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As a bilingual family, we use our two primary languages throughout our daily lives, 
both in the home and outside in public without intentional exceptions. To that end, 
we speak both Arabic and English whether we are walking down the streets of our 
neighbourhood, having coffee at our local café, or riding on public transportation. 
Outside of the comforts of our community, we use both languages when we 
are at airports, on airplanes, and when we are going through border control 
checkpoints. It is, indeed, fascinating to observe people’s reactions to hearing a 
‘foreign’ language, depending on the context. The reactions of others may range 
from curious questions such as ‘what language are you speaking?’ to rude looks and 
aggressive or hostile behaviour.

As ethnographers, one pattern we have both identified is that language use 
will generate different reactions, not based on the language itself but based on the 
context in which it is being spoken. We learned very quickly that using Arabic 
in small local airports, for example, might not be welcomed and might produce 
unnecessary extra security checks. Unfortunately, one consequence of globalization 
is that languages themselves have become political, and the simple act of speaking 
a particular language in a specific environment may generate negative reactions. 
We discovered that speaking English loudly in Europe might be interpreted as rude 
and stereotypically ‘American’, while using Arabic in a local grocery store in a small 
town might generate open hostility. This hostility or any converse welcomeness 
is not to be associated with the habitus of small-town residents. Rather, there are 
multiple other factors such as economics, local politics, or contemporaneous political 
media reporting that create a correlation between the language we are using and an 
individual’s reaction to hearing that language in public. For example, the hostility 
to hearing Arabic in a small German town can be contrasted with the fascination of 
hearing Arabic in a small town in Portugal. In both instances, the community may 
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be generational and insular, but there are more contested arguments about Syrian 
refugees and their presence and numbers in Germany than in Portugal.

We bring these observations as an opening to this chapter, as an invitation to 
the reader to contemplate their own language performance in public space and to 
contemplate what it means to present the self in a public space that is not yours. The 
Trojan Women Project is working against the kind of distrust and fear that many 
immigrants experience from host community members. What we introduce here, 
and will explore later, is the idea that host communities, while largely sympathetic 
and welcoming, are also wary and occasionally afraid. What we know is that 
applied theatre and theatre in general can be an excellent vehicle for promoting 
understanding, compassion, and acceptance between host community members and 
the refugees settling into that society. We also share these ideas in introduction to 
the issues of postcolonialism that we are exploring in this chapter as we consider 
the use of classical, Western-centric literature about Troy in work conducted with 
Syrian refugees. Just as the f luent use of English in Western contexts provides 
an acceptable platform for two non-white ‘foreigners’ to gain social standing in 
Western contexts, we ask whether Western templates are required to gain similar 
recognition for social justice projects. Ref lecting on the widespread contemporary 
use of drama as a therapeutic and social-emotional treatment for the trauma of 
displacement, we consider whether Euripides’ The Trojan Women and other Western 
scripts are suitable templates for the work of drama therapy and social engagement 
in the context of female Syrian refugees. The Trojan Women Project, a multi-
faceted stage and documentary-producing organization that partners with Syrian 
refugees to create content for social change is the objective focus of our inquiry. 
Postcolonial theory will ground our exploration, as we consider the geographic and 
historic connections between the world of Bronze Age Troy and the pre-war region 
occupied by millions of now-displaced Syrians and what asking them to reinvent 
and perform a work such as Euripides’ The Trojan Women implies.

Postcolonial Perspectives

The Trojan Women Project takes its name from Euripides’ play and is carried over 
from the first drama therapy workshop and documentary production, Syria: Trojan 
Women in which a group of Syrian refugees in Jordan prepared to present an Arabic 
translation of The Trojan Women. In the years that followed, the project has morphed 
into a multi-layered organization that uses drama therapy to address the trauma of 
dislocation, and also as a platform to share the stories of Syrian refugees.

It would be impossible for us to consider the connections between Euripides’ The 
Trojan Women and The Trojan Women Project without a postcolonial lens. Syrian 
women, coming from the Global South in which — though politically sectarian 
— the patriarchy of Islam dominates the social context, are firmly categorized as 
Subaltern, as best described by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and Estefanía Peñafiel 
Loaiza; the added variable of being displaced only compounds the multiple conditions 
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that frame their other-ness in the public sphere.1 Given the nature of The Trojan 
Women Project and its secondary goal of bringing public attention to the plight of 
Syrian refugees, we turn to the central quandary regarding women of the Global 
South in postcolonial contexts: can the presentation of subaltern voices (re)present 
their experiences? Further, is the location of the voice of the subaltern within the 
context of the Western literary canon an act of epistemic violence or does the 
Western literary context allow those voices as holding meaning, agency, and power 
within their own geopolitical situation? Such analysis also ref lects Edward Said’s 
problematization of the nature of how narratives of oppression are built.2

Asif Majid, a postcolonial performance scholar, presents an alternative perspective 
on the concept of ‘giving voice’ to oppressed or subaltern individuals and 
communities.3 Majid complicates the notion of voicing especially when applying 
Western references, performances and methodologies to the narratives of the 
oppressed or subaltern. These oppressed groups may include those who are second-
class citizens within Western communities, such as people of colour, LGBTQ+ 
communities, natives of the land, or residents or refugees of the Global South. 
Majid rejects the terminology ‘giving voice’ which implements inherent power 
dynamics in favour of Westerners. Instead, he favours using the term ‘enforcing 
listening’. Cultural practices of the West, Majid claims, are not a solution for the 
other, but for the Westerners themselves in providing opportunities for them to 
actually listen.

In an analysis of the Syria: Trojan Women sub-project, Christa Blackmon describes 
the connection between the Greek play and the current trauma of Syrian refugees. 
Developing this connection, Blackmon notes that the play helps the audience to 
‘understand the universality and timelessness of struggle’ by raising Troy as an 
iconic symbol that might come across as a simple or even naive attempt to appeal 
to the Western mind.4 There is a general sense amongst Syrians, refugees or not, 
that the world has abandoned Syria. Most Syrians believe that there is no serious 
effort on the international level to end the war and its subsequent embargo, and 
this perpetuates the belief cycle that they are left alone to deal with the war’s 
repercussions. Further, the West accepts a small portion of the total externally 
displaced refugee population. A 2018 Pew report indicates that of the worldwide 13 
million Syrian refugees, fewer than 800,000 have been settled by all Western nations 
combined (this figure excludes Turkey which is a non-EU member).5 In the context 

1	 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and Estefanía Peñafiel Loaiza, Can the Subaltern Speak? (Afterall 
Books, 2020).
2	 Edward Said, ‘Permission to Narrate’, Journal of Palestinian Studies, 13.3 (1984), doi:10.2307/2536688 
[accessed 6 October 2024].
3	 Asif Majid, ‘Does Western Performance Give Voice?’, Arts & International Affairs, 2.2 (2017), pp. 
72–73, doi:10.18278/aia.2.2.20 [accessed 6 October 2024].
4	 Christa Blackmon, ‘Breaking the Fourth Wall: Theater as Human Rights Activism’, 
OpenGlobalRights, <https://www.openglobalrights.org/breaking-the-fourth-wall-theater-as-
human-rights-activism/> [accessed 4 October 2024].
5	 Phillip Connor, ‘Where Syrian Refugees Have Resettled Worldwide’, Pew Research Center, 27 
September 2021, <https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/01/29/where-displaced-syrians-
have-resettled/> [accessed 4 October 2024].
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of this sense of apathy from the West, the project utilizes Troy as a symbol that 
Westerners can connect with, reminding them that this happened in the past, it is 
happening now to Syrians, and it might happen in the future to anyone, including 
themselves. The anti-war appeal of Troy as a symbol becomes a necessity, a last 
resort, a call for action in the midst of ‘universal and timeless’ apathy in relation to 
the Syrian war. One limitation of The Trojan Women Project is its basis within 
a Western framework to effectively engage audiences and the absence of a Syrian 
or Arab lens. In a 2014 article in the Financial Times, co-founder Charlotte Eagar 
wrote that she and her husband, William Stirling, ‘[both] classicists, knew how 
appropriate The Trojan Women would be’ for a drama therapy project with Syrian 
refugees:

‘I remembered all the Syrian women I had met,’ she continued, ‘and all 
those refugees of previous wars I encountered in my old life as a foreign 
correspondent. Their grief at the lives they had lost; their frustration at not 
being able to tell their stories to the world’.6

The template of The Trojan Women created avenues for dialogue, and those paths 
were better than the roadblocks that Syrian refugees and other Global South refugee 
populations had previously faced. However, the argument that the stories of the 
Trojan women and the Syrian women align, and the presentation of this argument 
wrapped in a humanitarian narrative, is not always helpful to understanding the 
complexity of the problematic relationship between the West and the Global South. 
Thus, this project yields directly to the need for a Western framework to give voice 
to oppressed, refugee women from the Global South. Between 2011 and 2015, 
Syrians were desperate to tell their stories to audiences both within and without the 
Arab world. In this context, applying the postcolonial lens of Asif Majid may bring 
some hope and actual agency to the Syrian women through the enforced listening 
of Western audiences, a feat this project seems to have accomplished.

Historic Troy and the Literature of the Trojan War

Richard Overy explains that though common throughout pre-and post-historical 
humanity, no evidence exists that war-making is a human necessity; rather, 
archaeological records suggest that a number of pre- and post-historic societies 
existed for centuries without evidence of conf lict.7 There are, Overy argues, a 
variety of likely causes of war; driving forces may include a biological drive to 
secure the resources for survival, religion in both its spiritual and political forms, 
and ‘wars of hubris’, even in an age of humanity that privileges rationalism over 
natural impulses.8

6	 Charlotte Eagar, ‘Syrian Refugees Stage Euripides’ “The Trojan Women” ’, Financial Times, 3 
January 2014, <https://www.ft.com/content/858d0bbc-7205–11e3-bff7–00144feabdc0> [accessed 6 
October 2024].
7	 R. J. Overy, A History of War in 100 Battles (Oxford University Press, 2014).
8	 Overy, A History of War.
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Regardless, humans have waged and engaged in war and colonialism for all of 
recorded history. Despite our understanding of war and involuntary displacement 
as part of human enterprise, we are still deeply affected by the occurrence of both. 
In the twenty-first century, the most concrete exemplification of the wide-ranging 
impacts of war on a population, particularly in the number of persons either 
temporarily or permanently displaced, is the civil war in Syria that began in 2011 
and has both internally and externally displaced more than 13 million people.9 In 
2021, Syrians still comprised the largest displaced population globally with near-
equal numbers of refugees within Syria as outside its borders. The war that spurred 
this decade-long humanitarian crisis has been widely documented in the global 
media, in film, and through the publication of numerous volumes of fiction and 
non-fiction, having captured a mix of horror and empathy for the Syrian people 
affected by the catastrophic devastation that has been wrought on their homes, their 
lives, and their families.10

The Troy discussed throughout this chapter is a reference to the Late Bronze 
Age city on the edge of Asia Minor, in what is present-day Turkey. The city of 
Troy was made famous by Homer’s Iliad which recounts four days of the Trojan 
War during which the well-fortified city allegedly fell to Achaeans (Greeks). 
The story surrounding the Trojan War had been long considered myth, largely 
because Homer’s recounting of the war centred on the direct involvement of 
the mythical Greek gods. Buried under the remains of other cities outside the 
Turkish town of Hisarlik, the famed city of Troy was thought to be part of the 
myth as well, a historic location but not the site of the famed battle. However, 
Heinrich Schliemann’s 1870–73 archaeological excavations align with evidence 
of mass destruction during the time of the alleged Trojan War; thus there is an 
archaeologically grounded consensus on the historicity of the Troy referenced in 
Homer’s Iliad, Odyssey, Virgil’s Aeneid, and for the key purposes of this chapter, 
Euripides’ The Trojan Women.

According to Overy, the Bronze Age and later periods spanning two thousand 
years saw war scattered throughout the continental region that includes Troy:

A study of the 2,000 years from the second millennium bce to around 500 ce — 
the period when battles entered the historical record — has shown that battles 
were rare in most civilizations and that they were concentrated geographically 
in a swathe of territory from Mediterranean Europe through the Near East to 
Southern Asia. Out of 288 conf licts worthy of the name ‘battle’, 94 per cent 
occurred in this region, including 73 battles in civil wars.11

9	 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), ‘Refugee Statistics’, The UN 
Refugee Agency, <https://www.unchr.org/refugee-statistics> [accessed 6 October 2024].
10	 A variety of books and films have been published on the Syrian refugee experience including 
Christy Lefteri, The Beekeeper of Aleppo (Ballantine Books, 2020); Khaled Hosseini, Sea Prayer 
(Riverhead Books, 2018); Melissa Fleming, A Hope More Powerful than the Sea (Flatiron Books, 
2017); Malu Halasa, Zaher Omareen, and others, Syria Speaks: Art and Culture from the Frontline (Saqi 
Books, 2014); For Sama, dir. by Waad al Kateab and Edwards Watts (PBS Distribution, 2019); The 
Swimmers, dir. by Sally El Hosaini (Netf lix 2022); Capernaum, dir. by Nadine Labaki (Sony Pictures 
and Scanbox Entertainment, 2018).
11	 Overy, A History of War in 100 Battles, p. 14.
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Our understanding of the geographic location of the historic Troy (Wilusia 
in Turkish) and the region’s current role in the facilitation of Syrian refugees 
seeking asylum in Europe is important to the overall argument of this chapter. 
The history of the region makes navigating these parallels complex, especially 
when we understand that empires stretching back four thousand years have ebbed 
and f lowed, carrying people, materials, language, and religion around the Medi
terranean and Aegean Seas as part of this long history of battle. What we can say 
about Bronze Age Troy is that it was not Greek in its composition or history. In 
fact, the literary works by Greek authors that have made the city of Troy so famous 
clearly depict a land and people who, while governed by the same mythological 
deities that inf luenced Greek history and culture, were not themselves Greek. 
Homer’s Troy was, instead, a land and people apart, the Trojan rulers belonging 
to a distinct lineage, γένος, or genus in Latin, all too often translated in the past as 
‘race’.12 It was not until a later wave of Greek settlement on the edge of Anatolia 
that the region experienced one of a number of periods of ‘Western’ settlement and 
inf luence by Greeks and Romans. During the Bronze Age, Troy is understood to 
have been an independent area of the Hittite Empire which stretched at some points 
in time from the edge of Anatolia and down into Syria, including Halab or Aleppo. 
Similarly, the Trojan people were distinct from the Mycenaeans (Greeks) near them 
in the Mediterranean. In fact, while many aspects of Bronze Age Trojan society 
have been uncovered through archaeological excavation, the specific ethnicity of 
the Trojans has not.13 Over a period of approximately three thousand years, that 
region would fall into many hands, from the Greeks and Romans to the much 
later Ottomans whose reign over what is now Turkey and Syria signalled the last 
large empire in the region before the modern era. Thus, the various people who 
may have been Trojan in ethnicity and those of Syrian ethnicity have overlapped 
throughout recorded history. This geographic proximity is the main reason why the 
year 2015 saw hundreds of thousands of Syrians, many of them from northern cities 
such as Aleppo, boarding boats from the coast of Turkey at port towns like Assos, 
just 70 km south of the site of Troy, headed toward Greece in a converse voyage 
to that of Odysseus following the Mycenaean victory in the Trojan War. In fact, 
their journey more closely resembles the conditions of Virgil’s Aeneas, the defeated 
Trojan who sets off on his own voyage to Europe after his nation has faced defeat 
in the Trojan War.

Despite the decidedly non-Western origins of the Late Bronze Age Trojan 
people, their story, whether mythical or truthful, based on an oral tradition of 
storytelling and later put into epic form by Homer, is firmly lodged in the Western 
public imagination as part of the Greek intellectual history upon which Western 
literary and cultural canons were built. Our combined fascination with and 
simultaneous disgust for war is, in part, the reason why Euripides’ The Trojan Women 
is one piece of Greek drama that has long held a canonical position. This parallels 

12	 See for instance John Dryden’s translation, Virgil’s Aeneid (P. F. Collier and Son, 1909); A. T. 
Murray and William F. Wyatt’s translation of Homer’s Iliad, Loeb Classical Library 170 and 171 
(Harvard University Press, 1999–2003 [1924–25]).
13	 Eric H. Cline, The Trojan War: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford University Press, 2013).
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well with Euripides’ anti-war intent in crafting The Trojan Women in response 
to the Greeks’ attack and pillage of the similarly independent island of Melos. 
Audiences are shocked by the lengths Menelaus will go to in order to redeem his 
honour and retrieve his faithless wife. Likewise, the audience is horrified by the 
objectification of Troy’s female subjects who are distributed as spoils of war when 
their city falls. We are presented here with a dichotomy in relation to women: they 
are both the objective centre of the male ego, worth waging war over (Helen), 
and simultaneously token objects. In either case, women have neither agency nor 
expectation in shaping the war’s duration or outcome.

From this perspective, and even in the contemporary period in which women 
are soldiers and leaders in some contexts, we understand war as a phenomenon that 
has distinctly different impacts on women and children than on men. In The Trojan 
Women, we see that those impacts include women being forcibly separated from 
their spouses and children, forced relocation, abandonment within a decimated 
nation, enslavement, and in subtext, rape and the accompanying assumption that 
women will be forced to reproduce with their captors as part of the process of 
domination. Many of those experiences, most notably forced relocation and familial 
separation, are close parallels to the experience of Syrian women. Collectively, 
the women of Troy await the pronouncement of their fates, and an overall lack of 
agency underlies that waiting. Again, this experience is paralleled by the endless 
waiting that has become the hallmark of the Syrian refugee experience, whether in 
camps of Turkey, Jordan, Lebanon or Syria itself, or throughout the asylum-seeking 
process in the West.14

What we are problematizing is the context in which contemporary Syrian 
women, while geographically residing in the same proximity to the Mediterranean 
as the historic Trojan women, have entered a historic period of social and political 
dissociation that is different from previous eras. Millions of Syrian-born women 
live in the region of Turkey near Hisarlik, since the emergence of settlements 
related to the trafficking of refugees out of Turkey to the nearest Greek islands. 
In present-day Turkey, Syrians are a displaced people, driven from their homes by 
the devastation of war. In this, we can see that they are clearly aligned with the 
Trojan women who in the literature are also driven from their land in the defeat of 
war. However, the story of the Trojans, whether those facing imminent defeat in 
the Iliad, those f leeing for new shores in the Aeneid, or those torn from their land 
and families in The Trojan Women, is presented through the authors of the Western 
framework.

14	 Perhaps hundreds of books and articles about refugees from Syria, Afghanistan, Latin America, 
and Africa cite the universal concept of ‘waiting’ for asylum or denial of the asylum petition. Sample 
titles include: Zvi Bar’el, ‘It’s Been Nine Years but Syrian Refugees Are Still Waiting’, Haaretz, 5 
August 2020 [accessed 12 August 2023]; Molly Fee, ‘Lives Stalled: The Costs of Waiting for Refugee 
Resettlement’, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 48.11 (2021), pp. 2650–77, doi:10.1080/136918
3X.2021.1876554; and Camilla Hvidtfeldt, Jørgen Holm Petersen, and Marie Norredam, ‘Prolonged 
Periods of Waiting for an Asylum Decision and the Risk of Psychiatric Diagnoses: A 22-year 
Longitudinal Cohort Study from Denmark’, International Journal of Epidemiology, 49.2 (April 2020), 
pp. 400–09, doi:10.1093/ije/dyz091 [accessed 6 October 2024].
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The Trojan Women Project (TWP)

The Trojan Women Project is an organization based in Edinburgh, Scotland, with a 
two-pronged mission: using drama as a therapeutic approach to treating the traumas 
of displacement, and using performance as an approach to spreading awareness 
of the Syrian refugee crisis. The project’s founders, filmmakers and producers 
Charlotte Eagar, William Stirling and Itab Azzam have developed and produced a 
variety of projects since 2013, featuring Syrian refugees and in Arabic. Since their 
founding and initial launch period, TWP has also expanded to include Afghan 
and Ukrainian refugees in their evolving work. Some of the projects are staged 
productions while others are in film or documentary form. Since the emergence 
of the Covid-19 virus and the ensuing pandemic, their work has also expanded to 
include online productions, including the 2021/22 production of the radio drama, 
Kaleidoscope, and the podcast series ‘Why Am I In Your Country?’.

The Project in general could be categorized as an interdisciplinary community 
art project where a mix of refugees and host community members collaborate on 
artistic sub-projects that directly address the lives and livelihoods of the refugees. 
These kinds of artistic projects with refugees are considered to be impactful on 
their lives and on those of members of the host community who are either partners 
of the projects or simply audience members who attend them. Interdisciplinary 
community arts projects prove to be most valuable when they are co-created and 
when refugees are treated as equal partners during the process. Such projects may 
not only contribute to the wellbeing of the refugees, but also allow refugees to be 
active players in a cultural dialogue that is needed to better understand their new 
positioning in their host communities.

While their therapeutic and social benefits have been documented, interdisciplinary 
community arts projects with refugees occasionally meet some resistance from 
traditionally trained artists who may insist on the cohesion of text, performance 
and design in dramatic explorations. There is a distinction in the arts, theatre arts 
included, between traditional art forms and popular arts forms. While scholars of 
Performance Studies have been blurring the boundaries between traditional and 
popular art forms, this divide is still discussed within Western-centric and Global 
South theatre circles and used directly or indirectly as a tool to exclude non-
Western art forms or narratives from the Western cultural public sphere. A striking 
example of this distinction has been the delegitimization and exclusion of applied 
theatre from the aesthetic forms of theatrical art.15 Applied theatre can be defined 
as the use of theatre tools to engage marginalized communities, inviting them 
actively into dialogue about issues related to their individual and social positioning 
in a community when that positioning does not allow their narratives to surface. 
Although applied theatre has been framed as a discipline in the West, and though it 
uses predominantly Western theatrical techniques that are derived from mainstream 
Western theatrical practices such as improvisation, body work, and simply creating 
a structured theatrical event, the subject matter of this form has always focused 

15	 For further reading on this topic see Gareth White, Applied Theatre: Aesthetics, Applied Theatre 
Series (Bloomsbury Methuen Drama, 2015).
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on placing the marginalized voice at the centre of the event, and therefore, the 
conversation has been raised about its ‘artistic’ merit.16

The Trojan Women Project’s Syria: Trojan Women is an example of a production 
that merges applied theatre with traditional aesthetical theatre. Here, the script is 
treated as a f lexible template for importing new narratives, those devised by the 
Syrian refugees. This merging of forms is an important step in validating applied 
theatre practice. In this case, the Project merges aesthetic arts and integrative arts, 
in the employment of a text central to the Western literary canon. While projects 
of this kind are essential to the further validation of applied theatre in mainstream 
theatre arts practice and culture, this project in particular uses Troy and The Trojan 
Women both to further the artistic validity of applied theatre and to invite audiences 
to listen more intently to the Syrian refugee narrative. Theatre scholar Sandra Pereira 
Vinagre in her seminal study ‘The Syria Trojan Women from Therapeutic Theatre 
to a Cry for Action’ asks whether the production is an individual rehabilitation 
or a political act, and she concludes that it is both.17 The play is indeed a product 
of a rehearsal period that is composed mainly of drama therapy workshops where 
women are not only rehearsing to produce a final product but are commiserating, 
improving their self-esteem, and building a social capital amongst themselves. The 
play is also a political statement as it opens a space in the public sphere for Syrian 
refugees to share their personal stories and allow the audience to reconsider their 
preconceived ideas about refugees. We would add to Vinagre’s argument that the 
play is also a work of art and its merit is artistic in the same way it is therapeutic 
and political.

This connection between the therapeutic and the political, between the personal 
and the collective, between using drama as therapy and as political art, is a feature 
shared by most of the projects that were developed in the aftermath of Syria: Trojan 
Women. Another stage production of The Trojan Women Project is the musical 
Oliver. Oliver was produced in Jordan, and inspired by Charles Dickens’s classic 
novel and the 1960 musical by Lionel Bart. According to the founders, Oliver, an 
Arabic and English project, was produced with support from the British embassy 
in Syria. Further, the producers explain, The Oliver Music and Drama Project (All the 
World’s a Stage) provided psycho-social support for Syrian refugee children who 
either already suffer from PTSD and other post-conf lict or displacement-related 
psychological issues, or are at risk from long-term psychological problems as a result 
of their experiences and situation.18 Again, the purpose of the Oliver project was 
to bring theatre to a community in need, and as the founders write, ‘to help build 
bridges between Syrians and Jordanians often living in the same areas’. However, a 
postcolonial critique must ask: why use an iconic Western mainstream narrative to 
address Syrian refugee children’s trauma?

16	 Kelly Freebody and others (eds), Applied Theatre: Understanding Change (Springer International 
Publishing, 2018).
17	 Sandra Pereira Vinagre, ‘The Syria Trojan Women from Therapeutic Theatre to a Cry for Action’, 
Euphrosyne, 47 (2019), pp. 403–13, doi:10.1484/j.euphr.5.125310 [accessed 6 October 2024].
18	 TWP, ‘The Trojan Women Project: United Kingdom’, <https://www.trojanwomenproject.
org/> [accessed 6 October 2024].
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The Trojan Women Project not only serves the Syrian refugees who are part 
of their therapeutic and artistic projects, but also offers Syrian theatre artists who 
may or may not be refugees an opportunity to be in the spotlight, giving them a 
platform on which they can be active cultural ambassadors in their communities. 
For example, the signature TWP enterprise, Syria: Trojan Women, was directed 
by Omar Abu Saada, and produced by Project co-founder Itab Azzam. Bringing 
Syrian artists’ voice to the fore is extremely important to the process of identity 
reconstruction for the Syrians in the West who have been perceived and labelled by 
the single word refugee. The refugee identity in itself is complicated, as it implies a 
power dynamic in which the Syrian is positioned as a perpetual victim, subject to 
the empathy and generosity of the host community. In this discourse, Syrians are 
powerless, helpless, and most damagingly characterized as a drain on the societies 
they enter. What contributes to this distorted image of the Syrian refugee is a 
Western media machine that profits from the production and reproduction of only 
the most painful and desperate portions of the refugee story: the bombed homes 
and towns, the squalor of the camps, the perils of the sea crossing. The Western 
media ignore the fact that Syrians are also artists, doctors, writers, rich and poor, 
Christians and Muslims, Armenians and Arabs, Druze and Sunni, refugees, and 
immigrants. By inviting prominent Syrian directors to be involved in the work of 
The Trojan Women Project, they not only place the Syrian refugees’ narratives in 
the spotlight, but also invite other members of the displaced diaspora to be featured.

By inviting accomplished Syrians to feature in their projects, The Trojan Women 
Project also advances the dismantling of the ‘Us–Them’ dichotomy. Despite 
the initiatives that Western communities have organized to make refugees feel 
welcome, there is a general sense still percolating among many Europeans who 
are afraid that a predominantly Muslim refugee population in Europe might in 
the long run threaten European identity. This fear might be validated when host 
community citizens see refugees wearing clothes and symbols that represent Islamic 
culture, such as the abaya and hijab. Bridget Anderson explores the notion of 
us-them via the concept of the ‘Good Citizen’.19 Anderson frames concerned host 
community members as those who believe in and promote ‘community values’. In 
this context, Anderson demonstrates how the concepts of foreign-ness and immigrant 
are problematized by the dominant society/host community. As such, in the minds 
of the Good Citizen:

[The community of value] needs protection, and increasingly it seems it needs 
protection from outsiders. At the national level, outsiders are equated with 
foreigners [...] Part of being an outsider is not sharing the same values — which 
easily becomes not having the ‘right’ values. Terms like ‘asylum seeker’ are not 
simply descriptive of legal status but fundamental status in the sense of worth 
and honor — that is membership of the community of value. These debates 
around immigration are about the contours of the community of value as much 
as they are trade offs and economic impacts.20

19	 Bridget Anderson, Us and Them? The Dangerous Politics of Immigration Control (Oxford University 
Press, 2015).
20	 Anderson, Us and Them? p. 4.
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One of the goals of The Trojan Women Project is to disrupt these us-them notions 
and to demonstrate that refugees can and should be members of the ‘community 
of value’.

While continuing to support projects that promote individual healing to Syrian 
refugees, The Trojan Women Project’s most recent adaptation of Euripides’ The 
Trojan Women, performed by Syrian refugees and directed by Victoria Beesley,21 
is advancing understanding in the contexts of Western host communities. In this 
instance, the cast are Syrian refugee women who live in Scotland. The Trojan 
Women Project details the connection between the therapeutic dimension during 
the process and the final project by stating that:

[t]his play is the culmination of over a year of therapeutic workshops in 
Glasgow’s Platform Theatre. The aim of the project is to build links between 
Syrians newly arrived in Scotland and local communities; to allow Syrians who 
have found a haven in Scotland to work through their depression, isolation and 
trauma. We are also creating a stunning new piece of theatre which will bring 
home to the audience the reality of what it means to f lee war, and arrive in a 
strange land.22

This and other more recent projects seem to lean away from the therapeutic 
applications of theatre in resettlement contexts and toward the use of theatre as a 
tool to build social capital and industry skills amongst the refugees, as the TWP 
details leading creative writing workshops followed by a rehearsal phase and the 
eventual production of a radio drama. Kaleidoscope, as the organizers report, will 
‘help refugees build communities amongst themselves as well as with their hosts, 
by exploring together the challenges of adapting to new cultures while keeping a 
sense of self ’.23

For many Syrian women, maintaining their religious identity in the process of 
integrating to the West is incredibly complicated. The Islamic women profiled by 
The Trojan Women Project by no means represent the diversity of Syrian women, a 
majority of whom do not actually wear hijab, and many of whom do not identify 
as Muslim. As recently as 2020, the US Department of State reported that while 
approximately 74% of Syrians belong to one of several Sunni Muslim ethnic groups, 
a further 25% are a mix of non-Sunni Muslims, Christians, and Druze.24 Regardless 
of the individual participants’ religious affiliations, these women’s representations, 
and contextualizing them within the European gaze toward Islam, we understand 
that, by framing their presence within a conversation about Troy, The Trojan 
Women Project opens up new potential for interpretation. The project confronts 
UK nationals and Europeans with images of what they fear most about refugees, 
women with strong Islamic identifiers that radiate their differences. However, The 

21	 Originally performed at the EICC Pentland Theatre, Edinburgh, at the 2019 Edinburgh Fringe.
22	 TWP, ‘The Trojan Women Project: United Kingdom’, <https://www.trojanwomenproject.
org/> [accessed 6 October 2024].
23	 Ibid.
24	 US Department of State, Office of International Religious Freedom, ‘Syria 2022 International 
Religious Freedom Report’ (2022), <https://www.state.gov/reports/2022-report-on-international-
religious-freedom/syria/> [accessed 6 October 2024].
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Trojan Women Project becomes troubled in its entanglement with Troy, the defeat 
of which has become a symbol for ‘Western’ civilization. The project connects 
Troy to the hijab, using Troy as an incentive to invite Western ears to listen to and 
empathize with women wearing hijabs, only to discover that these women and their 
narratives are not about Troy or The Trojan Women. In this case, Westerners will 
quickly learn that these are not merely powerless refugee women wearing hijabs, 
these are resilient refugee women; these are not subordinate women wearing hijabs, 
these are independent women; these are not victims, these are survivors.

Despite its successes in Jordan and Scotland, The Trojan Women Project 
encountered a series of obstacles when attempting to fulfil an invitation to bring 
the original Syria: Trojan Women on tour to the United States. The details of the 
group’s inability to undertake this performance underscore the underlying issues 
of bureaucracy and immigration policy that persist in the West. In 2014, both 
Georgetown University in Washington, DC, and Columbia University in New 
York, were eager to bring the Syria: Trojan Women tour to the US, under the 
sponsorship of Georgetown’s Laboratory for Global Performance and Politics, to 
expand the dialogue about the Syrian refugee crisis. However, the US Department 
of State rejected the visa requests for the performers, citing section 214b of the 
Immigration and Nationality Act, i.e. failure to demonstrate non-immigrant 
intent.25 Though the hosts at Georgetown were to quickly switch gears and schedule 
a virtual event, the damage and messaging was done, and the US Government has 
reinforced the notion that Syrian refugees are only interested in interacting with 
the West for personal gain.

Perhaps this experience with the US government confirmed for the founders the 
importance of placing live people in front of Western audiences whenever possible. 
The projects following Syria: Trojan Women also possess a common denominator 
in that they begin as a platform to heal, then evolve into political activism. A 
transformation that symbolizes the link between the personal and the political in 
the life of the refugee takes place. Theatre scholar Sandra Pereira Vinagre states that 
‘I thus believe we can say that through tours and university and festival screenings, 
these Trojan Women projects went from promoting personal healing to a new 
revolutionary public sphere based on new models to improve civic commitment’.26 
This leap from focusing on the therapeutic value of theatre to direct political 
engagement is worth noting. It serves as a reminder that any work that is done on 
a personal level could potentially have political implications.

*  *  *  *  *

Drama therapy scholar Angelle Cook argues for an inherent connection between 
drama therapy and public advocacy work since drama therapy implies providing 
participants with a sense of empowerment and self-assertion which will be ref lected 

25	 ‘Voices Unheard: The Syria: Trojan Women Summit from Amman, Jordan & Washington DC’, 
HowlRound Theatre Commons, 19 September 2014, <https://howlround.com/happenings/voices-
unheard-syria-trojan-women-summit-amman-jordan-washington-dc> [accessed 6 October 2024].
26	 Vinagre, ‘The Syria Trojan Women’.
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in the lives of the refugees outside the drama therapy workshop. The Trojan Women 
Project goes further by not only performing drama therapy but by expanding it to 
be performed publicly, which adds another layer of performativity and brings to 
audiences stories that might trigger action. The title of the organization and its 
signature project Syria: Trojan Women continue to evoke the project’s connection 
to Euripides’ The Trojan Women, and the currency that title carries in the Western 
world. As a foundational tale of women as the victims of national war, there are 
obvious parallels that have been drawn. Further, the practice of bringing canonical 
pieces of Western theatre to workshop in the unstable conditions of impermanent 
housing settlements, as the Syria: Trojan Women organizers were attempting, is 
common practice. Thus, any criticism of The Trojan Women Project’s employment 
of Western texts and templates in their work with refugees must be similarly levelled 
against other individuals and organizations doing the same. No other project of this 
kind, however, has gained the exposure and notoriety of TWP, and thus, they have 
escaped public analysis.

From the perspective of social activism, the scope and scale of outreach and 
engagement that the organization has mounted, both in the Arab world and 
in Europe, on behalf of Syrian refugees is unparalleled by any other start-up 
organization. The objective of each project, as the founders have so clearly articulated 
in their public materials, is to enhance the social and emotional wellbeing of Syrian 
refugees and to foster productive dialogue with host communities. Their projects, 
ongoing in their shape and form, are accomplishing just that, as evidenced by the 
public and academic materials describing their work. As such, our analysis must not 
be interpreted as a ref lection of our reaction to their work, mission, or outcomes. 
Rather, we are evaluating the general approach to drama therapy which utilizes a 
Western text as a vehicle for Global South women to engage a Western audience. 
We are also weighing in on the specific selection of the term ‘Trojan Women’ in 
creating a corollary between female Syrian refugees and mythical female figures 
whose notoriety comes from their victimhood in the aftermath of war.

Finally, the authors of this chapter share Christa Blackmon’s view of the urgent 
need for productions that feature women of the Global South as leads. As Blackmon 
says, ‘(w)hether the production is commercial or charitable in nature, creators and 
actors are engaged in the act of speaking truth to power, while the “spectators” 
maintain the possibility of relating what they’ve witnessed outside of the theater’.27 
If we expect meaningful and productive dialogues between refugees and host 
communities, those conversations must begin somewhere.

As of late 2024, The Trojan Women Project is still working full force with 
a current ‘combined psycho-social support and drama project for refugees’ 
titled, Why Am I In Your Country?, ‘which gives refugees and asylum seekers the 
opportunity to share their stories directly with their host audiences in a compelling 
and powerful way’. Their work on the original Syria: Trojan Women also continues 
through the tour of Trojans UK 22–23–24, which includes workshops that involve 
host community members and engages with Afghan, Ukrainian, and Syrian 

27	 Blackmon, ‘Breaking the Fourth Wall’.
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refugees. These efforts explore ways to bridge the divide between ‘them’ and ‘us’ 
while also challenging the traditional boundaries between performer and audience 
by ‘breaking down the fourth wall’.

As we conclude this discussion, it is essential to return to the theme introduced 
at the beginning — the intricate relationship between language, identity, and 
public space. The Trojan Women Project, much like the experience of bilingual 
speakers in public, confronts the challenge of navigating language and cultural 
barriers. Just as Arabic evokes varying reactions depending on the setting, the use 
of Western-centric scripts such as Euripides’ The Trojan Women raises questions 
about whose narratives are accepted and understood. By involving Syrian refugees 
in reinterpreting these classical works, the project attempts to bridge the gap 
between the ‘self ’ and the ‘other’, fostering understanding and breaking down 
the metaphorical walls of distrust between refugees and their host communities. 
Through theatre, we explore whether Western frameworks are necessary for 
achieving visibility and empathy in postcolonial contexts.


