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[…] 

 

VI 

Jin, Jiyan, Azadi 

(Women, Life, Freedom) 

 

“Awake, dear heart, awake!  

Thou hast slept well. 

Awake!” 

The Tempest, Act I, Scene 2, Shakespeare. 

 

“Women, Life, Freedom”. From the moment I first heard it, I couldn’t get this clarion call out of my 

mind. I’d always thought that the concept of freedom was too great to be confined to a slogan like 

that. But the scope of this one was immense: it set its sights far, wide and deep. It was the battle cry 

of the all-female brigade which had joined the People’s Protection Units (YPG) in April. The world’s 

first exclusively female battalion was Kurdish. What a breakthrough. “Women, Life, Freedom”. In the 

midst of an exceptionally painful situation came an initiative which was exceptionally beautiful and 

right. What a proud moment. While the idea that women can think and make decisions had not yet 

been fully accepted, these young women were going to prove that they could and knew how to 

fight. Primarily to themselves no doubt. To their brothers, their fathers, their friends. To the Kurds, 

the Arabs, the Syrians. And to women across the world. A friend who had just joined up posted on 

her Facebook page that “fighting for humanity is a great honour for us. We began this revolution for 

everyone and we will continue it. We will continue the struggle until all women are free”. I would 

have hugged her if she had been in front of me. 

I had done what I was told my entire life. As a Syrian. As a Kurd. As a woman. I had been to the 

Regime’s schools and universities. I was born under its control. I knew nothing else. I didn’t agree 

and said so, observed the damage it inflicted but did nothing to repair it. The revolution had come 

and I did nothing either for or against it. I had not taken part. It had failed but I was indebted to it for 

toppling the dictatorship and yet I didn’t even dare applaud it. The arrival of Isis was an equally 

dreadful proposition. I began to hide myself away and continued to stay silent. I read, prayed, 

waited, implored God, cried for the dead, buried friends. I took pride in the bravery of the YPJ 

fighters but did not consider joining them. I had never been interested in military strategy. I’m not a 

fighter. And I wasn’t a campaigner then either: no card, no party. I was just a woman like half of 

humanity. Muslim, like most people in my country, and a Kurd like a minority of them. A Kurdish 

woman in the hell that was Syria. Even during the most hateful hours of the Regime, darkened by 

the even blacker ones of the Islamic tyranny, I had always been convinced that there must be more 

than just dictatorship against caliphate, men against women, majority against minorities, Kurds 

against Arabs. I believed that there were cracks in even the hardest stone and that the light could 

and must pass through those cracks. I’m not talking about hope or expectation. I’m talking about 
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reality. Democracy was possible here, in my home, now. Blinded by their black light, strangled by 

fear, covered from head to toe, I could no longer see or think. And yet everything was clear. Don’t 

wait for the chaos to end. Do for civilians what the YPJ girls would soon accomplish on the battlefield 

(particularly in Kobanî). Don’t think about money or power or love or even survival. Just freedom. 

Take the longer view and see beyond rational horizons. The YPJ were right: women were the key to 

this revolution. As they were demonstrating, action was required to protect women, to liberate 

them. The exact opposite, in fact, of what members of the female brigades were doing in Raqqa as 

they tracked and punished us. 

* 

No doubt in order to buy their survival, guarantee themselves a little freedom or perhaps simply 

because they were alone, abandoned to extreme violence and no longer knew how life was 

supposed to be, a few women from Raqqa and many from elsewhere had joined the all-new female 

hisba (militia) responsible for monitoring application of Sharia law among other women. Armed and 

authorised to drive, sentence, search, bite or otherwise punish any other woman at any time, they 

were merciless. An abaya which was too ‘tight’ would result in twenty lashes. Wearing makeup 

under your niqab meant five lashes. Going out without a legal guardian was punished with ten 

lashes, etc. And finally, the ultimate punishment inflicted on adulterous women (or those judged to 

be, often arbitrarily): stoning. All this was unthinkable. Women feared one another, punished one 

another, hated one another. We had to end this. Think, come together, educate and free ourselves. 

Us and all other minorities. Since the present held nothing and living here was impossible, leave it 

and build the future somewhere else. We could always come back. This is what had to be done. My 

people, women and my country had the right to live freely saying thank you rather than dying in 

chains saying sorry. I had given it a lot of thought. It was time to act and I had to leave to achieve 

that. I hadn’t felt such clarity for a long time. Leave, of course. Not running away; leaving. Make a 

decision for once. Leave before being hunted down, before it was no longer a choice. Go to the 

Kurdish areas which were also being bombed on a regular basis but which were not controlled by 

Isis. To work for peace and freedom - and to stop suffering the consequences of war. 
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VII 

Leaving the Chaos 

 

“You told me to leave and I left. 

You told me to live and I am living.” 

Letter to George Sand, Alfred de Musset. 

 

Leaving on your own would be rather like staying. The whole family decided that my brother 

Mohammed, ‘No. 4’, should come too. Our strategy was simple: we would escape over the course of 

several weeks in groups of two or three. In a short while, inshallah, we would find ourselves together 

in Qamishli at the home of some cousins. 

We had spent months just hanging around and all of a sudden we had a thousand things to do. The 

date for our departure had not yet been set but we methodically pushed back the deadline. The 

smuggler wasn’t reliable; he had to be changed. There wasn’t enough money; better wait until a bit 

more had been saved. The guy opposite had been arrested; they were keeping a very close eye on 

the neighbourhood at the moment weren’t they? 

A snow storm in December gave us a few days’ respite. The fighter jets could no longer take off and 

therefore could no longer drop their bombs. Children were sledging in the neighbourhood streets. If 

only this white purity could clean the hearts of the traitors. Wrapped up in a winter coat which 

covered me from head to toe (which no doubt greatly pleased the Islamic police censors), I savoured 

these small moments of grace (something which was probably less pleasing to them). I knew that I 

was going to leave Raqqa but I didn’t know if and when I would be coming back. Every hour spent at 

home with my family was more precious to me than gold. 

Putting aside the weather conditions, one thing was true: the more the influence of the new ‘State’ 

grew, the more the Regime’s involvement dropped. No doubt it would concentrate its murderous 

efforts on the ‘usable’ part of the country: the Aleppo-Damascus axis. Raqqa was lost wasn’t it? Jet 

fuel for the MiGs was expensive, as were the missiles. So the sky became a little calmer...but not the 

nightmare on the ground. 

* 

Nothing was normal, natural or spontaneous any more. It felt like we no longer did anything but play 

at being one of them to save our skins. Silence and obedience were no longer enough. They wanted 

proof of our loyalty, our allegiance. “Did you pray this morning?”, a member of the militia asked my 

brother one day. “Of course!”, he replied. “And which part of the Koran did you read?” So we 

pretended all the time until it drove us mad. Some people even pretended to be good jihadists in 

front of their children because soldiers often questioned children without warning about what their 

parents thought or said about the organisation at home. In the last cafés to remain open only men 

were left; a certain kind of man, generally armed with a beard and long hair. There was no one left 
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on the banks of the Euphrates and in the streets no shadow of a woman’s body: black ghosts hurried 

past looking at their feet, accompanied by a man. Everything stopped five times a day at the time for 

prayer and anyone thinking of not going to the Mosque would do best to hide. No cigarettes, fewer 

and fewer mobile phones, no internet or satellite dishes, ‘sinful’ music or beats. Record store owners 

had nearly all been arrested and tortured, their shops plundered. The increasingly zealous and cruel 

morality police made sure that everyone (men, women, shopkeepers) complied with Islamic Law 

‘Surah Luqman, Verse 6, and Surah Al-Qasas, Verse 55’. If they had the slightest suspicion, the 

Islamic court took action and those who tried to deceive or protested found themselves strung up on 

a roundabout or at the bottom of a pit. It was impossible to avoid the official State radio station 

which broadcast the only music allowed: tunes without instruments and praise for the organisation 

which made me sick. The TV was the only thing which showed what life was like elsewhere - and 

here before. It was on all the time at home and I no longer knew whether I was watching it or it was 

watching me. International channels showed images of my country ablaze on a loop. I was a Syrian 

from Raqqa and everyone across the world was watching me because of Isis. Well, they thought they 

were. In reality, it didn’t know anything about what was really happening here. Sometimes even I 

preferred not to know too much. I often wondered what they might be saying, those people 

watching the images. Probably that it was terrible but far away from them. And yet this war was not 

only ours. With the arrival of Isis, humanity itself was involved. 

* 

As well as women, Christians, Kurds, Armenians and all minorities, the barbarians focused their 

attention on children. I did not have any of my own yet. One day, maybe, after the thunder of war. 

But they were all I could think about. What was it like to be born, to grow up and develop when all 

you know is extreme violence; when every day you see things you shouldn’t see: the body of the 

fishmonger slumped over her stall one morning because she had been emptying out the carp and 

wasn’t wearing gloves on her hands; bodies bleeding in the street crushed under people’s cars until 

all that’s left is a pile of clothes; a sky full of drones and planes dropping bombs; a place where 

murderers show off in broad daylight, where mothers are lashed, sisters sold and brothers are either 

cowards or traitors? Not to mention all those children kidnapped or recruited by force who are 

promised a paradise full of games and sweets if they do as they’re told: hate and kill like the 

grownups, like the others, like everyone. When I was at university, my literature professor gave me a 

copy of The Brothers Karamazov. I was obsessed with a particular passage and used to read it over 

and over again. Ivan is talking to Alyosha: “But the children haven't eaten anything, and are so far 

innocent. Are you fond of children, Alyosha? I know you are, and you will understand why I prefer to 

speak of them. If they, too, suffer horribly on earth, they must suffer for their fathers' sins, they 

must be punished for their fathers, who have eaten the apple; but that reasoning is of the other 

world and is incomprehensible for the heart of man here on earth. The innocent must not suffer for 

another's sins, and especially such innocents! You may be surprised at me, Alyosha, but I am awfully 

fond of children, too. And observe, cruel people, the violent, the rapacious, the Karamazovs are 

sometimes very fond of children. Children while they are quite little- up to seven, for instance- are so 

remote from grown-up people they are different creatures, as it were, of a different species. I knew 

a criminal in prison who had, in the course of his career as a burglar, murdered whole families, 

including several children. But when he was in prison, he had a strange affection for them. He spent 

all his time at his window, watching the children playing in the prison yard. He trained one little boy 
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to come up to his window and made great friends with him.... You don't know why I am telling you 

all this, Alyosha? My head aches and I am sad.”1 My head ached too and I felt sad. 

Schools and curricula which had been ‘adapted’, i.e. distorted to reflect the glory of violence and the 

organisation, were steeped in evil to such an extent that increasingly mothers preferred to keep 

their children at home rather than send them to be crushed beneath Islamic indoctrination. Of 

course, boys and girls were separated as soon as they started school and they also had to follow the 

morality and clothing rules if they were to avoid being punished. They learnt to count using bullets 

or weapons and the profession of Islamic faith, the first of the five pillars, was recited every day in 

lessons. Like everyone else, the children had three options: understand nothing, stay silent while 

awaiting the worst or join the jihadists; in other words, wage war like those who don’t want to 

because of an obligation, a fascination or nothing at all because when the shadow of death is 

everywhere it engulfs you, because paranoia makes you crazy, because hate is the consequence of 

fear, because you can’t be an angel in the middle of hell. 

* 

I decided to buy myself a ‘regulatory’ hijab when the time came to leave Raqqa. It was time; I had 

gone far beyond the imposed dates. Living beneath a full veil is a punishment, a death sentence. But 

escaping under one is a godsend. It wasn’t very easy to find one. All the official shopkeepers in the 

city had run out. In the back room of a shop I spent more than twenty minutes grappling with the 

complete outfit: the big long shapeless dress has to be buttoned up first; then a sort of balaclava for 

your head and neck, making sure not a single hair is sticking out; the curtain which completes the 

niqab comes next with its narrow slit at eye level and which has to be minutely adjusted so that it 

falls just to the knees and hides what remains of the shape of the chest; next the sitar, a muslin 

square covering the aforementioned slit (which is very difficult to knot behind your head and neck 

since you can’t see anything anymore); and finally, the opaque gloves and tights. Dressing like this is 

about much more than just hiding your body. It means gradually and methodically forsaking who 

you are, a unique and singular individual, with the weight of each added material. It means plunging 

into darkness, confining yourself and relinquishing yourself every morning and forever. Basically, it 

means beginning to mourn yourself. When I got home I saw a young girl sprawled on the back seat 

of a car. Her hair fell like a curtain over her face, she wore headphones and she clasped a computer 

in both arms. She would be a ‘normal’ teenager anywhere else in the world. Here, she was a 

criminal. I ordered her to cover herself up and hide all that stuff immediately and she replied that 

she didn’t care. It was over, her father had paid, she was leaving. “Even more reason to do it then!”, I 

replied. She had no bags, possessions, books, clothes or any other girl stuff with her. Just the Mac 

computer which she held as tenderly as a turtledove. “I don’t care what those idiots do, they won’t 

take my computer!”, she announced, putting on an abaya. She wasn’t joking. Her 17 years were 

worth the 10 GBs. And what were my 26 years worth? What should I take with death at my heels? 

Passport, degree certificates, hard drive, notebooks, a few clothes, ID photo...that was all I thought I 

needed to take. 

* 

                                                           
1 The Brothers Karamazov by Fyodor Dostoyevsky, translation by Constance Garnett 



WOMEN, LIFE AND LIBERTY sample material translated by Morag Young 
 
 
The jihadist firework went off at 9 pm. They always begin the party in the evening. That night, the 

intensity of the shots was unbelievable. The Al-Nusra front, helped by a few rebel groups, had 

launched an assault on Isis GHQ. Bashar just had to watch and count up the points. He wasn’t even 

there. As always, the civilians suffered and Allah’s madmen killed one another. What did they still 

believe in? There is a Kurdish proverb which says that “if a dog’s prayers were answered, bones 

would rain from the sky”. Trapped within their little fratricidal machinations, we couldn’t move a 

muscle. It lasted for three days. And then Isis had won out against its infidel half-brothers: they were 

either dead, trying to escape to Kobanî or defeated. A sort of calm had returned so we were able to 

pick up the thread of our departure. In the family living room, we looked at Mohammed’s phone 

with eyes red from tiredness, worry and smoke. At about 4 o’clock in the morning it vibrated 

amongst the ashtrays. “I won’t be able to come tonight”, said the message. People smugglers set up 

a lot of appointments and take a lot of money but do not always actually smuggle anyone. They are 

suspicious. They check. Before anyone had time to say anything a second message came through: 

“Someone will replace me. No changes except me.” Mohammed took a photograph of my shoes and 

my handbag, the only details which would prove that it was really me, and sent it to the smuggler. 

An hour later we were gone. 

Strangely enough, or rather thanks to God, everything passed off without a hitch. The jihadists are 

asleep at that hour. Streets and checkpoints are deserted. There was no one in the Druzes 

neighbourhood. The clock tower square, Naim square, the university, the Ibn al-Walid bakery (which 

sells the best shaabiyats in the word): still nothing. Just a legless dog which wasn’t even barking. 

Leaning my forehead against the car window, I looked at the frosted crystals which were drawing 

needles, feathers and flakes on the glass. It was cold. Fear and cold drafts were freezing me to the 

bone, pressing down on my eyes, tightening my neck. I didn’t move. I was paralysed, frozen, 

probably as pale as Mohammed. Only the two little spheres dangling from my earrings still blinked, 

rhythmically swinging under my veil. I didn’t say anything. I didn’t hear anything apart from our 

hearts which were beating in our temples. My entire body was gripping the pencil I was squeezing 

between my fingers and with which I hoped to do something. Describe or understand or revenge all 

this injustice. But the nothingness had leaked into my notebook and for the moment the only fruit of 

its labour was the epileptic work of an HB pencil tip being crushed onto the pages to the beat of the 

jolts on the road. It’s hard leaving your mother’s womb twice. Like thieves, we were escaping from 

the devil’s prison. We were fleeing death but we felt like we were abandoning life. They were the 

guilty ones, we were the victims, and yet we were the ones who reeked of contrition. That was also 

what Isis sought to achieve: kill the infidels, silence the dead...and infiltrate the souls of the living. 

Infect them, paralyse them, encourage them to despise themselves, to deny themselves, to hate 

themselves. They had taken everything from us. But we still had life and faith. 

Watching the al-Jazira hills gently rise and fall under our wheels, I told myself that this land was not 

dead either: it was still breathing, it still throbbed with life. We had put on veils. I had removed mine 

and at that moment I realised that this landscape was perhaps the most perfect example of the 

Creator’s work. Raqqa was behind us. The smuggler put the radio on and searched for a station. He 

stopped on the harrowing voice of Fayrouz who is one of those artists today who says exactly what 

you are feeling at the very moment you feel it: “One day the world became enflamed, people were 

killing one another and the battle on the hills was advancing and the rumble of combat was only a 

stone’s throw away.” 
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I had scribbled the same words on my notebook several times: “Farewell Raqqa. We will be back”. 

Don’t cry, 

Hold me in your arms. 

Don’t close the door behind me, 

Leave it open and wait for me. 

I have to go Raqqa but we’ll see each other again. 

I’ll come back, 

And you will wear your dress of joy 

And together we will sing the song of our return. 

The words came back to me and at that moment I believed that the hardest part was over. 

[…] 

 


