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Over the course of the eight-year long
Syrian conflict, stereotypes of Syrians have
abounded, dividing people according to their
.background, affiliation or hometown
However, the ways in which Syrians have
gone  about  counteracting  these
stereatypes have been equally as diverse
As part of the ‘Anti-Stereotyping’ project, set
up by MAUJ in 2017, which aims to
challenge the various ways in which Syrians
have Dbeen pigeon-holed, MAU] has
collaborated with Sanabel to launch a series
of stories entitled "Subul, a word meaning
‘'ways. This series includes eight stories of
Syrian men and women, either in or outside
Syria, who have found innovative ways to
live a decent life, ways which are compatible
with their realities and afford them both
dignity and survival. These are, moreover, far
removed from the image they have been
branded with over the past few years, one of
dependency, reliance on subsidies and
refugee allowances, and vagrancy
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"What's gone is gone ... if you do not struggle and keep on struggling, "L}UT_IJ| o U_uj_l U a_GbJ nc LJ—DQ 813'5 1o 1l (DJTL_,_LIJ| alJ EU uJJ”

once you despair, that desperation will kill you"

Loss does not mean the end;
it is, perhaps, the path
to new beginnings.
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It is hard to believe that these disjointed phrases are
those of a father who lost two of his children on the same day,
who lost his livelihood, and who was twice displaced.

Yahya Abdul Rahim Hamadeh, known as Abu Talal, 58, from Homs city in
central Syria, was forced during the war to leave his home for a safer neigh-
bourhood, and was left devastated by the incident which killed two of his sons,
Abdul Rahman, 22, and Bilal, 23.

Having suffered memory loss, Abu Talal was forced to stop working as a taxi driver on
the route between Homs and Beirut, and he sold his car in order to support his family.
"I couldn’t distinguish between my wife or other members of my family and other
people,” says Abu Talal. “I was lost. | couldn’t focus on anything. | was unable to drive
my car, and had to sell it cheaply". He continues, his voice cracking: “Nine months, may
God let no-one suffer what | did."

With the money left over from the sale of his car, Abu Talal was able to rent a kiosk to
sell cigarettes. But the spread of war to the whole of Homs meant he was displaced for
a second time. They left the city and headed for the coastal town of Tartous, where he,
his wife and his two sons, Talal and Ahmad, joined his only daughter and her husband
in the home they had been living in since 2011.

Abu Talal was unwilling to be a burden on anyone, even on his daughter, whom he
describes as strong and steadfast. He insisted on contributing to day-to-day expenses,
while also providing for his two sons and his wife. He therefore began working for the
city municipality on temporary contracts, despite the low income. It was later that he
was met with the kind of opportunity he had been waiting for.

"l used to go to a cafe near Arwad Port to buy cigarettes and have my morning coffee.
There were times when | didn't have enough money to pay and would come back to
settle up later on. One day, someone there suggested | work on the port, helping
passengers unload their belongings in exchange for a bit of cash". This he ended up
doing. "The prayer beads ran on," he says, using the popular expression, referring to
further work opportunities that soon came his way.

Abu Talal would not only unload and carry baggage to and from the boats, but also
helped workers build the port canteen. It was during this that canteen owner told him,
“When we’re done with construction, | want you alone to manage it.”

So Abu Talal was put in charge of the canteen. He prepares the hot water every morn-
ing to make coffee and tea for the fishermen who use the port to set up their nets
before heading out to fish. He also sells cold water to those coming and going from

Arwad island, which faces the city's coast, and helps passengers unload their

luggage.

With all this work, he has been able to provide for his family, and, more impor-
tantly for him, to meet the wishes of his wife, Um Talal. He says, smiling; "After
my sons' situation stabilised, they tried to convince me to stop working. |
refused. They have to secure their future, while | take care of myself and
Um Talal. For how can she wish for anything, without me providing it

for her?”
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| had only two options in front of me: either give up in the face of adversity,
or use it as a driving force to overcome my obstacles

From Coffee Shop Worker
to Graduate Student
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Yazan Nairab was not yet 19 years of age when his family of ten
fled from the village of Harbnoush north of Idlib in Syria, to Tripoli
in Lebanon.

At first, Yazan had to move from job to job in order to make ends meet, owing
to his family’s difficult financial situation. ‘I worked serving shisha, and also as
a waiter in a local coffee shop in Tripoli, recalls Yazan. ‘The workload was
exhausting; | had to stay standing or move around for up to 13 hours a day. The
income was very low, but | had to keep going to cover the bare minimum of my
expenses.

With time, Yazan was able to open a vegetable store with one of his brothers,
which later became his family’s source of income. This was the family’s first
step towards securing a stable future.

Meanwhile, Yazan still hadn’t abandoned his dream of continuing his higher
education, which he had not completed owing to the war in Syria. He received
a scholarship at the Accounting Faculty of al-Jinan University in Tripoli. He
graduated with very good marks, before embarking on a diploma in micro-finan-
cing, achieving a Master's degree which he also passed with an excellent
average.

‘The English language was a major obstacle,’ says Yazan, recalling some of the
difficulties he faced at university. ‘Studying in Lebanon requires an advanced
level of English, something | didn’t have owing to the difference in education
systems between Syria and Lebanon. | had to study extra hours, while also
working in order to be able to afford what | needed for university. | had many
sleepless nights because | had so little time.” He laughs and adds, ‘I think | need
to sleep for a whole year to make up for how little | slept at university.’

Having moved jobs several times, Yazan finally secured a position as a logistics
manager for an NGO in Beirut. He refuses to reveal his aspirations, because he
feels it is too early to judge how successful he’s been‘l don't want to talk about
my ambitions; | feel it takes away something of their shine,” the 26-year-old
explains. ‘I would like to get there quietly. Also, | don’t want to put a specific
limit on my ambitions. What matters to me is that | fulfilled my dream of
completing my university education, and that | provide for my family.”

Today, seven years after his displacement to Lebanon, and with an
eagerness to pursue a PhD, Yazan looks with a small smile at a photo-
graph of his family during his graduation. ‘I had only two options in
front of me: either give up in the face of adversity, or use it as

a driving force to overcome my obstacles.
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Fajjet Khoraq:
The Tale of Multi-Coloured
Scraps
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‘We share our concerns and our troubles. Sometimes you’d could come in here
and find us crying, all of us.

"Fajjet Khoraqg" is a local term from the dialect of
As-Suwayda province in southern Syria, denoting the hand-
made carpets produced from scraps of leftover fabric which, when
woven together, create colourful, chaotic rugs.
In 2016, the term regained common parlance after Kholod Hunaidi, a
cultural and civil society actor, set up a workshop of the same name. It was
the aim of this workshop to revive this traditional craft, and produce rugs
with modern designs by recycling old fabrics either donated by friends or
obtained from sewing and upholstery workshops.
The uniqueness of the workshop did not come only from its concern with cultur-
al heritage, and with the environment, but also from its specific social set-up. For
the workshop consists, alongside women from As-Suwayda itself, of nine women
who arrived in the area with their families from different parts of the country,
including Western Ghouta, Homs city, and rural Homs, since 2011.
Every day at 9am, activity starts up in an old Arab house made of black basalt
stone, whose rooms have been transformed into a workshop containing looms,
sewing machines and tons of multi-coloured scraps of fabric.
Against the steady rhythm of work, which includes repetitive daily tasks such as
cutting, sorting, spinning and weaving textiles on a loom, the women weave, too,
tales of a different sort. It is as if the burden of work becomes lighter when they
share their experiences of war, their memories of those who have passed away,
and even when they discuss issues concerning their children and their daily lives.
As Hanan, one of the workers, says, ‘Thousands of stories have been told in this
place over the past three years. At the start, we were afraid to share our stories,
even though we were all dealing with difficult circumstances. Day by day trust
grew, and our stories began to flow. Um Wisam, adding to her friend’s comment,
says, ‘We share our concerns and our troubles. Sometimes you’d could come in
here and find us crying, all of us.
Displacement has presented numerous challenges for the women. They found
themselves, for the first time, with an enormous responsibility to provide for their
families; the women had either lost relatives in the war, or the work of their
husbands was not enough to meet their families’ needs. Not to mention, more-
over, the challenge of fitting in to a new, unknown environment, which at times
would accept them, and at others, would reject them.

Over time, the women have got used to dividing tasks between them, and have
begun to take collective decisions regarding the approval of new designs, and
places to exhibit their work. According to Manal, despite the difficulty of the

work, there are times when she simply can’t wait until the piece takes its final
shape, with another of the women adding, ‘transforming fragments into
artwork is hugely enjoyable.

The experience of the Fajjet Khoraq workshop has afforded a feeling of
strength to the local community from which it emerged. Its female work-
ers give the impression of being a dynamic group, distinct from the
surrounding setting, as, from multi-coloured scraps, they weave

their stories.
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l«g‘l - From a temporary ad on Facebook
to a small business which became a livelihood

From a temporary ad on Facebook to a small

business which became a livelihood, the story of Abu Omran,

a 30-year-old Syrian living in Jordan, has become an inspiring story
about facing up to the challenges of war and displacement.

Abu Omran, who is married and has five children, used to be a farmer in
Deraa, a province in southern Syria, and lived off his land, both for food
and as a source of income. But war, and the violence, military action and
volatile security situation that came with it, forced him to flee in 2015 and
settle in Jordan.

Not only did Abu Omran lose his livelihood, but he had to take on additional
financial burdens, including paying rent in his new home and paying for his child-
ren’s schooling. ‘I decided to depend on myself, rather than wait for refugee
assistance,” he says. ‘I was convinced that, as Syrians, we have to prove ourselves
as producers, rather than being dependent on others.” Accordingly, Abu Omran
began to look for work that would make him ‘his own boss,’ as he puts it.

He came across an announcement by the Jordan River Foundation about a
small-business training course, with the aim of providing financial support to
those with innovative business ideas, so that they could put these ideas into prac-
tice.

Abu Omran took part in the 40-day course, and put forward a business idea to
package diapers. This would involve purchasing large quantities of loose,
unsorted or unsewn diapers from factories, fixing them up and packaging them,
and selling them on to customers. His proposal was accepted by the training
supervisors, and he received a financial grant of 1200 Jordanian Dinar.

Having received the money, he wasted no time in buying sewing and packaging
machines, specific kinds of bags for packaging, and quantities of diapers. He set
up a workspace at home, and his wife helped him in preparation and production,
while he took on the marketing side, selling the products on to stores in Mafraq
province, northern Jordan.
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from the local area. Working from home at the start was not easy either, espe-
cially given he had a large family. But perseverance was both his companion
and his driving force, pushing him to overcome these obstacles.
Abu Omran hopes to return to Syria one day, and to go back to his farm
and recultivate it. ‘l don’t know if | will be able to run this business in
Syria, he explains, ‘But my priority, if | go back, will be the farm,
working the land, and all that goes with it.
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Maker of desserts,
bearer of good-will:
‘Work is the essence of life’
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‘There’s a piece for everyone; if you can’t pay, take it with my blessing

A smile slowly returns to Yasser al-Aas in the cool
breeze of a September morning. It is the half-smile of
someone who has achieved a hard-won victory. ‘Winter is the time
for desserts,” he says, maintaining that, with the approach of winter,
people drive away the cold with the purchase of harisa and aouma,
which are among the most well-loved Syrian desserts.
Yasser, 38, began making desserts three years ago, as an assistant at a shop
in the town of Jedaydet Artous al-Fadl. ‘When we fled Yarmouk camp in
southern Damascus, where heavy military offensives were going on, he says,
‘My wife, five children and | were in a state of turmoil. We had lost our home and
the grocery shop we owned. We ended up settling in this town.” Jedaydet Artous
al-Fadlis a town in the western countryside of the capital Damascus, and is home
to those who were displaced from Quneitra, southern Syria, in 1967, as well as
hundreds of displaced families from areas of heavy conflict, from Damascus
countryside and other parts of the country.
Yasser tried working a few different jobs following displacement, including selling
vegetables and working in construction. These jobs weren’t suitable, however,
since Yasser suffers from lower-body paralysis which, although he has partial
movement, prevents him from undertaking physical labour. He has a social securi-
ty card from the Ministry of Social Affairs and Labour, which recognises his disabili-
ty and allows him to obtain suitable work; however, he has waited for such work
opportunities to arise in vain.
Working in a dessert shop, therefore, ended up being his best option. ‘It’s better
than wasting time doing nothing, however low the income is,” says Yasser, adding
that his wife found work looking after teachers’ children during class time. This
has provided a second source of income for the family to meet their living costs,
which are rising year on year.
He arranges plates of different desserts good-naturedly, before a boy comes into
the shop and hands over 25 Syrian pounds. Yasser lets him pick between pieces
of harisa, osh al-bulbul and bekaj, and the boy decides to take a piece of osh
al-bulbul stuffed with pistachio.
‘Everyone should be able to have a bit of something sweet, so | make sure
everyone gets something, however little money they have to offer, Yasser says
with a smile, adding, ‘We get round rising prices by replacing expensive things like
ghee with flavourings, and pistachios with peanuts. The important thing is that
people are happy.
Yasser believes that, with a strong will, he is able to overcome the difficulties of
his disability and secure a decent life for himself and his family, in a job he truly
enjoys. You will find him elegantly crafting his desserts, carefully lifting trays
of confectionary to put them into the oven, and taking them out looking as
fine as if they were made in the fanciest of kitchens. After all, these
desserts have been made, and decorated, with love and good-will.
Yasser welcomes every customer with a smile, repeating a phrase
that he has come to be known for: “There’s a piece for everyone;
if you can’t pay, take it with my blessing.
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Um Fadi..
A Survival Story,
from Death and Destruction
to a New Beginning
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"We left Ghouta in 2015 with nothing but our clothes.
We had no idea what the future held, where we would go or what we would do"

On entering Hasan al-Mullah

School in Rukn al-Din, east Damascus, you will encounter

Amina Shaker, 56 years old, a woman of strong physique and worn
hands, busy cleaning different parts of the school. She wears a black
abaya, in mourning of her son, Fadi, whom she lost during the war, but
will nevertheless be found smiling, a positive force to those around her.
After years of war and besiegement in Eastern Ghouta, Amina, known as Om
Fadi, and her family moved to Damascus. Their home and the factory where
her husband worked had been destroyed. ‘We left Ghouta in 2015 with nothing
but our clothes. We had no idea what the future held, where we would go or
what we would do, says Om Fadi, her voice full of sadness, explaining that she
only had an elementary school diploma which made it difficult to find work.

A few months later, Um Fadi and her husband started over, having found a job
cleaning and maintaining a school, which also became their home. It wasn’t an
easy time, the family having lost everything they owned, and work and accommo-
dation was not Um Fadi’s only concern. The completion of her children’s education
was a major priority, particularly as they had been out of school for many years
and had lost their school transcripts during displacement. Nevertheless, willpower
and the dream of a better future proved stronger than any obstacle.

‘Abd Al-Hadi, who's 22, was out of school for four years because of the war, but he
returned to education while also working at a vegetable shop, Um Fadi says
proudly. ‘Once he obtained a high school certificate, he started studying at the Law
Faculty, and he is doing brilliantly.” She describes her daughter Asmaa, 21, as being
‘a true joy, who had been out of school for three years before gaining a high
school certificate with top marks, allowing her to start studying at the Dentistry
Faculty. Tough circumstances, and having to study often in the small family room

inside the school, did not stop her from surprising everybody with her success.
When the war died down in Eastern Ghouta in the middle of 2018, Um Fadi
returned to her neighbourhood to see her house. It wasn’t easy looking back at
that time, remembering her neighbors and relatives, most of whom had left, and
most crucially her son Fadi, who died in 2013. She points to a small table beside
her. ‘In the garden next to our house, she says, ‘There were lots of flowers that |
was taking care of. Fadi would put a table out like this, and a chair, to have his
coffee, and would ask me, “What do you do to keep those flowers so beautiful?”

| can still hear those words today.
In spite of all her losses, above all the death of her son, which made her feel, for
a moment, as though life had stopped still, Um Fadi began repairing her home
with the help of her husband and children, and cultivating the land. With her
family still living in Damascus, she continues to visit Ghouta now and again
to check on her home. ‘When | lost my son, | could never have imagined
that the future would hold for me a new beginning and the fulfilment
of my dreams. | have children going to university, and | am coming
back to rebuild my home,” she says, in a tone of determination
and defiance.
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"We are here to work and to support our family. The Egyptian people are very kind,
and we have been able to build a small community around us."

‘I do western dishes while my wife takes care of the Middle

Eastern ones,’ says Mohammad, as he and his wife Tahani start to tell us
about how they started their project as a Syrian couple serving up home-coo-
ked food in Egypt.

Mohammad moved from Syria to Egypt in 2012, with his wife, his mother-in-law and his

four children. He expected that he would be returning to his town of Daraya in western
Damascus countryside within no more than a few months. But as the war escalated, and as

he realised that he would not be returning to his country any time soon, he began his first
business by opening a restaurant in central Cairo.

‘In Syria, | worked in electrics and lighting, but | wasn’t able to continue working in this field
when | moved to Egypt,” he explains. ‘So | opened a small place and started selling fast food. It
was well received, situated in a lively area among colleges and dormitories housing a large
number of Syrian and Arab students.

One day, a student asked Mohammad if there were any home-cooked meals. This wasn’t
possible due to lack of space and equipment, but he asked his wife if she could make two meals
in their home which he would then sewvll to the young man. ‘I knew how much the students,
especially those who came from abroad, were missing the comforts of home cooking,” he says.
They were then forced to hand over the shop to the landlord, however, who had decided to
invest in it himself and benefit from the good name it had gained, taking it out of Mohammad’s
management. Mohammad and Tahany decided, therefore, to continue their project from their
apartment, serving home-cooked meals. They show us how a few of the students made a What-
sApp group for daily orders, called ‘Abu Abdallah’s Syrian Cuisine.

Mohammad and Tahani have been married for many years, however this was the first time they
had ever worked together. They divided the work, with Mohammad arranging the orders and
getting the ingredients in from the market, and the two of them cooking the food together.
Tahani says that she had never considered working in Syria, but that new circumstances have
forced her to think differently. She says that she has found joy and adventure in work, which has
opened up spaces for her that she had never experienced before.

The couple emphasise that this project has become a large part of their lives, and that they have
grown close to the students, who have become like family to them. Every morning, they check
the WhatsApp group and discuss with the students their preferred Syrian foods, such as fattet
makdous and hareq bi esba‘o, or other Arabic foods such as Jordanian mansaf or mandi chicken.
Many of the students see Abu Abdallah as a father or a brother, and many of the female students
look to Um Abdallah like a close friend.

Home-Cooking:
Serving Up Syrian Food

in Egypt
SJgull Jalif gloady ghg)

The project has not been problem-free, however, and there are day-to-day stresses, especially
during exam periods. The students have started to rely on the home-cooked meals, with daily

sales sometimes exceeding one hundred dishes.
There have been other difficulties too, such as trying to look for a new space after they had left
the old one, and trying to convince the landlord of the apartment they were renting to turn

the place into a kitchen, without creating problems.
Mohammad and Tahani rely on their food business entirely for their income, and empha-
sise how happy they are with the enterprise. ‘When we left Syria, we had no idea we
would stay here all these years, they say. ‘We don’t call ourselves refugees, and we are
not waiting for UNHCR assistance. We are here to work and to support our family.
The Egyptian people are very kind, and we have been able to build a small commu-
nity around us of Syrians, Egyptians and other Arabs. We hope that, one day
soon, we will return to our country, Syria

[

Story and photos: Mohsen Ibrahim
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| refused to be a prisoner to handouts...
my husband and | relied on ourselves

At the end of 2011,
following months of conflict in Deir Ezzor, eastern Syria, Um
Abbas, a forty-year-old woman, was forced to flee with her husband

and their three children. They made their way to the city of Hasakah, in

northeast Syria, residing in one small room. Her husband found work selling

and distributing cigarettes.

‘My happiness at having found somewhere to settle didn’t last long,” she says,
explaining that the security situation in the city was tense. The family were
displaced again in 2012 and went to Qamishli, having to start a new search for shelter
to protect them from the cold winter, and work to meet their most basic needs. One
of the major difficulties in that period was not being able to speak Kurdish, in a prima-
rily Kurdish-speaking environment. “We briefly considered going back to Deir Ezzor, but
the conflict at that time was at its peak.’

Once her husband managed to find work as a taxi driver, Um Abbas thought she should
help out, seeing that work was not the sole preserve of men, and that what he was
earning was not enough to meet the family’s needs. ‘| decided to work from home, and
started an initiative selling on second-hand European clothes. | bought a small amount
of clothes in line with my budget and began selling.” Within a few months, Um Abbas
had formed new friendships, which gave her support and brought her more customers.
But lack of space, lack of financial liquidity, and her worries of bothering her
neighbours with the number of people coming and going, led her to bring the project
to a close.

Around this time, her husband Abu Abbas was able to return to Deir Ezzor and bring
back some furniture from their home, which had been almost completely destroyed.
Their home in Qamishli, however, was not big enough to make room for it, and this
gave Um Abbas a new idea. She sold some of this furniture, and learnt how to work as
an intermediary by looking for used household items and selling them on to shop-kee-
pers. ‘I didn’t need a lot of cash for this kind of work, and | continued like this for about
a year’

Then, since she held a diploma from the Women’s Art Institute, Um Abbas decided to

apply for a job in one of the city’s schools. ‘I never thought | would become an

From Deir Ezzor employee at my age, but here | am today, beginning a career as an Arabic teacher in
to Jazire t S Qamishli. You grow, a dream flourishes, and from it emerges hope.

A . , She recalls her family’s difficult days following displacement, a time when buying bread

lemg 1S key ’ was a huge burden. ‘But | refused to be a prisoner to handouts, and my husband and |

Jgjll g3 o ; ~ relied on ourselves. Giving our children a decent education was our main goal, which

. _ ‘ is something we succeeded in, our son having reached 20, and our daughters 18 and

-ayqullapjall L) 13!
; T Today, a few years after her move to Qamishli, Um Abbas cannot imagine leaving;
she has built wonderful relationships, and has become known as ‘the

warm-hearted mother’ by her colleagues. She has suggested to her husband
that they sell their Deir Ezzor home and settle permanently in Qamishli. ‘I
have become familiar with my neighbours and my coworkers, and | feel
that | still have the capacity to give here. | believe in the unending

human ability to give and to love, she says, with a wide smile.

Story and photos: Fawaz al-Awsi
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MAUJ is a local, civil, non-profit organization governed by the principles of

feminism and non-discrimination, and works in a participatory way to

address social and development issues, and link them to a media content

that stems from reality and seeks to create a state of change, through four

strateg|c programs: supporting pluralism and social cohesion, enhancing wo-

men's participation in public life, adopting and producing gender sensitive
media, and ensuring the sustalnab|||ty of available resources.
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Sanabel is a non-profit development organization.
implements community initiatives which aim to contribute to the promotion
of rights and duties, by building community capacities, providing programs
and techniques required by the labor market and bridging the digital divide
for youth, women, and the weakest categories.
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