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About Ettijahat- Independent Culture

   Ettijahat- Independent Culture is a cultural institution promoting independent cultural 
productivity in Syria and the wider Arab Region. Ettijahat stimulates growth and 
development of independent culture by maintaining strong, mutually beneficial 
relationships between cultural actors and by supporting, enabling, and encouraging 
greater creative and artistic output from Syria and the Arab world. Ettijahat strives to 
reflect the priorities of Syrian cultural producers and beneficiaries and always 
maintains a high standard of independence. The organisation provides direct response 
to local, regional, and international developments in the field of cultural policy both in 
Syria and the Arab region

  The organisation has delivered a wealth of opportunities to talented young artists, 
academics, and initiatives under its diverse range of programs. In doing so, Ettijahat 
hopes to shift the conventional notion of culture (from part of the Syrian service sector) 
gradually toward a greater understanding of culture as part of the development sector.

Vision
   We look toward a plural and diverse Syria that is intellectually productive, artistically 
genuine, and where culture is the inalienable right of every citizen.

Mission and General Objectives
   Ettijahat- Independent Culture is a Syrian cultural organization founded at the end of 
2011. Ettijahat seeks to activate and render the role of independent culture and arts 
more effective and responsive, during processes of cultural, political, and social 
change. Ettijahat tries to achieve this by supporting artists, assisting cultural 
initiatives, enabling young researchers, working to build consensus and alliances 
between individuals and cultural institutions, promoting the arts and artists through 
regional and international platforms, and by helping Syrian communities wherever 
they are have access to culture and arts. 

Our general objectives include:
-  To improve the general environment for cultural practices in Syria, including the 
development of cultural policy, the general directions for culture and arts, and the 
diversification of funding resources and methods
-   To support young artists and the independent cultural sector by providing opportunities 
to produce, network, and develop skills, knowledge, and experience
-  To integrate creative and cultural work with social change through cultural initiatives 
that contain a dimension of development and aim at improving living conditions, 
especially amongst the most marginalized groups of people affected by recent political 
developments.
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About Research: To Strengthen the Culture of Knowledge

  Research: To Strengthen the Culture of Knowledge is a capacity building program 
which supports Syrian and Syrian-Palestinian cultural actors between the ages of 22 
and 40, empowering them with skills and knowledge in scientific research writing. In 
addition, it aims to provide educational resources for those interested in this field. The 
program provides opportunities for young men and women to complete research 
projects, possibly their first research endeavours outside the framework of academic 
study, under the direct supervision of researchers specialized in the cultural field. It 
also supports them in sharing and discussing the results of their projects within an 
academic and practical context, thereby enriching the content of their research.

  The program focuses on current topics in cultural research. In particular, research 
often examines clear changes in the attitudes of Syrian cultural actors and artists 
towards their association with society as it continues to transform. These in turn may 
lead to changes in the role of culture and arts in Syria in the near future.

The program lasts eleven months and is conducted in three basic stages:
1.  Receiving applications and selecting young researchers: two months
2.  Training and skill development: one month, conducted in two phases
3. Completing research projects with academic and financial support under the 
supervision of specialized researchers: eight months

  At the end of the program, a specialized committee assesses the research projects 
and presents a selection of completed papers to Ettijahat for publication in a dedicated 
series. The scope of this activity depends entirely on the assessment of the quality of 
the research papers.

Annual Program Objectives
•  Building the capacity of ten young Syrians and Syrian-Palestinians aged between 22 
and 40 years old, residing in Syria, the Arab region or Europe, who are interested in 
different areas of cultural research
•  Developing one mechanism to share knowledge and skills related to scientific and 
cultural research, which is varied annually (visual, written and interactive) and 
contributes to the enrichment of the research community and the capacity building 
of those interested in the field
• Introducing 8 researchers and their research papers to at least 500 local and 
international audience members concerned with practical cultural research; the 
research papers address contemporary cultural change in Syria within an academic 
or practical scope which enables discussion and the exchange of knowledge.

Target Groups
  Young Syrians and Syrian-Palestinians aged between 22 and 40 years old who are 
university graduates, students in their final year of education, or less experienced 
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graduate students, specialists or workers in the fields of arts, literature, archaeology, 
heritage, architecture, cultural management, civil society, and other disciplines related 
to the concept of culture in its broadest sense.
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Donors
 

This programme was accomplished with the support of:

Mimeta - Centre for Culture and Development

  Mimeta - centre for culture and development focuses on supporting the service 
providers of the arts and creative sectors in Africa, Asia and Latin America. Mimeta 
aims at strengthening structures through organization, information and advocacy, 
through platforms and mobility, and through the development of creative economies.

Mimeta strongly believes in securing and fostering the moral and material interests of 
a country’s cultural production and expressions. These interests constitute a significant 
part of every nation's assets and may represent a major contribution to development, 
to human rights, to democracy, and to the eradication of poverty. 

Mimeta’s main priorities are:
Democratization: Foster improvement in structures and the organizing of the arts sector.
Mobility: Foster intercultural cooperating of the arts sector.
Creativity and Economy: Foster cooperating between culture and the business sector.
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Scientific Committee
 
Hassan Abbas

  Hassan Abbas holds a PhD in Literature and Literary Criticism from the New 
Sorbonne University.  Between 1992 and 2016, he worked as a professor and researcher 
at the Institut Francais du Proche-Orient in Damascus and then Beirut. He was also 
responsible for the programming of cultural activities at the Institut from 1992 until 
2006. In parallel, from 2000 until 2009, he was a professor at the Higher Institute of 
Dramatic Arts in Damascus. He currently holds the post of Associate Researcher 
(Program Director of "Culture is Resistance") at the Asfari Institute for Civil Society 
and Citizenship at the American University of Beirut. He has completed a number of 
studies in the fields of culture, citizenship, and civil society. Abbas is a published 
author; his works include A Guide to Citizenship; With the Artist Ahmad Mu'alla; A 
Cultural Map of Wadi Al-Nasara Region; Syria: A Vision from the Sky; With Photographer 
Hisham Zaweit; A Journey with Haiku; Don't Close Your Eyes!; and Traditional Music in 
Syria. His translations also include The Vision Machine and New Thinkers in Islam. 
Abbas has also co-founded many associations concerned with culture, human rights 
and citizenship. He has directed a number of film and literary clubs and is the Founder 
and President of the Syrian Association for Citizenship.

Mayada Hussein

  Hussein is a professor of Theatre in the Arab Region at the Higher Institute of Dramatic 
Arts in Damascus since 1992. She held the position of the Head of Theatre Studies 
Department at the Institute, 2012-2007. Hussein is also a Professor of Theatrical 
Literature at the Art School in Damascus. Throughout her teaching career, she 
supervised several theses for students of Theatre Studies Department at the Higher 
Institute of Dramatic Arts.

Rama Najma

  Rama Najma is an independent journalist interested in cultural research. Najma 
studied media and drama studies and has participated in several workshops in the 
field of documented narrative presentation, information design and research tools. 
She specializes in investigative journalism and is a trainer of research skills and data 
journalism. Najma has completed many investigative investigations on economic and 
social issues in Syria and has developed a training manual for Ettijahat titled Training 
Manual on Cultural Research Design. She also co-authored UNESCO's Investigative 
Journalism Training Toolkit. Her research contributions include The Role of Culture in 
Achieving Reconciliation and Civil Peace in Countries Experiencing Violent Conflict; 
The Role of the Arts in Building Interventions for Syrian Children with Post-Traumatic 
Stress Disorder; and Dynamics of Change in Syria and Future Scenarios. Today, she is 
working in cooperation with Ettijahat to create a map of Syrian cultural initiatives and 
projects related to civic activism and democratic change.
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The Mentors 
 

Hassan Abbas: Biography listed in scientific committee.

Jamal Chehayed 

  Chehayed has a PhD in comparative literature from Université de La Nouvelle 
Sorbonne, Paris III, France in 1974. He worked as a professor at the Damascus University. 
Currently, he is a researcher at the French Institute for Middle Eastern Studies and a 
visiting professor at the College de France. He has written five books in Arabic and 
French, and translated 17 books, to and from French. Among his books: Memory in 
Contemporary Arab Novels (2011), and Rhetoric of Modernity in Literature (2004). His 
translations included two parts of Proust’s seven volumes' work, Lamartine’s Journey 
to the Orient, two volumes of The Book of Method by Edgar Morin, and Dictionary of 
Epistemology. He focuses on narration and modern criticism.

Marie Elias

   Elias holds a PhD in Theatre from France and is a professor in the Faculty of French 
Literature and the Faculty of Letters at the Damascus University. She was the Head of 
the Faculty of French Literature in 2003 and was a Lecturer and supervisor for 
students' theses at the Higher Institute for Dramatic Arts in Damascus until 2001. This 
involved reading dramatic and theatre texts as well as theatre criticism. From 2007 up 
till until now she has contributed to the drafting and updating of the teaching curriculum 
and admission exams in the department for theatre studies at the Higher Institute for 
Dramatic Arts. Elias is a lecturer at the Jesuit University in Beirut – Lebanon and is a 
member of the editorial board for the specialized refereed Magazine entitled Life 
Theatre issued by the Ministry of Culture in Syria until 2005. 

Mayada Hussein: Biography listed in scientific committee.

Mohammed Jamal Barout

   Mohammed Jamal Barout is an Associate Researcher at the Arab Center for Research 
and Policy Studies, where he is also the current Scientific Editor and the former Head 
of the Research Department. Barout specializes in modern Syrian social and political 
history. He has worked as a manager and a consultant on several UNDP projects in 
Syria. He has completed several studies and research papers on education, human 
development, population development, Syrian foreign migration, and future prospects 
of development paths. His books include The Last Decade in the History of Syria; The 
Dialectic of Stagnation and Reform; The Modern Historical Formation of the Syrian 
Desert; Questions and Problems of the Transition from Bedouin Life to Urbanism; 
Keserwan Campaign; On the Political History of the Fatwas of ibn Taymiyyah; and The 
Ottoman-Safavid Conflict and its Impacts on Shiism in the Northern Levant.
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Rana Yazaji

   Rana Yazaji has managed several projects, programs and organizations in the cultural 
field within the Arab region, including projects management in the temporary 
structure, General Secretary of Damascus Arab Capital of Culture 2008. In 2011, she 
collaborated with other independent cultural activists to establish Ettijahat: Independent 
Culture, a Syrian organization formed to support independent arts and culture, and 
play a role in fostering positive political and social change. From 2014 till end 2017, 
Yazaji became the Executive Director of Culture Resource (Al Mawred Al Thaqafy), a 
regional cultural organization focused on developing and supporting an independent 
art scene in the Arab region.
 
   Yazaji is extensively engaged as a researcher on cultural policies. Her most significant 
works include her research on cultural policies in Syria for the book, Introduction to 
Cultural Policies in the Arab Region; contributing to Istanbul Bilgi University’s yearbook 
of cultural policies with the chapter entitled, “National Planning & Emerging Role of 
Civil Society Institutions in Syria”; and a series of papers on cultural economies in the 
Arab region in collaboration with Paris Dauphine University.

   Yazaji completed a B.A. in Theatre Studies from the Higher Institute of Dramatic Arts 
(Damascus, 2001), an M.A. in Design and Management of Cultural Projects from the 
New Sorbonne University (Paris, 2005), and an M.A. in Theatre Directing and Dramaturgy 
from the University of Paris X (Paris, 2006).
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The Researchers

Ahmad Alashkar: Images of Generations in Syrian Documentaries

Alaa AlElewi and Nesrin Alaa Eddin: Preserving the Lyrical Heritage of Euphrates 
Region, Syria

Hinad Alshuhuf: Patriarchy in the Cultural Heritage of Mount Arab

Lama Alabdulmajed: The Presence and Absence of the Self in the Contemporary 
Syrian Theatre Scripts after 2011

Ola Al Msayati: Between Fiction and Documentation: Models of Contemporary 
Syrian Fiction

Vyan Mohammed: The Involvement of Kurdish Women in Literary Writing in Jazira 
Region, Syria

Wadiaa Ferzly: Asylum in Syrian-German Theatre

Zeid Alsehnawi: Homosexuality in the Contemporary Syrian Novel

Syrian Plastic Artists
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Images of Generations in Syrian
Documentaries: A Sample of
Films Produced between 2016
and 2018

Ahmad Alashkar 

    A content producer and filmmaker born in Damascus 1986, Ahmad Alashkar graduated 
from the Higher Institute of Business Administration majoring in Marketing. He holds 
a degree in Project Management from the American University of Beirut. His interest in 
media and public affairs began with the launch of his blog, Mr. Blond, in 2008. He went 
on to prepare and make a number of documentaries, short films and advertisement 
segments dealing with social, religious and cultural issues. He has worked for several 
local and international media organizations, most recently with the BBC. He currently 
resides between Damascus and Beirut and continues to work in academic research and 
development projects with a focus on the values of peace and awareness.

Email: ahmad.blond@gmail.com

Syrian Plastic Artists



13 / 40

Research Summary

  This research project reviews several documentaries produced between 2016 and 
2018 which dealt with the theme of generations. The films were based on pictures and 
family testimonies, blending purely personal paths with general external changes as if 
revealing to the new generation the histories and memories of past generations of 
parents and relatives. The documentaries appear to have done so in an attempt to 
relieve pain, or as manifestations of a desire to explore and to make films that pave the 
way for breaking free from the weight of heritage and questions. It seems that films 
which deal with these topics are not new in international documentary cinema; in fact, 
such topics are quite often associated with wars and episodes of major change as they 
lead new directors to seek answers and explanations.

The main questions of the research can be summarized as follows:

   How are the ideas of generations and intergenerationality portrayed in independent 
Syrian documentaries produced between 2016 and 2018? Why have the directors 
used the testimonies of their relatives to make their documentaries? Did production 
conditions affect their decision to examine this topic?

  The research is a qualitative study that adopts a descriptive approach based on 
information collection. This was completed through desk research with the use of 
archives of some institutions supporting the film industry. Independent Syrian 
documentaries were identified and communication was established with rights 
holders in order to view the films and verify their conformity with the presumed 
standard. Most of the articles written and published about these films and the 
websites associated with the films were also reviewed. Most of the directors of the 
research sample were interviewed online in order to gather more information and find 
out more about the films and conditions that the filmmakers faced during production.

   After identifying the research community, a sample of documentaries was selected 
with a deliberate effort to include directors with different levels of experience. The 
sample consisted of seven films: Khaki Memory (Alfoz Tanjour, 2016); Houses without 
Doors (Avo Kaprealian, 2016); About Parents and Children (Talal Derky, 2017); The 
Taste of Cement (Ziad Kalthoum, 2017); A Salty Memory (Orwa Al-Ahmad, 2017); The 
Way Home (Wael Qadlo, 2018); and Borrowed Dress (Lynn Al-Faisal, 2018).

  The research consists of two main sections. In the first section, we examine the 
portrayal of intergenerationality in the documentaries under review: the relationship 
that the camera observes between parents and children or between the older generation 
and the younger generation today. We consider how the directors who participated in 
the uprising used family stories and memories to make their documentaries, and the 
image they present about that relationship. In the second section, we review the 
various reasons that led the directors to resort to memory and family in the making of 
their films. Some of them had a personal desire to expunge the pain of memories 
and nightmares of the past, whereas others wanted to face the self and narrate what 
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happened honestly and in a committed way. Others wanted to review the relationship 
between two nearby generations as a means of reflecting the relationship between 
two neighbouring countries, while others wanted to review the relationship between 
people two generations apart, the younger of which has walked the same hard path as 
the elder. Some of the directors wanted to document changes in the form of relationships 
between fathers and sons as a result of what has happened and is happening. Thus, 
the reasons and objectives of the directors varied; however, what brought them 
together is the use of self-narration in reviewing the story at the expense of the general 
narrative.

   The directors faced a litany of various production difficulties. Some difficulties were 
related to accessing filming location or obtaining approvals, while others were related 
to travel documentation, which forced some directors to limit their work to a specific 
area. Others faced financial difficulties or difficulties in marketing the work and 
disseminating it more widely.

  The research concludes with a set of results, most notably that the new wave of 
Syrian documentary production formed as a result of the war can be characterized by 
a trend in resorting to subjective themes at the expense of general narratives. The 
reason for this is the superabundance of events and news stories from which filmmakers 
have tried to escape in order to showcase personal events and trajectories. At the 
same time, filmmakers have resorted to drawing on the memories and biographies of 
their parents; this phenomenon is generally linked to ideas of major change and war – 
contexts in which children seek explanations about what has happened and what is 
happening.

  The study also concluded that in making their films, some new directors use to the 
homes and biographies of their families simply because of the circumstances surrounding 
the production, such as when filmmakers are denied access to public spaces for 
filming, or when they are dealing with topics that require the presence of characters 
outside the scope of personal acquaintance. These obstructions are due to security 
restrictions which are imposed widely upon all media within Syria; other obstacles 
faced by the directors included travel restrictions and difficulties obtaining permission 
to film outside Syria.

  There were also some challenges in the research itself. For example, it provided 
difficult to reach all the rights holders and thus obtain the right to watch all the films in 
question; fortunately, we overcame these difficulties with the help of several institutions 
and mediators whom we thank for their contribution and effort.

   It is our hope that the study showcases one aspect of film production which has 
resulted from the uprising and chronicles the experiences of young filmmakers in the 
independent filmmaking industry. We believe that this work offers answers and 
explanations about the new identity of cinema, and as such we hope that this work 
encourages more researchers and professionals in the film industry to delve further 
into this topic.
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    Alaa AlElewi is a freelance journalist with a degree in Media from Damascus University, 
from which she graduated in 2012. Alaa AlElewi is currently studying interpretation in 
the open education system. She has worked as a reporter and editor for the website 
eSyria, which is concerned with recording the tangible and intangible heritage in Syria.

Email: a.elaiwi@gmail.com

  Nesrin Alaa Eddin is a journalist working in the field of written journalism, writing 
with a number of Syrian and Lebanese newspapers and periodicals since 2009. Nesrin 
Alaa Eddin has also worked on radio programs and is a member of the editorial board 
of the newspaper Al-Ayyam. She holds a degree in SME Management from the Faculty 
of Economics at Damascus University and a Diploma in International Affairs and 
Diplomacy from the Syrian International Academy in Damascus.

Email: nissrinalaad@gmail.com

Preserving the Lyrical Heritage
of Euphrates Region, Syria

Alaa AlElewi

Preserving the Lyrical Heritage
of Euphrates Region, Syria

Nesrin Alaa Eddin 
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Research Summary

  The paper discusses the importance of preserving and reviving the lyrical heritage of 
Euphrates Region, which reflects the identity of eastern Syria, its history and its 
culture. This is especially urgent in light of the wars which have led to the dispersion of 
the region’s indigenous people, who are the main holders of this lyrical heritage, and 
the loss of much of what has been recorded and preserved previously. The paper also 
seeks to document the most prominent lyrical types used in the cities of Ar-Raqqa and 
Deir ez-Zor, especially the Mulia.

   The research is based on a series of questions about changes between the past and the 
present in the lyrical heritage in the eastern region of Syria; what are the factors which 
have led to the weak circulation and spread of this heritage? Has the displacement of 
the people of the eastern region after 2011 and their stability in new environments led 
to the loss of parts of their lyrical heritage, or has it increased their eagerness to 
preserve and develop this heritage?

  To answer these questions, our historical methodology was to research the history, 
nature and components of the eastern region. The research adopted the descriptive 
method; we also used this method  and its corresponding tools in addressing researchers, 
poets, singers and musicians. In addition, we conducted interviews with individuals, 
families and bands that have worked to preserve and revive heritage through individu-
al or official efforts.

  The study consists of three chapters. The first chapter deals with the importance of 
preserving the intangible heritage of the eastern region – especially the lyrical poetry – 
which reflects its cultural identity and expresses its history. This chapter also examines 
the peculiarities of the cities of the eastern region in Syria (Ar-Raqqa and Deir ez-Zor) in 
terms of their geography, demographics, societal structures, and how they formed 
cultural identities of their own. The study then explores the events that have erupted 
since 2011 and considers how they have affected the region and threatened to cause 
the loss of its heritage. The study also reviews the different lyrical tropes used in the 
eastern region of Syria (including Mulia, Sweihli, Al-Nile, Ataba, and others) and other 
areas with a focus on the specific features of singing styles in the Euphrates Valley.

  In the second chapter, we examine a specific lyrical style, the Mulia, which is the most 
prominent lyrical style in that region. We study its origin and history, the form and 
structure of its lyrical poetry, and a simplified explanation of some vocabulary, rituals 
and communal events in which it is sung.

   In the third chapter, we focus on the frameworks used to preserve and revitalize the 
lyrical heritage of the eastern region: families, initiatives, festivals, special groups, peoples 
coming to the region who practice singing as ‘gypsies’, governmental and individual 
efforts, civil society institutions, social media, written literature, and the role of women 
in preserving and reviving this heritage. We also discuss the dangers that threaten the 
loss of heritage and impede its revival, such as migration, war, government policies that 



marginalize the cultures and heritages of some areas, and the distortion of the 
heritage by the enthusiastic youths who attempt to revive and renew it.

  The research concludes with a number of results, most notably the following:

1. There is a great similarity between the lyrical heritage of Euphrates Region in 
Ar-Raqqa and Deir ez-Zor; however, the researchers note that the people of Ar-Raqqa 
show a greater interest in preserving, reviving and circulating their lyrical heritage due 
to the fact that Ar-Raqqa is still to this day a predominantly tribal locality in which 
everyone practices poetry singing, memorizing and evaluation, whereas Deir ez-Zor 
has become a more urban setting.
2. There is a marked tendency among the people of the eastern region, especially 
those who have been displaced, to listen to heritage songs more than they ever have 
before, as it is one of the few things that links them with their homes, from which they 
have been forced to flee. These songs constitute their remaining memories of the 
more existences they enjoyed before destruction, displacement and migration 
entered their lives. Moreover, this heritage played an important role in creating 
common ground between people of different political opinions after they had been 
dispersed and displaced by war.
3. Audiovisual media channels have failed to deal with the heritage of the eastern 
region in general and the lyrical heritage in particular. This has impeded the preservation 
of the lyrical heritage of Euphrates Region despite its use of sweet melodies and beautiful 
lyrics. In the few televised events centring on Euphrates Region, local singers present 
Iraqi songs as a model of Euphrates singing.
4. The lyrical heritage of the Euphrates and eastern region has been appropriated 
before and since the war in instances where there is no entity to defend this heritage. 
Many traditional songs in the Syrian Euphrates have been appropriated and have 
appeared in neighbouring countries, such as Lebanon and Jordan, later than they were 
first recorded in Syria. In these cases, their tones and melodies have been appropriated 
and their lyrics have been changed slightly and presented in new melodic models.
5. The communities in the eastern region of Syria do not seem to be religiously committed; 
however, the emigration of some of their inhabitants to work in the Arab Gulf states, 
especially Saudi Arabia, over the last century has led to the spread of the customs and 
ideas of these religiously radical countries. This has led to the introduction of these 
ideas into Syrian society. The ideas of prohibiting singing and music, which have been 
propagated by religious discourse on satellite channels and platforms, have become 
more widespread and evident.
6. Societies in the eastern region of Syria tend to have inferior views on music, singing 
and musical artists, both men or women, which has contributed to a decrease in the 
number of artists. This attitude is deeply entrenched in history, dating back to an era 
when ‘gypsies’ or Al-Nawar used to work in singing, playing music and performing for 
special occasions. This has stressed in the minds of the people that the practitioners of 
this profession are imitating the ‘gypsies’, and thus they were subject to degradation 
and contempt by the people in the region.
7. Women play a prominent role in the lyrical heritage of Euphrates Region. It is 
evident to those who trace the origins of most of the singing styles that they were 
started by women who wrote and sang the lyrics and then passed them from one 
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generation to another through their singing on various occasions. However, for social 
considerations, these women are typically not mentioned and their names have not 
been recorded. Women were allowed to sing at home or family events but were 
prohibited from singing in public or becoming professional singers.



Patriarchy in the Cultural
Heritage of Mount Arab 

Hinad Alshuhuf 

   Born in the city of Sweida in 1985, Hinad Alshuhuf graduated with a bachelor's 
degree in Petroleum Engineering from the University of Baath, Homs in 2010. Since 
2014, he has worked as a civil activist for a number of institutions and civil society 
groups in Beirut. He is interested in issues of citizenship, including political, social and 
cultural rights. Hinad Alshuhuf has also participated in the design and implementation 
of a number of civil activities and events within a variety of frameworks, such as 
heritage education and training in citizenship issues.

Email: hinad.alshuhuf@gmail.com
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Research Summary

    The patriarchy is one of the most prominent and widespread phenomena of authori-
tarianism in society, not only in our societies but in most societies around the world; 
however, it is more evident in traditional societies, where it manifests in the natural 
dynamics of power relations (in terms of its structure and form). The patriarchy, as a 
cultural, social and political phenomenon in which male dominance prevails in all 
decision-making positions, is formed hierarchically, starting from the power relationship 
between males and females within the nuclear family to power relations between 
individuals and the elderly in the extended family. It manifests similarly between 
individuals and the heads of religious authorities and between individuals and prevailing 
political powers. It controls all decision-making positions at the level of general 
societal decisions, at the private individual level, and at the national political level.

   Although use of the term ‘patriarchy’ has increased over time, the significance of the 
term has remained unclear without any direct link to its real impact. This research 
constitutes an attempt to understand the cultural mechanisms that contribute to the 
formation and consecration of the patriarchy. The research may also encourage others 
to take more of a scientific attitude with regard to patriarchy, moving away from 
attitudes which are charged with the idea of cultural heritage, which is totally 
unacceptable. It may also establish an outlook for the future that avoids the consecration 
of these mechanisms, aiding us in paving the way for change and moving towards 
living as more effective and active citizens.

  In order to study the cultural and social manifestations of the patriarchy, we chose 
intangible cultural heritage as our field of study: specifically, we selected resources of 
intangible cultural, such as values, customs, traditions and religious beliefs. This 
intangible cultural heritage, which consists of values, social relations, rituals, 
traditions, beliefs, and more, constitutes a collection of reflections of the characteristics 
of communities, making it a very rich field for the study of social and cultural phenomena.

  This research addresses the relationship between the patriarchy and the cultural 
heritage of Mount Arab. It attempts to highlight the most prominent manifestations of 
the patriarchy in the cultural heritage of this region and to characterize the cultural 
mechanisms that contribute to the production and consecration of the patriarchy by 
addressing two main questions. The first question is related to detailing the association 
of the patriarchy with cultural heritage in general and the roots of patriarchy in 
societies in the Arab region, along with their cultural and social repercussions. The 
second question is related to the manifestations of patriarchy in the cultural heritage 
of Mount Arab, and the cultural mechanisms that contribute to the production and 
consecration of the patriarchal system.

  The research adopted the descriptive approach; we study a number of intangible 
cultural resources, such as values, customs, traditions and religious beliefs. We selected 
these resources on the basis that they are documented in a number of sources 
dealing with customs and traditions in Mount Arab; this made it possible to uncover the 
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manifestations of the patriarchy and to infer the dynamics of its production and 
continuity. The research did not address all the manifestations of the patriarchy in the 
cultural heritage of Mount Arab, but rather focused on the main models of these 
manifestations in order to understand the dynamics at play.

   The research is divided into three sections. The first section deals with the relationship 
between patriarchy and cultural heritage in general and goes into its roots and cultural 
and social repercussions. The second section deals with the cultural heritage of Mount 
Arab, approaching it in terms of its relation with the roots of patriarchy, the characteristics 
of societies and its cultural and social manifestations. The third section presents the 
patriarchal representations of the customs, traditions and beliefs in the region under 
examination and describes the cultural mechanisms that contribute to the production 
and consecration of the patriarchy in the same area.

  The main difficulty in completing this research was the lengthy period of preliminary 
study which imposed itself. It was not feasible to start studying the phenomenon of 
patriarchy in cultural heritage without exposing its fundamental link with cultural 
heritage. This necessitated a discussion of the emergence of the patriarchy in the 
Arab region, the characteristics of its societies and roots, and its cultural and social 
repercussions. This has enriched the theoretical aspect of the research, leading to a 
clearer understanding of the relationship between the patriarchy and cultural 
heritage. As such, we are well-placed to delve into the manifestations of the patriarchy 
in the cultural heritage of Mount Arab.

  This legacy, with its vast breadth, has created a second difficulty – the need to narrow 
the field of study – which was confined to the lived values, customs, traditions and 
religious beliefs. We excluded other non-lived cultural resources, such as folk tales or 
aspects that became limited in the social and cultural life, such as folk poetry and songs.

  On the other hand, despite the wealth of reference material which deals with 
customs and traditions in Mount Arab, it is noted that the material is generally of one 
of two natures. The first possibility is that the material exists as a result of collection 
and documentation of heritage without any analytical or extrapolating dimensions 
that present the social and cultural scene with impartial monitoring and documentation. 
The second possibility is that the material exists for the purposes of glorification and 
exhibiting customs and traditions; in this instance, objectivity is absent as the material 
exists primarily for the purpose of building a perfect ideal image of society. This makes 
it difficult to analyse and extrapolate connotations beyond impressionist descriptions.
The research has revealed the most prominent manifestations of patriarchy in the 
cultural heritage of the Mount Arab and classified them into three main frameworks: 
patriarchy in religious beliefs and religiosity, patriarchy in the power relationship 
between men and women, and patriarchy in intergenerational relationships. Within 
these frameworks, the research has identified a range of cultural mechanisms that 
generate and perpetuate male dominance.

   The research concludes that the mechanisms of these patriarchal mechanisms are 
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accumulated sequentially: the dynamics of “patriarchy in the power relationships 
between men and women” contribute to the initial establishment of male dominance 
and are responsible for placing men and women at different ‘socially acceptable’ levels 
on the hierarchy of power on the basis of their sex. In the social context of the family, 
the dynamics of "patriarchy in generational relations" contribute to the consolidation of 
this hierarchy through young people who are trying to embody the social personalities 
around them. Finally, the role of religious patriarchy may be lagging behind the process 
of nurturing, given that lifestyles in Mount Arab are typically devoid of religiosity.

  The research demonstrates that patriarchy in the political system is maintained 
through the reproduction and activation of religious and tribal patriarchal authorities. 
One should also note that this phenomenon of patriarchy in political systems exists in 
the broader social structures of the family (such as the immediate family, the clan, and 
the sect), where official authorities and their representatives treat symbols of patriarchy 
as being representative of these structures. Indeed, this perpetuates the stereotyping of 
individuals in their clan and sectarian communities.



23 / 40

The Presence and Absence of
the Self in the Contemporary
Syrian Theatre Scripts after
2011

Lama Alabdulmajed  

   Lama Alabdulmajed is a graduate of the Higher Institute of Dramatic Arts in Damascus, 
Department of Drama Studies. She holds a Diploma of Education from the Faculty of 
Education at Damascus University and has been a Teaching Assistant at the Higher 
Institute of Dramatic Arts since 2013. She has participated in several theatrical 
workshops in the field of writing and theatrical revitalization and has worked as a trainer 
in the fields of storytelling and creative writing for children.

Email: lmoulmoulmoumou@gmail.com



24 / 40

Research Summary

    When social actors aim to destabilize tyrannical ideologies, there is a need for ‘the 
self’ to be present. At the same time, the crises to which the individual is exposed, both 
within themselves and in their environment, constitute an appropriate environment for 
the formation of the active self, seeking to realize itself by gaining awareness of its role 
and effectiveness in these crises. Meanwhile, however, the powers that be focus on 
mechanisms to subjugate individuals or prevent them from fulfilling and realizing 
themselves.

  Since 2011, the Syrian people have undergone a series of changes that have affected 
their lives at all levels, making them reconsider their existence. These changes have 
even affected their ways of expressing the self in different rhetorical patterns, in which 
the self is either present or absent. Theatre discourse is one of these patterns: it is a 
creative environment that enables us to monitor the manifestations of the presence or 
absence of the self within it. We can study the relationship between the self, the 
authority and the ideology as the individual opposes authority to prepare for the 
realization of the presence of their self, while at other times the individual is subjugated 
to this authority and the self becomes absent.

  The research raises questions about the factors of this presence and absence in the 
Syrian theatre script after 2011 – for example, who is the self and what is their relationship 
with the ego? What are the factors that establish the existence of the self or portend 
its absence in contemporary Syrian theatre discourse? What is reflected by the 
relationship between self-formation and the ideology established by the authority?

  The research aims to identify the concept of the self and to highlight the role of 
discourse in the formation and discussion of this concept, in addition to the analysis of 
theatrical discourse as a practice linking the self to power. The research explores the 
mechanisms of theatrical work and its role in building or demolishing concepts related 
to the individual and its role in society.

  The research is based on critical analysis methodology, derived from theories of 
discourse analysis in general and theatrical discourse in particular. We used tools derived 
from the structural semiotic approaches to reading semantics, revealing the widest 
possible range of meanings that show the individual's attitude to their surroundings and 
history. We also employed some sociological concepts that intersect with the tools for 
dramaturgic theatrical analysis used by Anne Ubersfeld, K. Elam and Patrice Pavis.

  The analysis of literary discourse in general and theatrical discourse in particular is 
subject to the need to analyse the personality of the play and the role of the self in 
shaping the world and society as the bearer of the discourse through its position in the 
model of active forces. The presence of actors in the script determines the amount of 
consciousness, and their absence leads us to think about the formulation of the identities 
of the characters and their constraints within the now and here as indicated by the script. 
We also analyse the dialogue as linguistic sequences that reveal the characteristics and 
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features of the character and discuss the nature of the theatrical act that the character 
will perform in order to achieve their goal or realize their desire. The title and text 
structure analysis, in terms of being divided into sections and narrative structures, also 
indicate the presence of multiple or single voices inside the text.

  The research sample consists of four Syrian play scripts written after 2011 in which the 
audience tries to read the implications of the conflict that face the emergence of the 
self. The sample was selected purposefully to suit the subject of the research. These 
texts are Your Love of Fire by Mudar al-Hajji, The Events of a City We Do Not Know by 
Wael Qadour, Truce by Adnan Azrouni and They by Anna Akash. These texts focus on the 
concept of the self in narrators telling their stories and directly addressing events which 
have taken place in Syria between 2011 and the time of writing each text. All these texts 
discuss the Syrian ‘here and now’; their characters have their own world. The language 
used in these dialogues is vernacular. Their common feature is that they were written to 
be performed on stage.

  We cannot claim that the sample represents the entire community under research 
because it would be difficult to survey it without accurate documentation on the total 
number of texts written within this community. However, these texts share the fact 
that they present the individual's position on the political and social changes that 
shape their position, perceiving themselves either as active or standing still.

  The differences between these texts constituted an essential subject for research. We 
chose this subject because the texts introduce the concept of the self in relation to the 
changes taking place inside and outside Syria. The most important of these differences 
is that the places in which the texts were produced are located between the 
internal/external duality. Your Love of Fire and The Events of a City We Do Not Know 
were produced and published with the support of cultural institutions concerned with 
cultural affairs, while the other two texts did not have the opportunity to be published. 
This was because the General Authority for Writers of the Ministry of Culture requires 
that all theatrical texts must be published in classical Arabic. In addition to this, the 
institutions which do exist inside Syria are typically unaware of the importance of 
publishing theatrical texts as a way of documenting the plays after their performance.

  The research is divided into two chapters: the first chapter reviews the concept of the 
self in its basic cognitive field within its philosophical and social fields and its relationship 
with the concepts of the ego and discourse. It also addresses the theatrical discourse as 
a self-discourse and creative practice through which we can follow the manifestations of 
the presence and absence of the self. The second chapter deals with the analysis of the 
sample texts. We study the writers’ direct and indirect discourse and monitor the impact 
of changes and ideology of power in the relationships between individuals and their 
environments. We explore the way the writers express the self, and how they use action, 
free will, or the self that is hidden behind the adapted and subjective ego. We examine 
the role of these changes and ideology of controlling the will of the self and its realization 
in the course of its journey.



  One of the most important findings of the research is that the ability of the self to be 
present naturally undermines the concept of the adapted ego, which is subject to the 
authoritarian ideology imposed by a recognized authority. This authority might be a 
political or social authority or both, and it stands in the face of the self; hence, the 
situation imposes resistance on the part of the self.

  The self finds it difficult to prove its presence in a space dominated by an authoritari-
anism which resorts to multiple means of violence. Such violence typically begins with 
killing, then the deprivation of liberties and the imposition of threats, all of which may 
constitute obstacles to the self; essentially, these obstacles prevent the self from 
recognizing itself and from recognizing the other, thus paralyzing its ability to act.

  The way in which the self deals with the temporal triangle – past, present and future 
– is a measure to test its awareness and its ability to act: the more it moves away or 
sticks to one side of this triangle, the less effective its action. Conversely, the more 
bridges it creates between them, the more meaningful and effective it is.

  All these results are embodied in the relationship between the emergence or absence 
of the self and the authority that imposes its ideology. This raises a question about the 
need to activate civil society institutions and ideas of citizen freedoms and practices; 
perhaps these would enable the self to realize itself and thus show its presence as a 
social actor that recognizes and coexists with the other in such a way as to achieve the 
principles of citizenship and responsible freedom.
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Research Summary

    Many Syrian novels have explored the reality of life in Syria after 2011. Some writers 
have felt that the reality and the direct violence witnessed is stronger than any fictional 
material which can be imagined; as such, some attempted to track down these various 
realities quickly to record them. Documentary writings and novels that follow the 
principle of individual testimonies for documentation have influenced the view that 
there has been a change in Syrian fiction which needs to be highlighted. At the same 
time, fiction is not dead; however, some writers have made the strange and difficult leap 
to treat reality a flexible material. These authors imagine and consider what reality would 
look like if what we feared, or what we did not expect to happen, had happened. The 
novels therefore hypothesize around these questions in order to build narrative worlds.

  After 2011, a number of documentary and fiction novels were produced by Syrian 
writers who wanted to document life through literature. Some of their writings were 
attached to the present moment, while others decided to employ fiction to anticipate 
certain events. In the end, both imagination and documentation merged in several 
ways into portrayals of the experience of living in Syria in exceptional circumstances.

  Through a practical study of documentation and imagination, this research will 
enable us to identify many questions that will lead us to find out how these Syrian 
writers have emulated their realities in the years between 2013 and 2017, such as: 
what role have imagination and documentation played in the writing of contemporary 
Syrian novels? In our analysis of the selected narrative models, we will explore the 
documentation process adopted by each author. We will observe how the novel was 
affected by reality and how the author's vision of reality was reflected in their novel, in 
addition to whether it is possible to document reality through the medium of imagination 
(that is to say, through fiction).

  The research adopts several approaches to reach a deeper understanding of the 
fiction texts. It relies on the analytical method in the study of texts and resorts mainly 
to the structural approach in the study of linguistic structure, without separating 
structure from context. The research is committed to the sociology of literature to link 
structures with historical and social contexts depicted. In order to explain the 
problem, we need to compare several theories of critics, writers, and philosophers, 
such as Aristotle’s concept of “artistic simulation”, and try to approach the method of 
simulation used in the research sample to derive its purpose and reveal the specificity 
of contemporary Syrian fiction.

  The research is based on the analysis of models: we study their structures, detect the 
methods they have used to document reality in Syrian novels written between 2013 
and 2017, and try to anticipate the impact of the use of new hypotheses, such as 
revolution, asylum, violence, and the linguistic embodiments of exile and homeland, 
in the worlds of narrative construction of literary works and in the use of fiction in a 
violent social atmosphere.



   The sample consisted of three texts written by dedicated Syrian writers who have 
written fiction and testimonial work and documented reality through fiction; the works 
in question are Touched by Magic by Rosa Yassin Hassan, Death is Hard Work by Khaled 
Khalifa, and The Crossing by Samar Yazbeck. This sample was selected because it contains 
a combination of fiction and documentation. They enable us to observe the changes that 
have affected literary texts and the predominance of documentation. Moreover, they will 
enable us to recognize the impact of the uprising on the features of literary topics and to 
note the impact of real events on fiction. The sample was therefore made with the 
intention of serving the purpose of the research. The novels were chosen on the basis of 
the time of their writing, taking into account the literary value of the selected models 
relative to the history of the Syrian novel. The research also takes into consideration the 
production conditions of these novels, the way they have been received by the public, 
and their position in the field of contemporary Syrian novel-writing.

  The analysis of the samples was based on readings of various reference sources in 
literary criticism, theoretical books on modern novel-writing and studies on the Arabic 
novel, including the works of literary critic Yumna Al Eid, in order to analyse the 
stylistic and narrative methods followed in the texts. We also referred to The Modern 
Novel: A Short Introduction by critic Jesse Matz in an effort to understand the variables 
that have occurred in the essence of writings and their form, to trace the novelty of 
some international fiction models, and to understand the basics of the modern novel 
and the way the writers have historically dealt with and documented facts after the 
occurrence of sociopolitical changes. Moreover, A Brief History of the New Novel by 
Nathalie Sarraute, Alain Robbe-Grillet et al. helped us understand the evolution of the 
modern novel and the necessity and inevitability of this evolution. The analysis of 
narrative structures in some models was based on concepts developed by the French 
critic Gérard Genette in his book Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method, which 
examined methodology. The glossary of novel criticism was used to explain the 
terminology of literature and literary analysis and to identify the techniques and 
methods used in writing the sample studied. Some interviews with Syrian novelists 
were also used in an effort to find out more about their motives.

  The research is divided into three section, each of which is devoted to the study of a 
novel. By dividing the research in this way, we can analyse the way in which the selected 
fiction models simulated reality. The sections ordered according to the date of each 
novel’s publication (oldest to newest) and the way each novel deals with the facts and 
events. Through this division, we observe how the writers deal with the ideas of 
documentation and fiction.

  The first section is devoted to the novel Touched by Magic by Rosa Yassin Hassan. In this 
section, we analyse the concept of simulation used in reading events and we compare it 
with Aristotle’s and Gerard Genette’s concept of simulation. We also examine the literary 
simulation of reality, its purpose and its methodology. We explore the role of the narrator, 
the logic of multiple narrators, and the exchange of narrative roles in the novel. The 
location of the events is also of great importance to the simulation process; therefore, we 
study the location in addition to the discourse and linguistic methods used.
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  In the second part we analyse the novel Death is Hard Work, in which the author, 
Khaled Khalifa, addresses reality through fiction. He imagines the occurrence of a death 
and chronicles the events thereafter leading up to the burial of the dead body in Syria, 
amid the chaos of death. The events take place in Syria, where location plays a role in 
documentation in spite of the novel’s fictional narrative. The most important detail is 
the author's repeated dependence on a fictional village to narrate events which draw a 
picture of reality in Syrian in a specific context. Death, an imagined event in the novel, 
reveals a social context of the past and another complex context of the present.

  The third section examines the act of documentation through a fictional character, as 
presented by the writer Samar Yazbeck in her novel The Crossing. The author documents 
real events through a fictional character who finds herself in dangerous places by 
chance. The character of the heroine and the narrator of the events were analysed. We 
also highlighted varied uses of tenses and pronouns that would change the way in which 
the text is received and create a new relationship with the reader, who is involved in 
dismantling the threads of overlapping tales.
 
  It was not easy to write definitively about the changes in the Syrian novel writing after 
2011 without comparing it with older works by other Syrian novelists; however, this 
task would require more time. Instead, we wrote a preface which consisted of a short 
summary of the novels which have been most important in influencing Syrian literary 
heritage, and a description of how violent events in the history of Syria have impacted 
the modern Syrian novel. It was also difficult to find out the definitive reasons that the 
authors chose to relate factual events and transfer them into the fiction novels. Some 
of these reasons were personal, where narration played a therapeutic role for the 
writer and reflected on the role of the reader. At other times, the reasons where 
driven by the following question: what if what we feared would happen had 
happened? Other reasons included the writers' desire to write about their realities, to 
document them and to provide testimonies about them.

  One of the most challenging difficulties was related to limiting the number of Syrian 
novels and testimonies written after 2011 to be reviewed; by limiting the number of 
texts under review, it proved difficult to create a comprehensive and indisputable 
study on the impact of the variable on a large number of novels. Moreover, there are 
writers who did not write about the uprising, but rather focused on other topics; this 
raises questions which would remove the research from its context. Moreover, the 
writers whose work was examined in this research project subsequently wrote 
further literary works. These other works differed from those selected in terms of 
both form and content; some were more sophisticated, which made it difficult to 
define authoritatively which features of Syrian creative writing existed or did not exist 
in any definite period of time.

  One of the most important results that can be discussed is the observation of modern 
features in some fiction models. These features arose when the writers changed their 
narrative methods, the position of the narrator and the style of the discourse they 
followed. Through these techniques, some of the fiction models were able to shape 
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peculiar features which became prevalent in fiction written after 2011. For example, 
the writers addressed the concept of truth in a different way: there is no longer a 
complete and consistent truth narrated by one narrator, but rather multiple tales told 
by multiple narrators and thus multiple styles of narration. These models for Syrian 
fiction, which reflect reality in Syrian, are morally accountable for their variations of 
narrators, fragmentation, use of first-person pronouns and so on – and indeed, these 
variations constitute essential features in the modern Syrian novel.
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Research Summary

   Jazira Region in northeast Syria has been under autonomous self-administration 
since 2011. After the announcement of democratic self-administration, several executive 
bodies were established to enact regulations and implement the laws enforced by the 
Legislative Council in the region. Although all laws treat women and men equally in terms 
of their rights and duties, women's progress in literary writing remains limited. Through 
this research, we will examine the role of political, social and legal changes in reducing 
the activity of Kurdish women in literary writing after 2011. This is accomplished by trying 
to answer a key question: how prolific were Kurdish women in literary writing in the Syrian 
Jazira Region before 2011 and how prolific have they been since 2011? And furthermore, 
what are the incentives and deterrents for them to work or not work in the literary field?

  In order to answer these questions, personal interviews were conducted with 
samples of female Kurdish writers identified through lists and records kept by civic 
cultural organizations, notably Kurdish Writers Union – Syria and Culture Authority in 
the Democratic Self-Administration. The interviews focused on the incentives and 
deterrents experienced by these female writers with regard to their choice to continue 
in the field of writing. The interviews also gauged the impact of laws and legislation 
governing the work of writers and the management of formal and informal cultural 
bodies, especially those related to the rights and duties of women.

  The samples were selected taking geographical diversity into account: the sample 
needed to include writers from all the sub-regions of Jazira as well as those who are 
from Jazira but live in different parts of Syria and abroad. In addition, we ensured that 
the writers are not employed in the field of literary writing in a full-time capacity, but 
that they do produce literary work on a continuous basis.

   The research is divided into five parts. The first part reviews the literary content provided 
by the female writers in terms of its quality of the topics they discussed, such as women's 
issues and the social obstacles facing women, childhood issues, issues for people with 
special needs, and the nature of Kurdish life. Moreover, we highlighted some topics that 
the female writers are typically more hesitant to address, such as women's bodies and 
sex. In the second part, we discuss the issues that hinder female writers and prevent 
them from adopting literary writing as a profession and the challenges they face in this 
context, including social obstacles that limit freedom of expression, the absence of 
publishing houses in the region, and the lack of interest in women's writing on the part 
of existing public publishing houses, if indeed there is any interest at all.

  We also discuss how the female writers have been influenced by the changes that have 
taken place since the announcement of self-administration and since some of them 
have moved to live abroad, while others remained. We also highlight how they deal with 
cultural institutions and bodies under the democratic self-administration. Finally, we 
look at the relationship of female writers with readers and critics, which is characterized 
by a lack of interest on the part of critics, readers and cultural organizations alike.
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  The main challenge we faced during the research was the fact that there is no existing 
database of members of literary organizations. The geographical distribution of female 
writers from Al-Hasakeh to Derek was also a serious obstacle with regard to mobility 
and for the coordination of interviews. Finally, there was a clear absence of theoretical 
reference material on women's literary writing in Jazira Region. As such, we relied on 
the information provided by the female writers themselves along with the few existing 
reviews of their work.

   The most notable result to come out of the research project was the revelation being 
in Syria had an impact on the literary output of female writers, whereby most of those 
who moved out of the country to live in other places were less productive. Another 
notable result was that the changes which took place after 2011 opened an outlet for 
female writers to write about many of the topics that were previously dealt with only by 
men. However, the research also showed that marginalization against dedicated female 
writers doubled. Overall, the women had fewer opportunities to express themselves 
and did not have ample opportunities to participate in literary forums and seminars.

  The issues that women write about are related primarily to women and the social 
status of women in recent years. Female writers face many challenges, including the 
scarcity of publishing houses and their lack of interest in women's literature. Conflicting 
party affiliations have also weakened the participation of most female writers in cultural 
activities in Jazira Region.
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Research Summary

  Over the seven years since the beginning of the wave of Syrian asylum and forced 
migration to Germany in 2012, Berlin has attracted a large number of Syrian artists and 
playwrights. This was encouraged for a number of reasons; perhaps the most important 
reason for this was that Berlin already enjoyed a rich mixture of different cultures and 
was to open to welcoming a new one. The supportive environment of institutions, 
associations and artistic programs contributed to this embrace of Syrian playwrights; 
these structures linked theatre practitioners to the German theatre scene by providing 
them with financial and logistical support. The other factor that played a major role in 
attracting the attention of German institutions and the public to Syrian theatre was the 
current situation in Syria and the widespread preoccupation with the recent wave of 
asylum in German politics and media.

  The Syrian theatre movement in Germany can be characterized by its intensity in 
productivity in comparison to how it was in Syria, where it manifested in various 
artistic and directional approaches. Thirst for theatrical works in the light of the broad 
limits of creative and artistic freedom allowed for different selections of topics; some 
dealt with war, political freedoms and sexual freedoms. However, the issue of asylum 
has remained the most widespread theme – it has been present on stage in virtually 
every Syrian theatre performance since the Syrian exodus. There is no doubt that 
Syrian asylum is a thorny and highly complex subject, principally because of political 
and economic controversies in the countries hosting the refugees, and secondly due to 
the social lives and legal statuses of these new arrivals. On a creative and theatrical 
level, it has been important to address the issue of asylum onstage is due to the fact 
that it implies a fundamental question about the new identities that the Syrian people 
have acquired following their forced displacement.

  The research is particularly concerned with the subject of asylum and how it is dealt 
with by Syrians in Syrian plays performed in Germany, starting from two central 
questions: how do Syrians represent themselves in German theatres? And what changes 
have they made in their handling of asylum in their plays between 2017 and 2019?

  The research is based on a qualitative analysis methodology which looks at samples of 
theatrical performances. Three performances presented between 2017 and 2019 were 
selected, namely Iphigenia by Mohammad Al-Attar and Omar Abu Saada (2017), Odyssa 
by Anis Hamdoun (2018), and Please, Repeat After Me by Ziad Adwan (2019). Upon 
defining what is meant by the term Syrian-German theatre, these theatrical performances 
were selected as samples on the basis to two criteria; the first criterion was that the 
playwright of these texts should be Syrian, regardless of the language of the play itself, 
whether it is in Arabic, German, or English. The second criterion was that the main theme 
of the play is asylum.

  The research evokes two basic terms: representation and acquired identity, which belong 
to the sociological field. Therefore, it was necessary to define them in the sociological 
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field based on a range of sources, including The Sociology Terminology Glossary by 
Gilles Ferréol, and The Social Science Terminology Glossary by Musleh Al-Saleh, in 
addition to various lectures by the researcher Stuart Hall, which dealt specifically with 
the various definitions of representation in the field of cultural studies. In the field of 
theatre, we relied mainly on The Theatrical Glossary by Marie Elias and Hanan Qassab 
Hassan. In our analysis of the theatrical performances, we referred to the recorded 
performances provided by the directors of each play. We enriched the study by 
conducting interviews with the directors and by examining critical reviews of the 
performances in German newspapers.

  The research begins with a review of terms used in the research and explanations as 
to how they are defined. The paper then moves to the sections in which the three 
research samples are analysed in chronological order of production. Finally, the results 
of the research are explained and linked together so that we can find an answer to the 
central problem we proposed to discuss.

  We start with the testimonies of female Syrian refugees in the play Iphigenia as an 
introduction to discuss the difficulties of asylum. The topic is discussed by women 
onstage who have experienced asylum themselves. In this play, the idea of confusion 
reigns over discussions of asylum; it is associated with a sense of inferiority after the 
acquisition of this new component of identity. This is especially affecting when it is 
considered alongside the exploitation of refugees by German or Arab parties which 
serve political agendas and generate propaganda.

  In Odyssa, asylum is raised as a question from the legal perspective. The play deals 
with the problem of the bureaucracy experienced by refugees obtaining legal residency 
and valid papers in Germany. The play also posed a humanitarian question: does 
asylum mean survival? Is it a departure from the old identity and memory, a large part 
of which remained attached to Syrians inside Syria who did not survive the war?

  Finally, in Please, Repeat After Me, asylum is discussed beyond the confines of the 
humanitarian situation to present a cultural and political debate between the Syrian 
refugee and the rest of Europe. The pay achieves this through its use of exaggerated 
stereotypes, as represented by the characters in the play. In this way, the play criticizes 
European and Syrian cultural clichés in its discussion of the issue of Syrian asylum.

  These changes in the portrayal of asylum were accompanied by a clear sense of 
technical and ethical responsibility, as the directors expressed in their work and even 
more clearly in our interviews. In Iphigenia, we found that the responsibility was to 
give female refugees a voice to tell their individual stories and document the difficulties 
they had experienced during their asylum journeys. In Odyssa, the responsibility is 
clearly reflected in the need to think of those who did not survive and those who 
remained under the fire of war or in detention. In Please, Repeat After Me, responsibility 
takes on a new meaning: it frees refugees from their responsibility and demands that 
they identify themselves and present their best image in their new societies.
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  Simulation on the stage is the logical approach to talk about the representation of 
refugees in German theatres. In theatre, simulation is the act of evoking an event 
which has taken place in the past and presenting it on the stage. The simulations 
presented by these plays provided opportunities for audiences to reflect on the 
various experiences of asylum in the recent past and to understand the new temporal 
and geographic coordinates which have been imposed on the Syrians by the asylum 
process. By examining the ways in which asylum is presented in these plays, we see 
that the directors are primarily concerned with introducing the experiences of Syrians 
in the plays to other new Syrians in the audiences and understanding how asylum has 
changed the self and collective identity. They also intend to introduce the German 
public to the new arrivals in their country, which we see as a positive aspect of the 
Syrian theatre movement in Germany. We hope that Syrian theatre production will 
continue to grow and that each new experience will benefit from those which have 
come before it – that way, we can continue to ask many more of the complex 
questions that the Syrian diaspora will face in the coming years.
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Research Summary

  The research addresses the manifestation of homosexuality in literature. The 
research focuses on the Syrian novel, in-keeping with the notion that literature is a 
window onto the society which has produced it and an expression of the culture of the 
nation to which it belongs. There has been little mention of homosexuality in general 
in Syrian and Arab novels, as indicated by the lack of samples – even fewer are the 
number of novels which present this subject as a central theme. Therefore, our study 
focused on two novels, A Case of Passion and Cinnamon, because they address the 
same topic, specifically the topic of female homosexuality. Thus, the aim of the 
research was to compare the two texts and discover relevant results before answering 
a more basic question: how are homosexual characters rendered in the Syrian novel? 
By answering this question, we learn about how the Syrian novel addresses a current 
topic, and how it deals with through its presentation of its characters.

  The samples we discuss are limited to two novels: A Case of Passion by Nihat Ceres 
and Cinnamon by Samar Yazbek. We provide an analytical reading of the literary works 
studied, enabling us understand how the female homosexual characters in particular 
have been realized. Then, we compare the two novels studied in terms of their 
manifestation of the characters.

  In analysing the two novels, the research adopts the formal structural approach, 
which uses the narrative and its elements as the main material for analysing literature. 
This is appropriate given that the narrative is a component present in most literary 
works; as such, this approach is flexible and applicable to a wide variety of works. The 
research cites the work of the most prominent representatives of this approach 
(Roland Barthes, Gerard Genette and Tzvetan Todorov) due to the applied models they 
present. The research takes into account the specificity of each narrative form of the 
models studied. As such, the texts are analysed differently depending on the different 
elements underlying their narratives. All this is done by moving from micro to macro, 
and from private to public in tracking the narrative, starting from exploring the 
smallest structure (the sentence) and ending with a broader structure (the discourse), 
then linking the different discourses with the context of their characters and studying 
the relations among them within the overall framework of the narrative, without 
overlooking the space occupied by reading.

  The research is divided into three parts. The first and second parts deal with the 
analysis of the two narratives based on the topic of female homosexuality and in light 
of the aforementioned methodology. The third part focuses on comparing the results 
obtained by analysing the two narratives in order to answer the research questions. 
Finally, the conclusion poses open questions, highlights some aspects that have been 
omitted in the two novels, and suggests the details that would have been more useful 
to mention.




