
 
 
 
 

THE COLOUR OF HOPE 
 

 
 
 

A two-day experience of art-making with acid attack survivors 
Islamabad, Pakistan 

 
DRAFT 

March 2015 
 
 
 
 

Habib Afsar with the Acid Survivors Foundation, Pakistan 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Acknowledging the courage of the survivors 



THE COLOUR OF HOPE 
 

A two-day experience of art-making with acid attack survivors 
Islamabad, Pakistan (March, 2015) 

 
Introduction: 
Arguably one of the worst forms of gender-based abuse, acid violence, leaves its 
victims marred physically and psychologically not only for themselves, but their 
families and communities who must cope with the very visible damage caused. 
Seventy percent of the victims, predominately female, come from poor, rural or 
semi-urban localities. Many of them, unable to cope with the disfigurement, may 
commit suicide. Furthermore, the extent of disfigurement and disability coupled 
with a dearth of facilities, and the extreme difficulty in reconstruction and 
rehabilitation services leads to high levels of social exclusion and marginalization.  
 
The Acid Survivors Foundation (ASF) is the only organization of its kind in Pakistan 
that strives for survivors to receive the best possible treatment and rehabilitation 
services; ensures and supports legal justice and enables survivors to develop into 
proactive, empowered and democratic citizens.  
 
Why Expressive Arts: 
Art, with its creative imperative, is as natural a human activity as are other 
physiological, mental and social functions. In fact, it is the integral way in which we 
respond to, and shape the world. We talk here not of the rather restrictive “fine 
arts” which emphasises on producing an art object, rather the aesthetic experience 
and expression that manifests when body and soul are provided the opportunity to 
play, i.e. the process of art-making.  

Health as a holistic construct enjoins an intimate inter-play between the physical, 
mental, social and spiritual domains. It is not a static status. Health, in this broader 
construct is as much about coping with difficult situations as it is in maintaining a 
balanced status. The healthiest of us, in fact learn and thrive from our difficulties. 
Art, as a tool has the tremendous capacity to access all these domains- the physical, 
mental, social and spiritual. In particular, working with the arts allows a slight shift 
from a state of ordinary wakefulness to a slightly meditative state that is both 
relaxed and focused. In fact, this allows “de-centring” from a presenting problem 
and re-focusing attention to recognize internal resources, imagining new possibilities 
and finding the inner voice.  

Through creating art and reflecting on the art products and processes, we can 
increase awareness of the self and others, cope with symptoms, stress and traumatic 
experiences and enhance cognitive abilities.  Art-making also has a peculiar affect of 
bringing people together. Most importantly, in the process, we can enjoy the life-
affirming pleasures of making art and experiencing beauty.  



  



Objectives of assignment: 
As per the TORs, the objectives of this assignment were: 

x Assess survivors in terms of level of skill with art and aesthetics, as well as 
their psychological conditions, e.g. level of self confidence before and after 
the workshop 

x Conduct  two day art therapy workshop with survivors 
x Work with survivors to help them improve their psychological condition and 

mental health 
x Provide survivors with skills such as: identification of personal resources and 

strengths, simple art-making techniques s a method for stress reduction and 
expression,  

 
Methodology: 
 
The workshop utilized a “low-skill/high sensitivity approach”. This implies that 
participants do not require particular skills for the art making. Instead, a heightened 
state of sensitivity (to body, material and environment) ensures that the beneficial 
affects of the process are maximized.  This is not to say that skill is not developed in 
the process. Another technique used was “Inter-modal transfer” which is simply 
using different art modalities 
inter-changeably (for 
example starting with a 
movement and then drawing 
it). This has the affect of both 
deepening and broadening 
the experience. Furthermore, 
within a robust frame, 
participants were allowed to 
play freely, the emphasis 
therefore being not on 
producing an art piece, 
rather the process of art making.  In addition, participants were given an opportunity 
to play music (drum) and sing traditional songs and religious hymns. Finally, despite 
the apparent simplicity of the art making, participants were given artistic challenges, 
overcoming which has a very empowering affect and leads to the identification of 
internal and external resources.  
Thus, each activity followed more or less the following protocol: 

- body awareness 
- sensitization to material 
- art making (with challenge) 
- inter-modal transfer 
- viewing the art  
- discussion 
- group evaluation of process and personal/group performance 

 
 



About this report: 
This report is written in the present tense in a case study format and reads like a 
story. This is done specifically to bring out the human factor that is central to our 
work. I have described the activities conducted in detail with a selection of relevant 
anecdotes recalled through my notes, memory and viewing the visual 
documentation provided by ASF (I did not have a personal camera with me on this 
occasion). While objectives regarding each activity are stated, it is important to note 
that most activities serve broader objectives over several thematic areas.   There is 
no attempt to analyse the artistic images produced by the participants. On the 
contrary, such analysis is strongly discouraged as a reductive practise that is limiting, 
and in that sense, may be disrespectful to the participants and what they choose to 
express and share.  
 
Before the workshop: 
I go in a day earlier to check out the space and see what can be done within it. 
Rumman, The Operations Director is kind enough to break up his meeting to 
entertain me. The room is not very big and somewhat dark despite the large window 
on one wall. There is not much of a breeze and it feels stuffy. I ask if the couches can 
be removed to make space to sit on the floor which is covered by a thick pink carpet. 
A lobby passes through to an office area and the wards. I am concerned there will be 
too many interruptions. Since nature has a big part in my practise, I am disappointed 
that there is no garden or open space accessible to participants.  On enquiring I 
realize that there is a terrace. It is quite large and has a lovely view of the hills. I am 
told that the women are too sensitive to light due to their wounds. I am still 
determined to bring them up at some point, perhaps to do a sunset poem. I check 
the art material I have ordered. It all fits into a small carton. I am always amazed on 
how much we can achieve with so little.  I talk to some other staff members and 
realize that they are a sensitive caring bunch- that’s always a good sign! 
 
I chance to meet face to face with one of the survivors and am taken aback by the 
extent of disfigurement. Since the theme and starting point of most of my work is 
“beauty as a construct and resource”, and in-fact my artistic vision is to create safe 
spaces where beauty is celebrated, I suddenly realize that in this scenario, it might 
not be the most sensitive way to start. I have never been faced by such a situation 
where the physical appearance of a client can be a significant limitation in 
understanding the construct I talk about. The thought gives me both a slight anxiety 
of what to expect as well as the thrill of a professional challenge. One thing is for 
sure, I will need to be extremely sensitive and open with this group. I also remind 
myself that this is not about me. Above all, I have learned in my work to simply “trust 
the process” and that is what I decide to hold onto at the moment. I am glad I made 
this visit. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



DAY ONE 
I arrive half an hour early to set up the space. The couches are out and there are 
inviting cushions on the floor. I set up the art materials in a corner, do my on 
personal ritual, and ask for the ladies to gather. 
 
They walk in, one after the other, five in number. They have their chadors wrapped 
tightly around them with faces covered. They have varying levels of disfigurement. I 
ask them to make circle, and they all huddle in one tight corner. The fear in them is 
obvious. The sixth participant is a nurse working in the centre.  
 
Activity- Body awareness:  
To create a heightened sense of body-awareness and sensitivity  
To serves as an energizing ice-breaker  
 
We start standing up, eyes soft, focusing on the breath and bringing awareness into 
the body and then slowly incorporating the other senses (smell, sound, touch, sight). 
I ask them to walk around the room and observe it carefully. They seem unsure and 
one of them giggles. This delights me and it lightens the mood. I give each one a 
small piece of clay and ask tem to sit wherever they feel comfortable. They try to 
huddle again so I insist we make space between us and use the whole room. 
 
Activity- Play with clay:  
To experience the grounding and calming affect of clay 
To experience the shaping and transformation of forms.  
 
For this group I have decided to use some of the “Names of Allah” as metaphors for 
the inspiration to make art. I had previously checked and all the women were 
Muslims. These “names” represent attributes that, from this perspective, are 
represented in us all.  I talk about the name “Al-Masawr” (The form giver/artist) and 
ask them to recall the story of Adams creation out of clay. We then start by 
refocusing on the breath. I ask them to simply feel and play with the clay without 
trying to making anything. After 15 minutes of this guided meditation, we open our 
eyes to see different shapes having formed in our hands. Each one is to speak a word 
that comes to their mind when they see what has “arrived” 
 
MOTHER- ROUND- CIRCLE- BREAD- FLOWER 
 
I now give them two more names to work with. AL-Rehman/The Beneficent, 
(represented visually by a central power radiating goodness outwards) and Al-
Raheem/The Merciful (represented visually by a container or something 
holding/protecting).  
 
The women take no time to start playing with the clay. They start by making small 
utensils, eventually leading to a whole kitchen, small furniture, an oven, a house, a 
tube-well and irrigation stream. Some clay people start appearing and then a sun, 
moon and the stars. The women play for almost an hour with total focus. I would like 
 



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 for them to write a story now but I realize that four of them cannot write, I ask them 
instead to create stories in their mind as they play with the clay.  
 
“I was once in the kitchen working by myself. Suddenly my mischievous children came 
running in and broke all the utensils. I was angry but I knew how to make them, so I 
simply made some more utensils and started cooking again” 
 
“I woke up very early this morning and went out to fetch water. I saw that the moon 
was trying to hide and that in its place the sun was prepring to rise”  
 



One of the participants, S, the youngest and with the most severe disfigurement 
does not speak a word. I do not push her to speak.  
 
What did you enjoy the most? 
“Playing with the clay calmed me” 
“Just thinking of the breath in the beginning” 
“I felt that we spent just five minutes… how time flew by” 
 
What did you find difficult and how did you overcome this? 
“I didn’t know what to make but I saw others making small utensils and just started”  
“I didn’t have an idea and just started to play. Then I remembered I saw someone a 
long time ago make a large clay oven in our village... so I continued like my memory 
and this is what came” 
 
What did you learn about yourself? 
“If I can make small utensils to play, I can make bigger ones to use” 
“When I am very worried I can play with clay to calm me” 
“When I use my head I am left behind ... when I use my heart I can make something 
great” 
 
Activity- My name:  

To express concepts in different ways (image versus linguistic)  
To highlight personal characteristics that we may take for granted.  
 
I talk about how “names” can become restrictive if we box them or create labels out 
of them. Instead, if we realize that there is much more to us than a word chosen by 
others, we can discover aspects of us that were always there but never realized. To 
demonstrate this I ask them to represent their names visually. I show participants 
how best to use oil pastel on white paper. At first they are hesitant but soon get into 
the activity with fervour. At the end each participant is to get up in-front of the 
others, explain what they have drawn, introduce themselves formlly and stick the 
picture on the wall. 
 
“I have drawn stars, because my mother always called me her star” 
“I have drawn a hand because my life is in my hands” 
“I have drawn a flag because I wanted to” 

We break for lunch. 
 

 





Activity- Painting in one colour:  
To experience the richness of material and explore possibilities within the 
limitations. 
 
During lunch I cover the walls with a plastic sheet and set out acrylic colours and 
other material needed. I demonstrate how to use the colour and brushes and the 
different types of brush strokes possible. Our palette consists of only blue, yellow, 
red and black. I show them how to mix colours to create other shades. I hand 
everyone a large sheet of paper and a thick two-inch brush. I ask them to simply play 
with the pint and get used to the flow of the brush strokes. The restriction is to paint 
in one colour only. Their challenge is to create as many shades as they can simply by 
diluting the paint with water. They are quick to start and I join them. They take 
around 40 minutes to paint. All of a sudden the room is full of colour and the mood 
is greatly lightened.  
 
Activity- Painting your heart out:  
To explore the possibilities of expression through paint 
To express without thinking  
 
I now ask them to take another sheet and paint whatever they want with as many 
colours s they choose. This time they are less shy and start immediately. I am 
amazed at the high energy and the room becomes quite warm. One by one they 
finish and sit and start looking at the pictures. I tell them to imagine if the picture 
had a voice, what it would say: 
 
“The picture tells me to smile” 
“All these colours are inside me. Sometimes they came out. Other times I am silent” 
“This heart is bleeding, but there is a flower in it” 
“These are the colours of my anxiety” 
 “Life is like a flower” 
“It is really dark just before it rains and slowly the sky starts to lighten up more and 
more” 
 
The mood is now solemn. I feel the high energy during the painting drain away and a 
flux of strong emotions arise. One of the participants is silently crying. I suggest we 
go up to the terrace as the evening is approaching and the sun is not too strong. 
They agree and I soon realize how shy they are of going outside as they cover their 
faces. Once in the fresh air we start talking and soon we share short poems and 
jokes. One the participants would like to sing a religious hymn later.  We go down in 
twenty minutes and the mood has definitely lightened up. 
 



 
 

 
 

 



Activity: Happy memories:  
To recognize memories as a possible resource for stress relief, developing self 
esteem, generating ideas and solutions.  
 
In order to end the day on a light note, I lead a guided meditation into a happy 
childhood memory. I then ask them to draw this memory or represent it with colour 
using the oil pastels. They start immediately and we share our happy memories 
 
“I remember these strange plants in my village that I loved as a child. I have made 
some extra flowers on them here” 
“I remember going to steal sunflowers from a field” 
“I have drawn a small chick because I remember it from my childhood” 
“I remember laughing with my head on my mothers belly and it would shake when 
she laughed also!” 
 
We make a short closing round here everyone can say whatever they feel like saying. 
 
“You reminded us of all those happy childhood days. I had completely forgotten those 
beautiful memories,” 
 
We end the day by the singing of a hymn promised to us by one participant. She has 
a loud and lovely voice. Everyone is touched and we join in. I tell the participants 
they are free to use the art material in the evening as they wish. One participant says 
she wants to paint something for her daughter. Another asks me if they can paint the 
small clay objects from the first session. I tell her that indeed that was my plan for 
tomorrow and now I would have to think of something else! She laughs. Indeed I 
must come up with another plan for tomorrow. I am pleased with the initiative 
though.  
 





DAY TWO 
I arrive early to find that the women had not only painted all the clay objects but 
several new paintings were on the wall. One particularly red flower was painted by 
one of the kitchen staff. I think this is quite healthy both for staff and the survivors.  
 
Activity- Body awareness and movement:  
To introduce movement (dance) as a form of body awareness, meditation and stress 
relief 
 
We start with focus on breath and the sensations similar to yesterday. They 
immediately get into the meditation as they know what to expect. Today I include 
small movements of the arms and heads and then introduce a short choreography: 
we are all looking for something on the ground till we find it, bend down and pick it 
up, straighten and put it in our pocket. All these actions must be done as slowly and 
as gracefully as possible. To demonstrate I look around and on finding small piece of 
paper bend down slowly to pick it up. Before I can though, one of the participants 
rushes forward and grabs it putting it into her imaginary pocket. We all start 
laughing. We perform the choreography twice. I tell them that what we did was a 
form of dancing. They seem amazed at the concept and giggle.  
 
Activity- Opposites:   
To contemplate on the concept of paradox and realize how there are many, often 
opposite aspects to any given situation 
 
I introduce two more “names” as inspiration for this activity- Al-Ghafar/The forgiver 
and AlQhar/The punisher. I also introduce the concept of a metaphor and we 
brainstorm words related to the black and white paper I hold in my hand. 
 
BLACK: NIGHT, DARK, WORRY, HAIR, EYES, KAJOL, SHOES, BLACKBORD, RAIN, CLOUD 
WHITE: LIGHT, DAY. ELECTRICITY, CLOUD, SKY, SUN, BURIAL SHROWD, CLEAN, BULB 
 
I now sensitize them to the material we are to use, paper. We see how it folds, or 
rolls or crumples. We hear what sounds it makes and how it tears. I ask them to see 
with their imagination in the paper all the things that were used to make it: 
 
WOOD, ROOTS, LEAVES, WATER, SUN, WIND, AXE, WOOD CUTTERS SWEAT…  
 
I now ask them now to create whatever they can and using both sheets of black and 
white paper. They are allowed to use scissors and glue sticks only. They start 
immediately. After forty minutes I ask them to stop and we look at the art. I ask 
everyone to say whatever occurs to them when they look at the creations. 
 
“I didn’t know what to do so I started to cut with scissors and then I saw the mosque 
... so I made the minaret also… “ 
“The first picture I made I didn’t like… so I started to use the leftovers to make the 
second one… this is really nice. I’m surprised to know how important rubbish really is” 





“I first made one flower and I really like it... so I made another different kind and liked 
that also… and then another different type… My piece is called Flower-bed” 
“I made the milky-way and realized that stars can only shine when it is dark” 
“Things that don’t belong together can still come together” 
 
Activity: Collage  
To develop a sense of community 
To realize the inter-dependency of all within a community (the world) 
To realize how each member of community can enrich the experience of the others  
 
I now ask the participants to take the first painting they made (single colour). We 
tear it with our hands into six pieces and hand one piece to everyone. Each 
participant now has a piece of everyone else’s picture.  I ask then to make something 
out of these pieces and as an example show them how a collage is made. After an 
initial hesitation, and a reminder not to think about it and just start, they begin at 
first to play and then seriously putting things together. They use glue and staples and 
later some use pens and pastels. As I am stuck at one point thinking what to do with 
my pieces, one of the participant turns to me and throws back my words to me: 
“Don’t think about it… just start and the rest will follow” 
I make a fake grimace at her and she laughs aloud. They work for almost an hour. 
The pieces are quite lovely and starting to be much more sophisticated than the 
earlier work. I notice a natural sense of balance as one participant tries to balance 
out the colours in her collage.  
 



 

 
 



Activity- Making a collective piece with block printing:  
To allow for the dignity of participants (i.e. they are not only receiving but also 
giving) 
To make a collective piece 
 
I show the participants beautiful wooden blocks I recently brought from Kolkata and 
ask if someone has ever block-printed before. Incidentally one of the participants has 
attended a block printing workshop at ASF a few months ago. She is made the leader 
of this session and I ask her to show us all what she learned. She proudly and 
confidently shows us ho to put paint on the block, place it on the cloth and press 
with pressure. I introduce the activity which is to make a present collectively for the 
organization as a show of our thanks for the facilities they have provided us. They 
must first practise their skills on paper, come up with a design for the white fabric I 
brought with and complete the project in two hours. The women get immediately at 
work. There is some discussion. Our activity leader does not like the colours I am 
using! I leave them at it. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



Activity- Honouring the art-The Exhibition: 
To honour and enjoy the art and share with others 
To raise self esteem of participants 
To provide an opportunity for survivors to interact with others  
 
We have produced quite a bit of art and our room has no more space on the walls. It 
strikes me suddenly that we could make an exhibition and invite the whole office for 
a small occasion. I quickly scan the whole office and find the large meeting room on 
the ground floor appropriate. I know the women are very shy to appear in public so 
first I ask the staff if we may use the room and then float the idea to the participants. 
They agree wholeheartedly. Zainab, one of ASFs project management staff agrees to 
curate the show and we set up the space while the participants finish their project 
upstairs. We set up a ribbon and get the youngest girl to cut it. Most of the staff joins 
us. The show is a success and ends with a few words by one of the participants and 
presentation of our present to the organization. We end with a group photo. I am 
very proud of the ladies. We are all a bit dazed by the beautiful room we have 
created.   
 
Activity- closing round:  

To make a vision for the future 
To bring proceedings to a close 
To recap on proceedings and highlight most significant moments  
 
I ask participants to now think of their future and what they would like to achieve, 
and then express this thought with colours on paper. They have 20 minutes. The 
colours that emerge are vibriant and joyful. The energy is high. 
 
I tell the participants to now speak whatever they wish to. Incidentally one of the 
survivors, and current employee of ASF, was instrumental in advocating, through her 
own struggle for justice, a change in laws that facilitated the arrest and incarceration 
of offenders. After her story, the rest followed suit and told their stories. They did 
not talk bout the details of the attack but rather when the attack happened and how 
the offenders were arrested, and how long their sentences were. As I watch each 
woman tell her story, I realize for the first time the individual features of their faces 
which prior to now were difficult to make out. I guess it is just now that I am truly 
looking. One of them, I realize with shock, really has a beautiful face but I dare not 
tell her that at this moment.  
 
AS a final round, I ask the participants to reflect on the past two days and tell the 
rest of us what stood out most for them. We take turns talking. The mood is serene. 
There is definitely a feeling of “we” and of a shared experience. 
 
“What pleased me most was working with the clay. How everything is made from it… 
and when we die we go back into it… it is powerful and it is a blessing” 
 
“I think when I get sad in my village I will sit under a tree and imagine it can talk. I 
know my heart will become lighter” 



 



“Drawing was so much fun. I would like to do it more often” 
 
“When I m angry my tears flow. Now I realize that it also makes me feel better” 
 
“I cannot cry because my artificial lens has fallen out of place twice because of it… 
but now I learned how to express my sadness through colours” 
 
“…. At least I am alive for my children” 
 
“…. I love my eyes” 
 
“What we were and now look what they have made us into… at least I have people 
who care for me and I can talk to…. My mother has been such support for me” 
 
“I realize that I can do much training… I can to do more trainings” 
 
“I can make many things… I can do a lot more if I wanted to…. I made small utensils 
with clay… why can I not make bigger ones to use?” 
 
“I realized that I am really good with colours… what looks good… how they match” 
 
“This is the first time I painted… I can do it... I will do more when I am home” 
 
“I think forgiveness for me means that I do not want to obsess with bad thoughts 
related to this incident”  
 
“If we use our heads, the thoughts will kill us. If we use our hearts then we can do 
great things!” 
 
 “I have a lot of courage” 
 
I thanked everyone for their passion, trust and sharing. We end the workshop by 
playing a beat on a make-shift drum, clap and singing traditional folk songs. 



Per 
 
Personal reflections: 
My primary role in such scenarios, I feel, is that of a witness to the process the 
participants go through as well as to the emerging art. I am also very aware of how I 
respond to what is taking place. I try therefore to create space for whatever emerges 
with minimal interference. This also enables me to greatly decrease my “talk time” 
and allow, instead, the art to speak through its creators. Despite the very short 
duration of the workshop, by the end of two days: 
 

- There is a marked difference in the flow, content and “quality” of art work  
- The participants are freely speaking (the silent one managed in the end to 

open up and tell her story) 
- The discussions were quite sophisticated and fruitful 
- The many resources identified and mentioned by the participants themselves 

included family, memory, friends, services, art making, imagination, courage, 
heart, spirituality etc.  

- Art making is recognized as an effective coping strategy  
- There is an expressed desire for more workshops of this kind 
- There is an expressed desire by attending staff to do more art and enhance 

their skills to conduct such sessions 
- The dark grim colours of “anxiety” change to the bright hopeful colours of the 

future 
- The participants gear up the courage to face a room full of “normal” people 

as they attend the exhibition without their faces covered 
 

 



Recommendations: 
- ASF may consider ensuring a constant supply of art material in the premises 

and even set up a small art studio 
- ASF staff nurses may be trained to conduct simple albeit highly affective art 

sessions like these. 
- Workshops like these add value to overall treatment and improve quality of 

life. There are few highly trained professionals who need to be identified and 
drawn in to develop protocols or conduct similar sessions. Shazia Mohmmad, 
for one is the only professionally trained art therapist in Pakistan as far as I 
am aware specializing in trauma. She may be contacted at: 
shazia.mohamed@gmail.com 

- Art produced in such sessions needs to be celebrated and hung up on the 
walls whenever possible; the images can be used for official publications and 
cards etc.  

- All art should be returned to the creators to dispose off as they choose 
- Basic literacy skills may be very well appreciated and empowering 
- Opportunities for self esteem building must be grabbed as they arise. One of 

the participants (Shabnum), for example, had just finished her matriculation 
exams when the attack occurred. She has since lost her candidate number 
and does not know if she passed. ASF could help with things like that.  

- More opportunities for staff to interact with the survivors outside the official 
functions may be beneficial for both parties. For staff it would add value to 
their work to have one-on-one interactions and discover first hand peculiar 
needs. For the survivors it would help reduce marginalization and give them 
confidence to interact with others.  

mailto:shazia.mohamed@gmail.com

