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With deep knowledge and admirable clarity, miriam cooke here describes and analyses the written, painted, directed, sung, danced and filmed responses to revolution, repression and war in Syria. Dancing in Damascus is an indispensable reminder of the essential uses of art anywhere in times of crisis–to reflect on disruption and heal trauma, to mobilise, to consecrate human meaning in the face of violence, and to formulate revolutionary horizons. The book also provides a necessary record of the creative processes, usually ignored in Western accounts, which exist at the revolution’s heart, despite, and in reply to, the destruction wrought by the counter-revolutions.

Robin Yassin-Kassab, co-author of Burning Country: Syrians in Revolution and War

By analyzing the diverse types of cultural productions and writing this book five years after the beginning of the people’s revolt against the authoritarian ruling regime, miriam cooke has revived the initial spirit of the revolution. Putting the Syrian people first, cooke explains their message and their political, economic, and social demands expressed through creative works and initiatives since the beginning of the revolution up to this day. The blatant absence of solidarity has always caused us sadness and misery, and any voice that supports us has always been a source of joy.

Thank you, miriam cooke.

Sana Yazigi, founder and editor-in-chief of The Creative Memory of the Syrian 
Revolution

miriam cooke has given us a gift: a remembrance of courage and hope in the face of great suffering and violence, and of the enduring resilience of the revolutionary desire for freedom. But just as importantly, she has demonstrated the complex relations of politics and culture in people’s lives during the Syrian Revolution and civil war. Without the hubris that assumes art is politics, she shows us the many ways in which political struggle needs culture, and in which culture serves as the vital heart and  soul of both hope and tragedy.

Lawrence Grossberg, Distinguished Professor of Communication and Cultural Studies,
 UNC Chapel Hill

miriam cooke is one of the best writers and thinkers on Syria today. Her new book Dancing in Damascus documents the power of art and culture during a brutal conflict. Using tools as rudimentary as the spray can, pen and mobile recording device, Syria’s courageous and ingenious artists, writers and activists challenge Asad’s war machine and keep the spirit of the revolution alive.

Malu Halasa, co-editor Syria Speaks: Art and Culture from the Frontline

An excellent and comprehensive analysis of the dramatic voices of “artist-activists” and others struggling to be heard through the Syrian revolution. miriam cooke penetratingly identifies reasons why the terrible events in Syria are leaving the world numb, or worse, indifferent, and what should be done to communicate the messages of the revolution effectively.

Nikolaos van Dam, Ambassador of the Netherlands, Special Envoy for Syria,
 and author of The Struggle for Power in Syria

Dancing in Damascus is a well-conceived and well-documented book, easy to read, and provides an important insight into Syrian arts and culture in one of the most dangerous moments in Syria’s modern history. The author’s deep understanding of cultural dynamics in Syria and her personal contacts with Syrian intellectuals and arts curators offers her the possibility to write the first academic document on this topic.

Ziad Majed, American University of Paris

I loved reading this book. On a personal level, it gave me hope and belief in the agency of ordinary Syrians subjected to regime violence. As an academic, it provided me with an unrivalled resource of different examples of cultural production in Syria, as well as different ways of interrogating them. The book responds to the urgent need to make visible the stories and lives of ordinary people who are often sidelined from the totalizing narratives that tend to ignore them.

Dina Matar, SOAS, University of London

Dancing in Damascus is up-to-date and timely, and renews the interest in the 2011 Syrian revolution and its aftermath. The agency, creativity, and commitment of so many Syrian artists at home and abroad are analysed to show the impact of art on keeping the revolutionary momentum alive. The author insists on the just demands of the Syrian revolution in social justice and freedom, and demonstrates how Syrian artists are putting their lives at risk not only to resist the injustices of the present regime but also to expose it, critique it and constantly remind the outside world of its crimes.

Dalia Said Mostafa, The University of Manchester
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On March 15, 2011, many Syrians rose up against the authoritarian Asad regime that had ruled them with an iron fist for forty years. Initial successes were quickly quashed and the revolution seemed to devolve into a civil war, pitting the government against its citizens and extremist mercenaries. As of late 2015, almost 300,000 Syrians have been killed and over half the total population of twenty-three million people have been forced out of their homes. Nine million people have been internally displaced and over four million are wandering the world, many on foot or in leaky boats. Countless numbers have been disappeared. These shocking statistics and the unstoppable violence notwithstanding, the revolution goes on.

The story of the attempted crushing of the revolution is well known. Less well covered has been the role of artists and intellectuals in representing to the world and to their people the resilience of revolutionary resistance and defiance. How is it possible that artists, film-makers and writers have not been cowed into numbed silence, but are becoming more and more creative? How can we make sense of their insistence that, despite the apocalypse engulfing the country, their revolution is ongoing and that their works participate in its persistence? With smartphones, pens, voices, and brushes, these artists have registered their determination to keep the idea of the revolution alive. Dancing in Damascus traces the first four years of the Syrian revolution and the activists’ creative responses to physical and emotional violence.

miriam cooke is Braxton Craven Professor of Arab Cultures at Duke University. Her books include Dissident Syria: Making Oppositional Arts Official (Duke University Press 2007) and Tribal Modern: Branding New Nations in the Arab Gulf (University of California Press 2014).
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FOREWORD

Khalid Khalifa

 

 

 

 

 

Syria has lovers who cannot forget her, and miriam cooke is one of them. The revolution increased their passion for this little country that the world had decided to abandon. From the first day of the revolution that broke out on March 15, 2011, an earthquake shook Syrian society. A forty-year silence had turned this society into a corpse, and everyone waited for the few final breaths to stop so that they might bury the body.

Any observer knows full well that history will not be able to ignore what happened during the first nine months of the revolution. History will remember, even if official political bodies and humanitarian organizations have ignored the revolution.

Syrians could find no better means than art to deliver their message and to return the soul to their stagnant lives. During the demonstrations, the youth revived the meaning of peaceful revolution, of protest par excellence, and of the people’s actions. In the process they became creators of the moment. They wiped the dust off their lives and off their various forms of expression. Dance became the most important expressive art. Tens of thousands of bodies sway in the squares of Homs, Hama, Daraa, and other cities. They are reviving popular tunes that had fallen into oblivion, while also composing new songs that mock the regime and its tyranny. Dozens of young photographers were martyred, dying simply because they were photographing the demonstrations and delivering to the world what it did not want to see. A few weeks after the beginning of the revolution the cellphone camera became the regime’s enemy number one. The regime’s people seized these cameras wherever they found them, but that did not prevent thousands of amateur film-makers from distributing millions of videos that archived the peaceful Syrian revolution. These videos remain as testimonials that prove the peacefulness of the revolution. They will last forever. Yet many will not know that these videos cost dozens of unknown lives.

Right from the very beginning, the aesthetic movement exploded everywhere. Towns that had once been forgotten and neglected before the revolution now became sources of light. Poems and slogans drawn on walls increased the luminosity of this revolution and broke open huge opportunities for everyone’s participation in creative activity. It was like a great collective celebration that extended across the length and breadth of the country. People began to discover themselves and others, and the country itself. Of course, they also began to dream of a better future for the country on whose behalf its children had so generously given of their blood. In the Syrian town of Kafranbel, citizens took photos of themselves holding banners protesting the brutality of the Asad regime, which they then disseminated through social media platforms such as Twitter. After five years of revolution these banners of Kafranbel remain the best witness and expression of the dreams of most Syrians. The clever phrasing of the Kafranbel banners daily chronicled the revolution and the people’s demands that only a traitorous eye could deny.

This explosion was not restricted to the arts, but went beyond to political discussions. Syrians should be proud that, despite the harsh oppression and the fact that their revolution has been orphaned, they have been able to record eternal moments in the most radical revolution of the twenty-first century. Their discussions expressed a social need on the part of an entire society that was about to be totally mute. That is why the uproar was so critical and served to break the wall of fear that crumbled even before the Syrians celebrated the first anniversary of their revolution.

Yes, the story may seem very sad. But one has to be courageous to tell the truths that brought the revolution to this point. This is what miriam cooke has done in her defense of the truth that she knows so well. This truth, in a word, is the world’s refusal to allow the Arab Spring in general and the Syrian revolution in particular to succeed for geographical, political, and social reasons. Simply put, the success of this revolution means one thing: the collapse of the world’s plans for this region. What are these plans of the past sixty to seventy years? Above all, the mandate to support dictatorships to protect stability in the region stretching from the Atlantic Ocean to the Arab Gulf.

The blow the Syrians took produced self-questioning and anxiety that the arts articulated. They were part of the soul of the revolution that persists and desires to be written for providence through cartoons, graffiti, fine arts, sculpture, music, singing, and literature. All these arts participated in preserving the image of this country, whose lovers know that it never stopped producing humanity’s prized values and cultures.

No scholar can encompass all the cultural products of the revolution, but, in Dancing in Damascus, miriam cooke has constructed her story with the reconstruction of the city and country she loves. She has deconstructed the darkest image and gone against the current that would reduce the revolution to a war. She did not begin her story and research where others would have begun, but rather from the place she knows well and has experienced over the years from her reading of Syrian literature and from her relationship with the cities that reciprocated her love. She refused to call the Syrian revolution Islamic or fanatical. Rather, she began her academic study with a reconstruction of the story using the word revolution that is everywhere, but that no-one wants to see.

This is not a travel guide for your next trip to Syria. Dancing in Damascus is a book that will guide you to the soul of a country full of deep secrets. You’ll read it in order to ask questions about what happened in that land. It will help you to begin a search for that lost soul in that beautiful country, which has been completely destroyed because, quite simply, it refused to obey.

miriam cooke’s book that we now hold in our hands is a crucial resource that was written with a tenderness Syrians will not forget. When we have more time to count our friends and to distinguish them from our foes, we will not forget her love of Syria in its darkest moments and her passionate defense of this country that has paid the price for the world’s silence.

March 2016
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March 2015 satellite reports: at night, Syria is 83 percent darker than it was in March 2011. Aleppo is 97 percent darker. An entire country is running on minimal electricity and Aleppo is almost out of power. No light, no water, little communication internally or with the outside world. Syria is being driven back into the pre-Edison era. How did this happen?

In mid-March 2011, many Syrians rose up against the authoritarian Asad regime that had ruled them with an iron fist for forty years. Initial successes were quickly quashed and the revolution seemed to devolve into a civil war, pitting the government against its citizens and extremist mercenaries. By winter 2016, almost 350,000 Syrians had been killed—the majority civilians. Over half of a total population of twenty-three million was homeless. Nine million people were internally displaced and over four million were wandering the world, many on foot or in leaky boats. Countless numbers had been disappeared, many into Bashar Asad’s prisons. These shocking statistics and the unstoppable violence notwithstanding, the people’s revolution goes on.

The story of the attempted crushing of the revolution is known. Less well covered has been the role of artists and activists, what I call “artist-activists,” in representing to the world and to their people the resilience of revolutionary resistance and defiance. The collapse of artist and activist into this single identity emphasizes the inextricability of poetics and politics in Syrian revolutionary practice. Artist-activists “trespass to make meaning” writes Nato Thompson. “[They] enter into fields of society outside the arts and use the entire spectrum of forms available to them … The task of socially engaged artists is the deployment of cultural forms and the production of political change” (Thompson 2015: 20, 52). For artists inside or outside Syria, art is a form of social engagement.

Dancing in Damascus is about the first years of the Syrian revolution and artist-activists’ creative responses to physical and emotional violence. In this look back over the first four years, I am not concerned with a chronology of political events, tracing the decline from revolutionary effervescence through cruel repression to international intervention that has turned Syria into the center of a new regional dynamic. Rather, I am interested in how these early years shaped the experiences of the Syrian people and how artist-activists have burnished their experiences, fears, and hopes into extraordinary works of art.

The day before leaving Beirut in mid-June 2015, I heard from Hassan ‘Abbas, a leading Syrian intellectual with whom I had spent time in mid-1990s Damascus. In 2013, he moved to Beirut where he established the Syrian League for Citizenship (SL4C). I visited this human rights factory where the key elements of an imagined civil society in a future Syria are being built. The SL4C mission includes advocacy campaigns, conferences, colloquia, empowerment workshops, and humanitarian projects for refugees. Monthly meetings in Turkey and Lebanon to plan steps in a process of transitional justice connect activists living outside Syria with a few from inside who have made the perilous journey across the border. Full of hope, Hassan ‘Abbas and his colleagues are working day and night to prepare for the moment when the revolution will have succeeded.

The revolution has become part of the current civil war, but that does not mean that we have changed our goals. I don’t like comparisons with the French Revolution because ours is so different. It did not begin with violence and in one place, Paris. We protested peacefully and everywhere—in cities, towns and villages. It is not a class revolution but a total revolution, and the price we are paying is so much higher. In 18th century France, everyone stayed put. Today, half of Syria is out of their home.1


Like all Syrians I have met in the United States, France, Lebanon, and Turkey, Hassan ‘Abbas is committed to imagining a new political system that will give each individual freedom, dignity, and a clear understanding of what it means to be a real citizen. He celebrates the fact that revolutionary creativity has brought formerly isolated Syrian artist-activists together. Echoing anarchist Emma Goldman’s cry, “If I can’t dance it’s not my revolution,” Hassan ‘Abbas reflects on the ways in which previously atomized intellectuals “dispersed all over Syria like droplets of water” are creating a “collective dance.”2

When the time comes, he, with his colleagues and hundreds of trainees in citizenship practice, will be ready. So, when will he return? “When I can dance in the streets of Damascus.” Thank you, Hassan, for the title of my book.

Dance, so often considered as an expression of joy, is sometimes agonizing, often defiant. From the joyous rambunctiousness of the Pilobolus modern dance troupe or Michel Fokine’s tragic ballet The Dying Swan, to the evolution of tap dancing from the prohibited drumming of African Americans in late nineteenth-century America,3 the language of bodies in movement delivers intensity. Centering experience, the body reacts to stimuli and performs emotions. Performance processes intensity, represents and transforms it, while engaging both performer and audience in a reciprocal cycle of discovery and meaning-making. A brilliant example of the imbrication of joy, grief, and protest in the performing body is the dabke, a popular dance throughout the Levant region of the Middle East.

In revolutionary Syria, the dabke has come to play a new part. From its earlier appropriation by the Asad regime to reduce the Syrian people to a single body of obedience, it now signals revolutionary ardor. During the first year of Friday demonstrations across the country, young people sometimes broke into what Shayna Silverstein calls “radical dabke [that takes] back the streets as well as the cultural symbols of their national heritage.”4 At one point in Talal Derki’s grim documentary Return to Homs, young men hurl insults at the president and then, arms locked across shoulders, they break into the dabke. For the duration of the dance, they take back the streets. Another example comes from Paris, where, on May 26, 2013, anti-regime Syrians danced the dabke and in that way communicated to each other and to the world their determination to fight Bashar Asad to the death.5

Beyond literal movement, dance in this book serves as a metaphor for the communicative and creative practices that articulate the non-violent defiance of injustice and cruelty even as they demonstrate resilience, sometimes even exuberant resilience, in the face of despair. With smart-phones, pens, voices, and brushes, Syrian artist-activists have registered their determination to keep the idea of the revolution alive. No matter how many weapons of terror the Asad regime rains down on its people, artist-activists refuse to be cowed. They perform this refusal day after day.

Like Wissam Al Jazairy in this searing dance of women defying the gun barrel of a tank (Figure I.1), some paint their defiance as well as their loathing of the president and his henchmen in the form of dance. Like Derki, some film the people’s bodily engagement in demands for life, freedom, and dignity. This physical connection between the body and cultural production is also true for writers. Novelist Khalid Khalifa talks about the ways in which his body is entangled with his written words. For thirty years, he told me, he has followed a strict regimen that consists of writing for eight hours a day, knowing that most of this writing will not see the light of day. What matters is the calisthenics of the hands moving, dancing on the page.


[image: figi_1]

FIGURE I.1 Wissam Al Jazairy Dancing in front of a Tank (Mixed Media on Canvas 2013).

Writing has a relationship with dancing. Like a dancer, the writer must start from a cold place and work toward the hot place where he can jump and fly and be alone there where he is beyond awareness of audience or reader. Like a dancer, the writer must hold on to the rhythm of writing.6


In Dancing in Damascus, the rhythm and power of the performing body stand in for all the creative arts during this time of revolution and violence. Dance mediates and translates the politics of the Syrian revolution into the embodied poetics of its stories told with images and words.

How could a people as scattered and terrorized as the Syrians had been for forty years under the Asad dynasty not only rise up against the dictator, but also continue to rebel for years despite ruthless attempts to crush them? To understand the mood of the first moment of the Syrian revolution and the people’s unprecedented defiance of the Asad regime, I will turn briefly to the revolutions that exploded across the Middle East and North Africa in 2011.


The Arab Spring

Those revolutions had been simmering for decades.7 They heralded the end of personality cult leadership and the promise of a role for citizen action. Often called in error Facebook revolutions to highlight the role that social media played in mobilizing crowds, these events were obsessively followed and exhaustively covered. Books such as Hamid Dabashi’s The Arab Spring: The End of Post-colonialism (Dabashi 2012) were hot off the printing press even before the people had left the squares and streets. Every day, the internet brought images and reports into our homes and offices. It seemed as though every aspect of these revolutions—political, social, economic, and cultural—was being scrutinized while events unfolded.

There were two tendencies: generalizing and particularizing. The generalizers grouped the revolutions so that Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Bahrain, Yemen, and even Syria appeared to be roughly the same. The similarities might be structural or causal. For example, Peter Snowdon’s film The Uprising spliced together moments from each site in such a way that he reduced the differences to a single upsurge of crazy Arab violence. Some declared that the lack of leadership meant that these were not revolutions, but rather popular revolts doomed to fail. Others described clashes of local visions of Islam that formed part of a Western conspiracy to bring Islamists to power.8

The particularizers, on the other hand, focused on the specificities of each country, glossing over the transnational picture of this revolutionary period. Insights from one revolution were not applied to another, so that the signs of success in Tunisia were declared sui generis, attributable to a history of liberalism and not an augury of what might happen in other Arab Spring countries. The same was true for Egypt. In early 2011, the spectacular success of the non-violent revolution in Cairo’s Tahrir Square that ousted Hosni Mubarak attracted so much media and scholarly attention that it usurped the mental space that might accommodate a suggestion of contagion from one revolution to another.

If transnational resonances are important, why focus on one country only? I do so because Syria’s revolutionary trajectory is so tragically different from the others that by now it is only the starting date that links it to neighboring revolutions. The dictator was not overthrown, the people did not give up, and half the country is homeless. Further, I see a strong connection between the dissident culture of 1990s Syria and the current revolutionary cultural production inside and outside the country.
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