to ourselves? We know it. We need to 

approach others. So yeah. 

Target group 

Respondent 3 We only have lets say work on it .. with a very specific group 

which is the survivors of detention. 

Target group 

Respondent 3 […] but we have a partnership with another uhh lets say 

organization uhh which was very specialized in working on 

specifically these survivors of detention, help them heal. 

Target group 

Respondent 4 So now we are preparing the local youth, the local female and 

male youth to start.. 

Target group 

Respondent 4 If you want to speak with the Syrians, there is female and male 

youth and we are communicating. We have our local community, 

we can connect them with you. And uhm you speak with them. 

And now all our projects are getting this way. 
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Respondent 4 […] the psychological factor is very important when you are 

speaking to young male or female. She is 20 or 21 living in a war 

zone and she is trying to make some differences in the 

community. Her situation is totally differently from me.. […] 

Target group 

Respondent 4 […] the blog or the website that we are planning now to do, 

actually the idea came actually from them. 

Target group 

Respondent 4 So uh they saw Glimpse, they saw the types of news uhm they 

published in Glimpse. Uh and they suggested that there is a lot of 

issues to be covered in Arabic […] 

Target group 

Respondent 4 They started to get the idea of the active citizenship we have been 

doing with them, training for three years, we have specific 

education curriculum that we are working on with them that we 

already gave it to them. So they started to understand more about 

active citizenship and more on how to.. how to the community 

work is effective uhh despite this political situation. 

Target group 

Respondent 4 But if we saw a problem in our local communities, it is our duty 

to try to.. to try to fix it. So uhm I think they are driven by the 

motivation to change. This.. this is my imagination. 

Target group 

Respondent 4 So the drive of it is the ability to change, I think I’m not sure. Target group 

Respondent 5 […] supports survivors of enforced disappearance and torture 

[…] 

Target group 

Respondent 5 Yeah actually most of the people think or at least Syrian think 

when a detainee or someone who enforced disappeared get 

released or get out of prison or enforced disappearance then it's 

over like now they're okay. But to be honest, like most of the 

survivors we have worked with and we have worked for… we 

have supported over 109 male and female Syrian survivors. They 

say that the phase after prison is sometimes even harder than 

prison because people loses their jobs, sometimes their families, 

their networks, their connection. Sometimes there are there are in 

forcibly displaced also and it is exactly like being sorry for the 

word “naked in the desert” you know you have nothing you 

have… even your your your skills, your knowledge, your 

experience. After a long time in detention when you are not using 

your mind, you're not using your skills, you kind of starting 

losing it so and despite to talk about the trauma you know and is 

that effect is driving survivors away from the public sphere, away 

Target group 



68 

 

from activism, away from fighting for justice and for the change 

in Syria. So that is what we are trying to fight or to influence. 

Respondent 5 For us in Ta’afi, we support survivors of detention who were 

detained due to their activism or prisoners of expression. It 

doesn't matter where they were held or who did imprison them 

because as you know in Syria almost all the actors have been 

doing the same atrocities and the same violation. They have the 

same imprisonment, prison systems. 

Target group 

Respondent 5 Uhh it’s, it’s..  explain it a little bit more. We have two different 

of of […] for survivors. For those, the newly released we do 

support them with basic services and we call them Ta’afi friends. 

Target group 

Respondent 5 Yeah and for for the network 20 survivor, it doesn't matter if we 

support them or not just. They are like just survivors who want to 

be active, who want to fight for justice and accountability. So for 

the network we engage them with discussions and advocacy, for 

the friends we provide protection and empowerment. 

Target group 

Respondent 1 Uh yes, so for example in 2013 when ISIS (Daesh) was in control 

of Aleppo, me and [name] a friend, we went to spray graffiti on 

the wall against ISIS and it was for us indeed this feeling.. it was 

an act of resistance but it was also a sign to the people that uh 

there are people who think in a different way and it was we also 

hoped that it would encourage others to continue to resist ISIS 

and actually the whole revolution started with painting on the 

walls, spraying on the walls when the children put the slogans. So 

it has always been an important way to break the cycle of fear 

since the very beginning of the revolution and it changed a bit, it 

changed only when certain areas were liberated. 

Art as a tool  

Respondent 1 So for example when the forced displacement from Aleppo took 

place, a lot of people also used it as a way to put personal 

message, so it was not always, it was often always a personal 

message. So myself for example I also wrote a personal message 

to someone on the walls of Aleppo before, before we were 

deported. 

Art as a tool 

Respondent 3 So it’s communicating with the people and giving the people 

message to the outside. [indistinct audio] delivering our message 

to the people, to deliver to the international community. It is 

showing our cause, it is showing what is happening, so yeah it is 

a two way. 
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Respondent 3 We see it as a tool at the end. Lets say for instance for us it is a 

tool use it to reach this. It is not, lets say it is not a purpose by 

itself, it is a tool to reach. 

Art as a tool 

Respondent 3 You could use it for different things So you could use it for 

showing, promoting the value we believe in, which we did, you 

can use it to deliver our, specific message about a specific topic 

as we did. We could use it to shed the light on a specific case, and 

we did. […]We use it lets say to deliver, to promote awareness 

about a specific topic we work on. Lets say we were working on 

gender equality we used some kind of art to deliver the messages. 

We try to use art .. we are still… working on social cohesion and 

estranged identity. 

Art as a tool 

Respondent 3 […] it needs to be accessible and understandable for everyone, 

not just for the elite. 

Art as a tool 

Respondent 4 […] art in Syria how is art involved in the media.. uhm randomly, 

I think. To be totally honest. Everyone was working on an artistic 

project, is working on it independently. He or she is working on it 

independently. 

Art as a tool 

Respondent 4 They just put everything on the internet, regarding Syria. This is a 

great project, but the initiatives itself they were independent 

initiatives. They did what they did.. so this part I think it is better 

to get more attention from the Syrian civil society I think […]  

Art as a tool 

Respondent 4 […] so in my opinion it is the artistic side of the revolution is 

done randomly it need to be more organized and uhm I feel it is 

the good way to speak about Syria. 

Art as a tool 

Respondent 4 Sarcasm and art Art as a tool 

Respondent 4 […] these two ways are very close to the people. You can deliver 

it very quickly. 

Art as a tool 

Respondent 5 Actually on that front on on the storytelling is still uh.. an 

objective that we want to do but we didn't do it yet. We don't 

have much of resources to do that but kind of the tools we want to 

give, and the knowledge, to give to the survivors so they can 

continue their advocacy. So one of them is storytelling and 

creative writing which is storytelling is the most powerful tool or 

weapon of all times you know. All the leaders in the world are 

storytellers, are public speakers, there is no leader who doesn't, 

who isn’t good at public speaking. Uhm so haven't started this 

program yet but we are working on something related to 
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storytelling it's called a program called therapeutical 

documentation. It’s uhm a tool who developed over three years 

by center of victims of torture, CVT. Uhm it's something about 

not about documentation itself, it is something about how to elicit 

the stories and the testimonies from survivors in therapeutical 

way you know… So in most of the cases where the 

documentation organization meet survivors they hmm.. like they 

re-traumatize him or her, they open a wound and they never close 

it. But here in this tool you you you do that opposite you know 

like you make it therapeutical. So we have started doing it, started 

with one survivor. We have finished with one survivor, we have 

uhm… he told us all of his story, his driven of life, and we uhm, 

we transcribed it, transcribed it…  and now we are creating 

something out of it and of course it’s his ownership he get to do 

whatever he wants with it but now he had a story and this is a 

project we want to continue.  

Respondent 5 Yeah exactly, and uhm it's it's storytelling in more of artistic way 

you know. For me I believe that the most powerful way to deliver 

a message is by art… and.. the issue of the detention and torture 

in Syria is horrific you know and and is… like every story is 

shocking and you don't wanna horrify or shock your audience you 

you want to engage them and the best way to engage them is by 

art. When when survivors or family members led the candle for 

their beloved ones. They started to tell the story behind this 

candle, so yeah it was some kind of artistic way to tell the stories. 

Art as a tool 

Respondent 5 Because it's […] to the people you know and people tend to face 

out when they hear something very horrible. You know, they face 

out, they feel like this happened in a different world. They can’t 

even imagine, they just face out you know. And we have seen 

that when the Ceaser file was released and those horrifying 

pictures… they face out. With art, they can relate, they can feel 

the human side behind the story.   

Art as a tool 

Respondent 5 Actually indeed we do and we need to do to make creative ways 

to express what happened. Tell the stories of what happened 

inside detention in more of artistic way. It is not easy and of 

course storytelling is a lost art I think yeah and also public 

speaking is a lost art. But it's is effective in all directions. I don't 

know if you have seen this painter called [name] he lives in 

France. I shared a cell with him for for six months and he draws 

pictures from his memory inside detention facilities. And you 

know the worst thing about those detention facilities you can't 

picture it, you can't […],  you can’t take a video of what is 
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happening there. You can't even have any sort of of proof of what 

happened because it's and that's why it's is called enforced 

disappearance that is why it's crime against humanity. This guy… 

have kept all those pictures in his mind and now he is drawing it. 

He is creating a movie, he's not creating a movie but he's creating 

a context about what we all, as victims of torture, have in mind 

what we can’t describe. Now we can show it not only describe it, 

because he is painting it .. even though it's drawings about torture, 

and about death, but you can still see art dimension in those 

drawings you know and uhm .. it touches you… 

Respondent 5 […] Uhm but yeah I was saying like for those who knows how to 

express in art, it's it's easier for them and for some people they 

like a lot of survivors I know they express with a dark comedy 

you know they tell jokes about how they have been tortured. I am 

one of them and it makes it really easy for me to tell a story in the 

shape of a joke and sometimes people get confused should I cry 

or should I laugh. But for me it's it's easy it's fun I don't do it 

anymore because now I'm not in that position. But for me 

personally storytelling is the art I use to express my my my 

stories. I love storytelling and I'm definitely make my skills in 

storytelling and public speaking. 

Art as a tool 

Respondent 5 Actually storytelling have different aspects. You can tell the story 

with a design, with a drawing, with a piece of writing, an article, 

in a post on Facebook or to the public which is also public 

speaking. For me… as long as I have audience even if it's one 

person I can tell. 

Art as a tool 

Respondent 5 No not a lot of actually, not a lot. Art as a tool 

Respondent 5 Those who do like… they are expressing themselves in a way as I 

said before on the therapeutical documentation… like they are 

relieving the burden on their shoulders into something else. So 

you feel like they're moving on. 

Art as a tool 

Respondent 5 In my mind I have… the dark comedy, uhm the drawings. 

Sometimes writing. That is what I have in mind. 

 

Art as a tool 

Respondent 1 So it’s difficult to talk about impact, for example in the example 

of The Candle to remember, what you really want to achieve it 

that the detainees are released but that is something that is 

impossible to to uhm reach so the impact becomes more means to 

put pressure and to express themselves. And that is maybe in 
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general the impact art has, that it it is a way for people to express 

themselves and to counter tyranny, to oppose tyranny. 

Respondent 1 It was very difficult for them because every candle symbolized a 

person that had uhm died under torture or in detention so to be 

there as someone who survived whereas the others were killed 

that was very difficult for them, it was difficult psychology. […] 

the detainees have a special relation with their colleague 

detainees because they went through the most difficult of times 

together and that creates a strong bond between them. 

Impact of using art 

Respondent 1 So a lot of people started also to share their stories of the loved 

ones that they had lost. And used the hashtag of the campaign in 

their personal stories. […] So it had a lot of impact actually on 

people but it was not something that we had planned before. It 

was not part of the plan of campaign. 

Impact of using art 

Respondent 1 Enforced disappearance issues is something that is really is part 

of every Syrians life. Because in almost every Syrian family there 

is someone who was at some point was forcefully disappeared. So 

every Syrian can relate to this. 

Impact of using art 

Respondent 2 I won’t say yes a 100% but but from what we are facing, from 

what I hear from the team, from the expert, it might help 

sometimes. Not with these cases, but with other cases yes it 

helped. It help them to survive from the trauma they have 

sometimes. 

Impact of using art 

Respondent 2 How they been in the center, like from their action in the center, 

from involving in activities, in their how they are interesting in 

getting lets say working more in math, in Arabic like.. we see, we 

see let’s say the interesting of child is more being involved in any 

subject, in activity, with friend in a friend. 

Impact of using art 

Respondent 3 Lets say we discussing impact would be really difficult now. Like 

I wouldn’t say we had impact, I don’t know. It’s like something 

that is very very hard to measure. 

Impact of using art 

Respondent 3 If we had impact? I don’t know […]But the impact that it created, 

I don’t know, it is uh hard things to uhm to capture for now. 

[indistinct audio] that leads towards somethings, so yeah it helped 

us.. 

Impact of using art 

Respondent 3 I would say if we go a little bit lower, the impact on reach. It 

helped us reach a lot of areas we were not able to reach. […]  
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Respondent 3 […] It helped us reach a lot of areas we were not able to reach. 

Lets say delivering messages, or show compassion, get feedback 

from lets say people in participating areas, we weren’t able to do 

it through webinars or lets say the report about the detainees. […]  

Impact of using art 

Respondent 4 Uhh, the impact of using art in general will, will.. especially the 

simple kind of arts. The kind of art that will reach the people. 

Like graffiti, simple drawings on the walls, short songs.. not the 

modern high sophisticated art. Uh, this will get your message to a 

different, totally different audience. 

Impact of using art 

Respondent 4 So I think this.. the artistic and uhm creative side is getting this uh 

this lets say the.. the support to the people in Syria. When they 

interact with this kind of art.. they like our graffiti, they share and 

and sometimes publish it in some international journal. So they 

see like oh.. maybe it is something that you can’t measure it uhh 

to feel.. to be supported.. to know that okay the people there they 

know us, they know there is something happening here. 

Impact of using art 

Respondent 4 So uhm we just get it out and uhm it’s got a lot of shares, after 

one hour we published also the uhm Facebook frame and uhm 

also it got a lot of interaction. The second they uh the media 

outlet spoke about how Kesh Malek started this campaign 

regarding uhm this incident. 

Impact of using art 

Respondent 4 To be honest, the impact, the direct impact, there was no direct 

impact. We don’t know either if the person is he alive? Is he in 

prison? Is he free..? We don’t know. And I think nobody knows 

actually. 

Impact of using art 

Respondent 4 But uhm to start to speak about this stuff in Syria, in North 

Aleppo, in the places were ISIS just left.. it is very good.. it was.. 

and the interaction from the locals was very nice. Oh okay perfect 

you don’t want this also, why we are still speaking uhm carefully 

about these killings, someone is not right and that’s it. 

Impact of using art 

Respondent 4 will ask you about what, will ask you about your reach on 

Facebook, your reach on social media, your website clicks, your.. 

but these are not the impacts of the advocacy cause that we are.. 

Impact of using art 

Respondent 4 They measure the social media numbers, not the impact of the art 

itself. 

Impact of using art 

Respondent 5 The impact on the survival itself is purely therapeutical uhm … 

like you feel like you have all the burden on your shoulders, have 

been laid off and been written on the papers. Uhm it is more of 
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how you organize your fights, now you have organized your story 

on paper you don't feel like you carry it in your memory, in your 

subconscious, in your mind. Now you are carrying it on paper on 

a document and can get back to it whenever you want and you 

can use it in advocacy. In uhm in memorization that are on the 

survivors level and the advocacy level it’s memorialization, it’s 

keeping the memory of what happened which is part of the 

holistic concept of transitional justice and to use those stories, to 

employ those stories in, in advocacy. 

Respondent 5 It is not easy and of course storytelling is a lost art I think yeah 

and also public speaking is a lost art. But it's is effective in all 

directions. 

Impact of using art 

Respondent 5 There is two kind of participation. The first one when we provide 

the support for survivors here we can see you can see like huge 

influence. So you can see survivor who survived 20 years of of 

detention and enforced disappearance and torture and like when 

you hear this story you see if you like he don't have a life 

anymore but what can he do… 20 of 20 year and how can he like 

how can you use computer, how can he use the Internet. He 

didn’t know that those things exist. You can see how he now 

work two full time jobs, like have a really good life, he, he play 

music, he, he play art…  I don’t know if I can see play, but he 

does art. And his life in balance now. 

Impact of using art 

Respondent 1 We didn’t start working on art as a way to deal with trauma but 

we really looked at art as a … to reach people that is something 

that really affects people and it’s a good way to convey your 

message to people. 

War trauma and art 

Respondent 2 Yes with the “Ideal” cycle curriculum there is some uhm art 

using. Not that much. 

War trauma and art 

Respondent 2 Sometimes we ask them to like draw their feeling, sometimes we 

ask them where are you from the fear. 

War trauma and art 

Respondent 2 Achieve how the children it’s feeling. Like sometimes like we 

had one day a children draw a camp, the tent of the camp, the 

camp they live in, and what they wanted it to be. We feel like this 

child he was about 10 years old what that dream is, how he is 

feeling about living in tent. 

War trauma and art 

Respondent 2 […] we talk about, try to understand and try to explain like why it 

is like that.. it is hard to let the child understand why all of this 
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happen, why he is living in a camp but we try to help them in an 

accepted more actually. 

Respondent 2 […] this is what we ask for like through like one of the “Ideal” 

section we ask them to put their emotion on paper. So some of it 

will be happy or friendly and some of it’s not gonna be like that 

so we relies the emotions of the children of the drawings 

sometimes. 

War trauma and art 

Respondent 2 Yeah we do that sometimes. [comparing the drawings] War trauma and art 

Respondent 2 We see the improvement of the child by emotion. War trauma and art 

Respondent 2 It is especially for the facilitator it give them like uh an idea 

where the children is if he improved if not if he needs to work 

with him one-to-one all of this stuff. 

War trauma and art 

Respondent 2 The other way is not just a psychological report, it’s through the 

education sections lets say, how he improves with marks, how he 

improves with doing in classes, this is a way in like if he is 

engaging enough in the classes, this is a way with a pre-imposed 

say how the children are like the, the programs, the centers, all of 

this stuff. 

War trauma and art 

Respondent 2 With children it is way more easier to get a uhm like uhm 

feedback from the art. With the children we do an exhibit lets say 

twice. Two time we do how the children did, how they art go, we 

invite people, we invite parents to see what the children have 

done. 

War trauma and art 

Respondent 2 It’s uhm to show the parents what the children did. To show the 

drawings […]it’s like a celebrating graduation. We show what 

they all did, we invite the parents to show how the children are 

doing, what the drawing is. 

War trauma and art 

Respondent 2 Sometimes you have they create something uhm sometimes one 

of the child they do a Kesh Malek logo in a different way with 

paper it is like nice to see that the children they are appreciating 

of what we are doing. They understand the purpose of what we 

are doing. 

War trauma and art 

Respondent 3 So this is uhm the only thing I would say the only thing that we 

do and uhmm traumatic consultation. 

War trauma and art 

Respondent 3 Yeah it’s uhm at the same time uhm it is also reviving trauma. 

When working on it, all the staff was traumatized including me. 

Those stories, it was traumatic, it was severely traumatizing. So I 
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don’t know how it would be.. yeah might be a tool to help the 

people who participated to say yes.. we shifted from being the 

victim to be uhm.. lets say uh trying to change, trying to lets say 

do something for our friends who are still detainees and who are 

in detention. 

Respondent 3 I wouldn’t say work like uhm in the education program it has 

uhm psychosocial support people in it. So yeah uhm it would be 

lets say, it could be seen like that. But it is not a.. it is not a 

program that is only working on war trauma. 

War trauma and art 

Respondent 3 It is something that should be dealt with. But does it fall under 

Kesh Malek lets say visual strategy? No. 

War trauma and art 

Respondent 3 We were all traumatized but I don’t know it’s uh.. not sure if any 

of our work had indirect impact to heal war trauma. 

War trauma and art 

Respondent 3 but uhm definitely not something to be part of our uhm.. or it 

hasn’t been. 

War trauma and art 

Respondent 4 […] especially about art I told you Kesh Malek doesn’t have a 

huge participation in art so its work uhm is not focusing on this. 

War trauma and art 

Respondent 4 Syrian Banksy doesn’t have any impact on trauma for people to 

be totally honest. So uhm Kesh Malek itself I don’t think that it 

has.. with art I don’t think it has any impact on trauma. 

War trauma and art 

Respondent 4 But to use art, because we don’t have huge participation in art, so 

we don’t have this impact. 

War trauma and art 

Respondent 1 So in Ta’afi program we also have psychosocial support 

component in which we support the survivors of detention 

Psychological support 

Respondent 1 Yeah, so uhm not only for the survivors that Ta’afi support but 

also for the staff that are dealing with these survivors. They all 

get psychosocial support. 

Psychological support 

Respondent 1 […] on the one hand I have to be able to cope with the survivor in 

a way to ask questions for example in a way that they don’t hurt 

him […] 

Psychological support 

Respondent 1 […] but on the other hand I also have to protect myself. Psychological support 

Respondent 2 We do a psychological support for children Psychological support 

Respondent 2 […] this is helped the children to survive from like trauma, or like 

psychological support helped them during they took a cycle. 
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Respondent 2 […] we have a CP coordinator, child protection coordinator and a 

child protection facilitator which is like it’s professional that is 

helping children when they have uhm problem if they have any 

issue they try to solve it with parents, with them first and then 

with parents. 

Psychological support 

Respondent 2 […] so we get more involved with a friend, more involved with 

the teachers and facilitators. 

Psychological support 

Respondent 2 […] During this activity we face that a child needs more attention 

or more to work with him to work with her on like specific 

subject. She cannot deal with emotion, she cannot speak well, she 

cannot talk to her friend, she is a little bit lonely, she is always 

isolate herself from being in crowd. So we try to go to her or him 

on-to-one. 

Psychological support 

Respondent 4 We are cohesive community, we try to for example if I know that 

for example I don’t know [name], [name] some of you met some 

of them uhm has a problem we all try to okay lets see how we 

gonna fix this. So the relation between the community is helping 

us all actually. 

Psychological support 

Respondent 4 Reduce the negative effects of it.. uhmm I don’t know, this is 

what we think about it actually that we are a community, we all.. 

we all feel this, we all were in big problems during this 10 years. 

Psychological support 

Respondent 4 In other work, like in Ta’afi in uhm.. the uhm human rights 

projects. Part of it is uhm psychological support for the survivor 

of the political detention. 

Psychological support 

Respondent 2 Especially with displacement. Like when you come displaced, 

like when you come from area to other area, you lose your friends 

you lose your school, some children when they come to the 

centers they have this uhm like uh they don’t be that friendly they 

don’t wanna talk that much […] 

War trauma 

characteristics  

Respondent 2 The one is lets say when you lose someone of your uhm lets say 

family members […] 

War trauma 

characteristics  

Respondent 2 She cannot deal with emotion, she cannot speak well, she cannot 

talk to her friend, she is a little bit lonely, she is always isolate 

herself from being in crowd. 

War trauma 

characteristics 

Respondent 2 They came to the center, they wouldn’t talk, they wouldn’t 

involve in any activity. Like with this activity that we have indoor 
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outdoor, they are a little bit shy. They don’t participate in 

anything […] 

Respondent 5 Actually there is 2 main things you know that survivors dealt is 

uhm that thing that we see with survivors most of the time 

because the feeling that why I survived and all of my friends are 

still in there or died or still under torture. This survivor guilt and 

also the self-blame for for for like also for for for surviving. They 

are blaming themselves why did we survive and others did not.. 

and when talking about trauma it mostly memories, nightmares, 

uhm sometimes social uhm.. I'm memorizing the word.. 

War trauma 

characteristics  

Respondent 5 Sometimes like social disorders, I don’t know it’s a word. War trauma 

characteristics  

Respondent 5 But you tend to stay away from from other people and there is 

one like also important barrier here that that is not only in Syria I 

have seen that with lots of survivors around the world and victims 

around the world. Uhm they tend to not to seek, help not to seek 

psychosocial support or or therapy because they think that we 

have survived the most enduring circumstances in the world. 

Uhm nothing could break us now and it could be a big deal for 

them to think that that detention, enforced disappearance and 

torture should have broken them you know. So it's hard to do 

even admit to themselves that they need therapy, that… yeah they 

did survive, they are tough, they are strong. So they won’t, they 

are not willing to take like therapy. And we have experienced that 

in Ta’afi, because when we went in our first pillars, it is 

providing protection and one of those uh service that we provide 

is psychosocial support or or therapy for survivors. And make it’s 

system, it's still a taboo in the Syrian community and to add to 

that the feeling that I just described. So only a few of the 

survivors are taking these kind of services. 

War trauma 

characteristics 

Respondent 5 And lots of time we hear from newly released survivors that they 

won't… they don't want to do anything for the cause or for the 

issue or for their friends. They want to survive themselves, and 

they want to focus on themselves. And we have experienced this 

with that many survivors but the the positive thing that most of 

those comes back to us after a year or two to say that we want to 

do something, we want to fight for our friends, we want to fight 

for justice. So like as a I told you there is two cases: Some who 

gets out and they they have like full of energy, they are full of 

bitterness and anger. They want to do something uhm for their 
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friends or for the perpetrators. And the other part of survivors 

won't… like they just want to focus on themselves. 

Respondent 5 But in the second case after we provide the support and after a 

year or two and they are like standing up again and and they feel 

like they they got their the control on their lives back, they came 

back to us to fight and to to do something. In the first case which 

is even harder for us to deal with it, because the newly released 

survivors they have this energy and they want to do something 

but they can't they want to but they can't because they don't have 

money, they don't have anything like.. and uhm the context, the 

Syrian context has changed. 

War trauma 

characteristics 

Respondent 5 and so it's really hard to give them the tool to to express this 

angriness and bitterness and energy and if you don't there is a risk 

of them going to the wrong direction moving you know… the risk 

of them going […] to or or even worse. we give them this 

example that in an airplane something happen you should focus 

on the pilot not on the passengers. And you are the pilot now, you 

have to focus on yourself, you cannot continue etc etc. So it's 

really hard to deal with this case. 

War trauma 

characteristics 

Respondent 5 So for those who have lived in the state prison, the trauma is less 

effective on them than those who have spend their time in 

detention facilities despite the time you know like for this guy 

who will spend 10 years in detention but he is really okay, you 

know and he doesn't have that much of […] trauma or or very big 

trauma or problems. In another hand, there is another survivor 

who only two months in detention facility but like nine years ago 

but his trauma is killing him you know and that because when 

when you spend the time in in the state prison, it doesn’t matter 

how long it is, you get to a point when you normalize your life 

inside the state prison specially with the long periods of time. 

Then when you get out you feel like you have changed your 

reality or now you are living in the extraordinary but for those 

who spend and like less time only in detention facilities the 

trauma is way harder. I don’t know if I made myself clear. 

War trauma 

characteristics 

Respondent 5 Actually this is the main the main difference…  in state prison 

you have some kind of life, you can make experience, make 

friends and you can build your experience and knowledge. You 

have a life. I the detention facilities, doesn’t matter how long you 

stay there two days or week or or three months it's really hard 

because you feel like you were taken out of the reality, put in 

someplace. No one knows and no one can even imagine being 
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subjected to severe torture and then out so you feel like you have 

literally lived a nightmare. But not for seconds, for a long period 

of time. 

Respondent 5 They say that the phase after prison is sometimes even harder 

than prison because people loses their jobs, sometimes their 

families, their networks, their connection. Sometimes there are 

there are in forcibly displaced also and it is exactly like being 

sorry for the word “naked in the desert” you know you have 

nothing you have… even your your your skills, your knowledge, 

your experience. After a long time in detention when you are not 

using your mind, you're not using your skills, you kind of starting 

losing it so and despite to talk about the trauma you know and is 

that effect is driving survivors away from the public sphere, away 

from activism, away from fighting for justice and for the change 

in Syria. 

War trauma 
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Respondent 2 I am not a expert actually […] No experts 

Respondent 2 […] we give them give them child protection training. We give 

them all of this but they are not professional to deal with. If they 

face something they let us know and we can deal with it. If they 

face any problem with uh a student in class they will let us know. 

They won’t deal with it because they are not the expert. We gave 

them the basic of how to relies if there is any problem with a 

child. So they will let us know. 

No experts 

Respondent 2 .. there is a child lets say two days in a row not coming to the 

calls, they will let us know so  we talk to the families, we make 

sure he or she is doing good. There is no problem, there is no 

issue going on. So yes. 

No experts 

Respondent 3 It acquires al lot of technical knowledge, that we don’t have. No experts 

Respondent 3 […] This is not lets say the domain we are active in, it is not the 

domain we lets say are experts in. It requires a lot of expertise. 

No experts 

Respondent 3 some technical expertise be should doing it. But definitely not us 

because we don’t have the technical network we are acting 

without, without the experience of knowledge we will cause more 

harm. So we do not get involved with it. So no. 

No experts 

Respondent 4 me in Kesh Malek with our project, with our media team and for 

me personally I myself because I know that I can’t do it.. I know 

it not because I don’t have the information, I didn’t lived this 

situation […] 

No experts 
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Respondent 2 […]But we as a team we try to like coordinate and try to manage 

the program to gain safety at the first, safety or the children and 

for the team. Safety is number one for us and then give the 

children what they need. 

Safety  

Respondent 2 You cannot make sure actually, I’m gonna be honest. In Syria 

nowadays you cannot make sure there is no place lets say uh it’s 

safety 100%. But we try our best to uh be aware of everything 

that is gonna happen we have a contagious plan that anything 

happen we will let the children go back to their homes. […] 

Safety  

Respondent 3 […] we try to for the sake of protecting our staff we try to go to a 

less confrontation [indistinct audio] but under the cover yeah we 

use it as a way […] 

Safety  

Respondent 3 […]at the end for one thing is the safety of the staff. Safety 

Respondent 3 […]even when they are very ambitious and very pushing, we try 

to stop them. But we don’t want.. as an executive director it is my 

responsibility of safety of the staff, even if it was the decision but 

they are doing it as a part of Kesh Malek. […]But as a part of 

Kesh Maleks work we try to lets say agree as if possible lets say 

to keep our staff as secure as possible. 

Safety  

 

 

 


