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Figure 4. Mural painted in 2020 by the Aish Campaign (Live Campaign), a grassroot political
art collective in Kafr Nabl, Idlib province, depicts Abdul Baset al-Sarout against the backdrop
of the Syrian revolutionary flag. The message reads: “Blessed Ramadan. Despite the bleeding
wounds, inevitably. . . Eid is coming” (“Ramadan mubarak. Raghma al-jurah al-
nazifah,Jabud. . . yalffi al-1d”; artwork and photo credit: Aish Campaign [ e dla>] 2020, with
kind permission).

sively — male protesters in anti-regime chants and slogans (AhfadKhaled 2011b). Com-
ing from the Alawite sect and standing as a woman in a male-dominated protest space,
Suleiman represented a unique revolutionary figure, simultaneously challenging sec-
tarian rhetoric and gender norms.”

Nevertheless, it was male protest singers who became centrally imprinted in the
collective iconography of the uprising as inspirational and heroic figures, in part be-
cause of their untimely deaths as martyrs (see Figure 4). Al-Sarout was one of them. As
the uprising escalated into civil war in 2012, he transitioned from protest singer to a
leading figure in the armed rebellion, serving as a commander during the protracted
siege of Homs.? Al-Sarout died on June 8, 2019, from injuries sustained in a battle with
regime forces, at the age of 27. Following his demise, he was widely regarded as a hero

7 Cast out by her family and persecuted by the regime’s security forces, Fadwa Suleiman fled
Syria to Paris, where she died of illness in 2017, at the age of 47.

8 Al-Sarout’s early involvement in the armed opposition is documented in the 2013 Syrian-Ger-
man documentary The Return to Homs, by Syrian-Kurdish director Talal Derki.



16 Christidis — Echoes of the 2011 Syrian Uprising

across significant segments of the Syrian opposition, despite controversy surrounding
his affiliation with extremist Islamist groups (Bulos 2019).

The posthumous legacy of Abdul Baset al-Sarout is inextricably tied to his singing
performances during demonstrations in Homs. Yet his voice also lives on in a studio-
recorded version of “Jannah, Jannah, Jannah,” uploaded to YouTube on May 17, 2012
(al-Sarout 2012), at a time when the uprising had already escalated into civil conflict.
This rendition was produced by Wasfi Massarani, a Syrian singer, composer, and multi-
instrumentalist from Homs, and an outspoken supporter of the uprising who had been
based in the Czech Republic since 2000. The recording quickly became one of the most
iconic anthems of the Syrian Revolution, resonating not only within Syria but also
across diasporic communities aligned with the opposition.

Musically, the production blends synthesized, Western pop-influenced atmospheric
instrumentation with guitar-like sounds, electric bass, and darbuka percussion in a
four-part rhythm at 103 BPM. This arrangement introduces an alternative auditory
grammar for revolutionary expression, diverging from both popular and folk genres as
well as from the militaristic tone of conventional patriotic anthems. Yet the song’s im-
pact appears to derive less from its musical structure than from the affective power of
the lyrics and the voices that articulate them. Al-Sarout’s vocals are limited to selected
stanzas, interspersed with contributions from other male and female singers, including
Massarani himself. This vocal arrangement suggests a deliberate attempt to embody the
plurality of the Syrian people. Moreover, while the lyrics remain largely consistent with
those performed live in protests, they more explicitly foreground the theme of martyr-
dom (al-istishhad), marking a thematic shift that reflects the transformation of the up-
rising into armed rebellion.

While the themes of sacrifice and the celebration of martyrs also appear in the pro-
test performance of “Jannah, Jannah, Jannah” in Khalidiya, the recorded and uploaded
version of the song conceives martyrdom with more pronounced religious undertones,
framing it as self-sacrifice for the homeland in exchange for paradise. This is articulated
through a distinctly gendered lens: men appear as fighters and martyrs, while women
assume roles as ritual mourners and supporters. Yet, rather than expressing grief
through tears, women - particularly girls — are called to ululate in response to a martyr’s
death, invoking the zagharid, a high-pitched, trilling vocal expression traditionally per-
formed by women in Arab communities of Southwest Asia during celebratory events.
This produces a festive register that sharply contrasts with the tragedy of loss, resonat-
ing with Palestinian political songs on martyrdom, which similarly intertwine funeral
and wedding indices. According to McDonald (2010: 206-210), in the Palestinian re-
sistance tradition, the young male martyr is often referred to as a bridegroom, and his
funeral is symbolically framed as a “wedding to the nation” (ibid.: 206) while young
men’s mothers are encouraged to celebrate their sons’ martyrdom as their ascendance
into manhood.

In “Jannah, Jannah, Jannah,” the male martyr is promised khadimat (servants) and
huriyyat (houris), which are idealized celestial companions who are often feminized.
According to patriarchal eschatological visions, these companions are rewarded to
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righteous men in the afterlife. This framing illustrates how revolutionary narratives
reinscribe conventional gender roles, even while aspiring to radical political transfor-
mation. Nevertheless, the juxtaposition of sacrifice for the homeland with public cele-
bration, and of martyrdom with divine reward, signals a broader ethos of resilience
among those who choose to resist despite existential stakes. As Khalili (2007: 32) notes,
such conceptions of martyrdom, also found in other nationalist and liberationist move-
ments, should not be interpreted as a desire for death, but rather as a struggle to con-
struct meaning in life, situating martyrdom within a framework distinct from death
itself. In that sense, “Jannah, Jannah, Jannah,” and its reimagining of the homeland as
paradise, is not solely eschatological, but also worldly: a place worth living for, dying
for, and collectively reclaiming through struggle. Ultimately, performing “Jannah, Jan-
nah, Jannah” in Syria’s squares, often under threat of arrest or death, became a radical
enactment of political imagination and a powerful declaration that a free Syria was al-
ready underway, even as calls for structural change coexisted with enduring traditional
social hierarchies and norms.

The protest anthem “Jannah, Jannah, Jannah” experienced a resurgence after the
collapse of the Assad regime, in December 2024, when it was performed en masse in
public squares across Syria and in diasporic protest sites in cities such as Vienna.® Yet,
as the following section will show, protest songs originally rooted in the streets of Syria
had already become vital resources for political empowerment and mobilization
among Syrian migrants on their way to Europe, especially within the harsh conditions
in refugee camps in Greece.

Performing Citizenship on the Margins of Europe:
Syrian Protest Songs in Thessaloniki Refugee Camps

Thessaloniki, Greece, July 21, 2016: A tourist bus carries approximately fifty residents
of the Oreokastro refugee camp, both men and women, to the Aristotle University cam-
pus in the center of Thessaloniki. They are en route to participate in a protest titled
“Migrants’ Pride,” calling for freedom of movement and improved living conditions in
refugee camps. On the bus, a man - his name is Ismail Gadaan — stands out as he bursts
into a slow-paced song. His voice conveys a sense of sorrow, yet his song finds a reso-
nance with the majority of the bus passengers and fellow refugee camp residents, who
are inspired to participate in the performance, either singing along or clapping in
rhythm (see Audio Example 1: Christidis 2016).

Gadaan’s song, titled “Bi-huzn wa-al-rih tasfar min wara al-biban” (“In Sorrow, the
Wind Whistles Behind the Doors”), recounts the story of the courageous high school
students in Dara, Syria, who, in early March 2011, inspired by the recent ousting of
Presidents Ben Ali in Tunisia and Hosni Mubarak in Egypt, spray-painted anti-regime

° A video with a mass performance of “Jannah, Jannah, Jannah” in the city of Hama, Syria, on
December 13, 2024, is available at Sky News Arabia (2024).



https://mm.publia.org/mm/article/download/46/version/46/97/522/audioexample1.mp3
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slogans on their school walls, daring to challenge the Assad family’s authoritarian grip
on power. Their subsequent arrest and mistreatment became a catalyst, fueling the na-
tionwide uprising that followed. The lyrics read as follows:°

Bi-huzn wa-al-rih tasfr min wara In sorrow, the wind whistles behind the
al-biban doors,
Wa-1a hamsa tihiz b-shwq mabsamna no whisper stirs our lips with a smile.
Tala'na zghar bas nktub ‘ala al-hitan We set out young, to write on walls,
Wa-shufna al-khayr min yammna wa-la we saw goodness close, yet never our
marna own.
Ktabna yasqut al-muhtal wara al- We wrote “Down with the oppressor!
khawan Traitors behind!”
Wa jakum khayr gad ahzan ma shufna And we knew only sorrow, while for-
tune came your way.
Khadhina min madarsna b-1a istidhan They dragged us from our school with-
out warning,
Wa ‘adhbiina b-1a rahma w-tasayyhna tortured us mercilessly as we screamed.
Zughar ihna warakum ya nisil ‘Adnan “Youth, we stand with you, oh, descend-
ant of Adnan!”
Yudurbiina w-yaqla‘tina b-adafarna They beat us and ripped our fingernails
out.

The opening stanza evokes an aural emptiness and a sense of loss that haunts the public
spaces of Dar‘a. Instead of the familiar sounds of daily life - whispers and laughter —
only the wind is heard, signaling fear, grief, and displacement, and reflecting the deep
scars that state repression has inflicted on the city’s social fabric. The second stanza
narrates these events from the perspective of the affected students, using the first-per-
son plural to recount their torture in graphic detail. This perspective is then interrupted
by the voices of supporters rallying behind the students, expressed through direct quo-
tations embedded in the song’s narrative: “Youth, we stand with you, oh, descendant of
Adnan!” This creates a kind of dialogue within the song, where the primary actors in-
teract with their community, yet the state remains absent from this dialogical process,
functioning instead as the embodiment of absolute terror. The reference to the
Adnanites — a northern Arab tribal confederation traditionally believed to trace its lin-
eage to Adnan, a descendant of the Prophet Ibrahim (Abraham) — serves as a call for
solidarity grounded in generational pride and shared Arab heritage. In the third and
fourth stanzas, the song continues with lyrics emphasizing an ethos of solidarity and
unity across religious sects and tribes, and between genders:

W-tila‘a sawtin yhizz al-qa‘ min Haran And a voice arose, shaking the land of
Huran:

La tubktn wa-hagkum ma na‘afa ahna “Do not cry and we will not give up
your right.”

10 The original Arabic lyrics of “Bi-huzn wa-al-rih tasfar min wara al-biban” were provided by
Ismail Gadaan and subsequently translated into English by Mohammed Khattab, who also
adapted the transliteration to reflect the pronunciation used in the performance.
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Wa Dar‘a ttlub al-faz’ah min al-Julan And Dar‘a calls for support from the Go-
lan:
Ya ahl al-ghirah wa al-shimah tara in- “Oh, people of valor and manners, see,
bididna they have slaughtered us here.
Trana minkum wa bikum trana khawan Among you we stand, as brothers,
La Shi'a wa la Sunnah altifariqna neither Shiites nor Sunnis, nothing can

separate us.”

Wa min Hims al-buttlah tala‘at And in heroic Homs, women rushed out,
al-niswan

Wa ra al-atfal w-al-shyban tunsurna stood with us, children and young men.

Wa 1a bab bi-Hims ma talat-hu al-niran No door in Homs was spared from the
bullets,

Wa-hat bab al-kanisah wa bab jami‘ina not the church’s door, nor the mosque’s.

Wa-hat bab al-nuzth tskar b-‘amdan Even the door of escape was shut with
bars.

Wa dal bab al-gabur maftah min rahna Only the tomb’s door remained un-

sealed as we departed.

The motif of the door, introduced at the beginning of the song, emerges as an ambiguous
symbol. Once tied to safety — whether the domestic threshold of the home or the spir-
itual refuge of churches and mosques - it becomes, under the regime’s violence, a sig-
nifier of entrapment and uncertain futures. Doors are now either pierced by bullets or
barred shut, conjuring an ominous choice between violent death and the precarious
possibility of escape, encapsulating existential despair among many Syrians: “Only the
tomb’s door remained unsealed as we departed.” Before completing his singing, Gadaan
made a brief vocal and lyrical improvisation, paying tribute to the various neighbor-
hoods that rose up in Homs. He closed this improvisation by chanting: “I lay down my
soul to Khalidiya and send my greetings to the proud youth of Syria” (“Wa-laka rahi
fudwah li-1-Khalidiyah; wa-ahla tahiyah minni li-shabab Sariya al-Abyah”), emotion-
ally and mentally situating himself within the landscape of the uprising.

Gadaan was born in the city of Raqqga, which is located on the northeast bank of the
Euphrates River. He was raised in a musically inclined family, with his father being an
amateur singer, and his two brothers being composers of mawliya, a local genre of folk
sung poetry. Gadaan himself showed an early interest in singing. Due to the absence of
formal music education in his region, he developed as an amateur, primarily through
dedicated listening to emotionally charged songs, labeled as tarab, via tapes, CDs, and
radio broadcasts. Around the age of 15, Gadaan began singing at family gatherings,
whether at barbecues by the Euphrates, in kebab shops, or even spontaneously at wed-
dings. As he grew into adulthood, he started working at a shop that printed labels for
clothes, but he continued to nurture his love of music as a hobby.

The outbreak of the Syrian uprising marked a profound shift in Gadaan’s life. Like
thousands of other ordinary Syrians, he chose to join the protests, taking on considera-
ble risks. He soon decided to channel his passion for singing to support sociopolitical
change in his country. Gadaan became a protest singer, using the affective power of his
voice to galvanize others in support of the declared cause. In an interview (July 21,
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Figure 5. Ismail Gadaan (on the right) sings “Bi-huzn wa-al-rih tasfar min wara al-biban” dur-
ing a protest outside the family home of the deceased Mohammed al-Sa‘do (his photo is visible
on the left) in al-Thakana, Raqqa, in May 2013 (still by the author from a YouTube video up-
loaded by Ragga Rev 2013).

2020), Gadaan explained that people in Raqga are very sensitive to music, a factor
which renders it an integral part of every public gathering and social event. Protests
are no exception, given their inherently social nature. Without music and singing, he
described them as “cold” and “soulless,” emphasizing that music was not merely an ac-
companiment but a vital affective element that resonated with the crowd’s emotions
while also motivating their participation (ibid.).

Gadaan’s involvement in the protests soon led to his arrest and detention by regime
intelligence, during which he was subjected to torture for nearly a month. Upon his
release, he was forced to sign pledges, including one prohibiting him from singing or
participating in any future protests against the Assad regime. That restriction, however,
did not last long. By March 2013, as the protest movement escalated into armed conflict,
Raqqa became the first city to fall entirely under the control of Syrian opposition forces.
In retaliation, regime forces launched aerial bombardments across the city, causing nu-
merous civilian casualties.

During one such strike in May 2013, a young paramedic named Mohammed al-Sa‘do
was killed while working in an ambulance to rescue civilians. His death sparked a pro-
test outside his family’s home in the Thakana neighborhood. It was there that Gadaan
once again found the courage to sing. He stood before the victim’s grieving mother and
performed the song that would later become his signature piece during the Thessaloniki
protest: “In Sorrow, the Wind Whistles Behind the Doors” (see Figure 5). Gadaan shared
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with me that while he himself created the melody, the lyrics were composed by his
brother, Ahmed Gadaan.! He added that, once he had finished performing, the mother
of the martyr had asked him to sing his song again, which moved him deeply (Gadaan,
interview, July 21, 2020).

In November 2013, Raqqa fell under the control of ISIS, which soon declared the
city the capital of its self-proclaimed “Islamic Caliphate.” Under ISIS rule, opposition
fighters as well as civilians faced intense surveillance, and everyday life was radically
restructured according to the group’s strict interpretation of Sharia law. Gadaan re-
garded both the Assad regime and ISIS as antagonistic to the democratic ideals he up-
held. In 2015, he was detained and tortured once again — this time by ISIS — an experi-
ence that ultimately compelled him to flee to Turkey. Aspiring to reach a safer destina-
tion, he eventually arrived in Greece by rubber boat in 2016.

Unfortunately, Gadaan was among the approximately 15,000 people stranded in the
border zone between Greece and North Macedonia after the closure of the Balkan route
in March 2016. In May 2016, Greek authorities forcibly transferred these individuals
into twelve hastily established camps on the industrial peripheries of Thessaloniki, lo-
cated in abandoned factories, military barracks, and warehouses. While these camps
were ostensibly designed to address refugees’ emergency needs, such as food and shel-
ter, factors such as restriction of movement, prolonged bureaucratic procedures, de-
plorable living conditions, and media portrayals of refugees as threats collectively con-
tributed to further victimization and marginalization. Surrounded by barbed wire and
under constant police and military surveillance, they eventually functioned as mecha-
nisms of forced immobilization, control, and sociopolitical segregation, reflecting the
broader philosophy of European asylum policies. However, from the outset, these
camps became sites of contestation, with their residents and their allies organizing pro-
tests to demand the reopening of borders and improvements in living conditions, trans-
forming into what Turner describes as “hyper-politicized spaces where nothing is taken
for granted and everything is contested” (2016: 1).

Gadaan was transferred to the Oreokastro camp, located 10 km from the city center.
This camp soon gained a reputation for its dynamic community of young Syrian activ-
ists from various regions of Syria. This community not only organized and participated
in protests but also actively sought roles in the camp’s management and distribution of
aid. Gadaan quickly established a reputation for his vocal abilities and wide-ranging
repertoire of both political and popular Arabic tarab songs. He performed for fellow
camp residents, offering a form of emotional release amidst the daily hardships.

It is therefore not surprising that, on their way to the “Migrants’ Pride” protest in
Thessaloniki’s city center on July 21, 2016, Gadaan’s fellow bus passengers sing along to
his protest chant, warming up for what is to come. The bus arrives at midday at the
Aristotle University campus in Thessaloniki, where a temporary camp has been set up

1 In 2021, Ismail’s brother, Ahmed Gadaan, and his wife were assassinated in their apartment
in Syria by unknown perpetrators. Ismail expressed his wish for his brother to be acknowledged
by his full name as the song’s author, considering this an homage to his memory.
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by local and international refugee solidarity networks to facilitate the major protest
planned for the day. The atmosphere is relaxed and communal, lunch is being served
from a makeshift kitchen. A few women, who have come with their children, are resting
under a tent canopy designated as a “women’s space.” At one point, Syrian activists set
up a sound system and begin singing revolutionary protest songs. Gadaan joins in, re-
peating the song he had sung earlier on the bus, while gradually being surrounded by
a growing number of young men.

Later in the afternoon, as the intensity of the sun begins to wane, approximately
4,000 people emerge from the campus and fill the streets of Thessaloniki. Among the
crowd are more than five hundred individuals from nearby refugee camps, marching
with banners and chanting slogans. A young man from Syria takes hold of the micro-
phone connected to a mobile sound system, rigged inside the trunk of a car driving
along with the demonstration. His voice cuts through the crowd as he alternates be-
tween Arabic, Farsi, and English, articulating and amplifying the collective frustrations
of the demonstrators: “Hurriyyah, Azadi, Freedom Now!” and “Open the Border!”

When the demonstration reaches the area in front of the Helexpo International Ex-
hibition Center, another participant plugs his mobile phone into the sound system and
plays Syrian popular/folk dance music known as shabiyyah. To an electrifying sound of
the folk wind instrument mijwiz, accompanied by a pulsing dance beat, dabke'* dance
chains quickly form on the street, with young men stomping their feet in rhythm, some
whirling their t-shirts over their heads. The sha’biyya music continues well beyond the
official conclusion of the march, spilling onto the university campus, where an im-
promptu celebration unfolds, weaving together residents of the refugee camps and
transnational activists in spiraling dabke chains.

Similar protests, predominantly led by young men of Syrian Arab backgrounds, con-
tinued throughout the summer of 2016 both inside and outside the refugee camps of
Thessaloniki, with music playing an integral role in such processes of “hyper-
politicization.” Protest singers, such as Gadaan, drew on a revolutionary repertoire that
echoed the discursive, sensorial, affective, and performative registers that had emerged
in the streets of Syria, this time performed without the immediate threat of gunfire,
imprisonment, or torture. In the context of displacement, protest songs took on new
meaning, becoming a moral compass and an indicator of shared political ideals among
camp residents, while also serving as a source of empowerment for new forms of col-
lective struggle. By promoting a sense of unity and common purpose, especially among
young Syrian men who actively represented and advocated for the demands of camp
communities, the performance of these songs can be understood as re-politicizing acts

12 In Syria, dabke describes a traditional participatory chain dance characterized by synchro-
nized stomping of the feet, primarily performed at weddings and other social celebrations. A
skilled dancer leads the chain, setting the pace of the group. The dance is also strongly connected
to notions of heritage, national and regional identity, political expression, and performances of
masculinity (see Silverstein 2024).
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of citizenship — acts that affirmed the political agency of individuals trapped in EU ref-
ugee camps and therefore challenged their position as passive recipients of humanitar-
ian aid.

However, unlike Syria, where protest songs were primarily directed at local audi-
ences and often sparked large-scale chanting and collective movement, in Thessaloniki
these performances involved only a small number of young Syrian men, as their audi-
ence was predominantly non-Syrian. This shift rendered the Arabic lyrics largely inac-
cessible, limiting opportunities for broad participation and mutual understanding. In
our conversation, Gadaan (interview, July 21, 2020) acknowledged this linguistic bar-
rier but emphasized that exclusion was never his intention. For him, the act of sharing
music, regardless of linguistic comprehension, was a meaningful gesture of connection
with European activists.

This gap in understanding, evident in the protest songs, was partially bridged
through the integration in protests of sha'biyya popular/folk music and the dabke chain
dance. In these performances, lyrics were of lesser importance, while the embodied and
participatory nature of the dance frequently invited broader engagement. Although
spontaneous and ephemeral, these dance performances offered a compelling glimpse
into the affective potential of shared corporeal expression to generate moments of in-
tercommunity solidarity. However, as Silverstein (2024: 175) cautions, dabke is politi-
cally fluid: while it can foster trust, solidarity, and political alliances, its meanings and
values depend on the ideological framings and political persuasions of those perform-
ing it. From this perspective, the music and dance interventions of Syrian activists dur-
ing protests can be seen as operating in two complementary ways: they framed politi-
cally oriented spaces within the camp communities, aligned with the Syrian opposition,
while simultaneously serving as inclusionary gestures toward potential allies.

While Gadaan’s story emerges from the margins of the refugee experience, the next
section turns to a more formally structured sphere of musical activism. It examines the
artistic practice of professional Syrian-Kurdish musician Salah Ammo, situating his
work within Vienna, Austria, and within the intercultural milieu of the world music
scene, in the aftermath of the 2015 refugee movement. The section explores how, fol-
lowing his arrival in Vienna as a refugee, Ammo’s politically engaged musical produc-
tion contributed to the re-politicization of Syrian refugee experiences within intercul-
tural performance spaces, fostering inter-community solidarity and cultivating trans-
national imaginaries of citizenship bridging Austria and Syria.

Musical Enactments of Transnational Belonging and Citizenship:
Singing for Syria in Vienna

Vienna, Austria, October 5, 2015: An estimated 100,000 people are gathered at Helden-
platz in front of the Hofburg Palace in the historic city center, to attend the “Voices for
Refugees” concert. The event is organized to raise public awareness about the refugee
movement toward Europe. On stage is Salah Ammo, a Syrian-Kurdish singer holding
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Figure 6. Salah Ammo (right) and Peter Gabis (left) at the concert Voice for Refugees, Octo-
ber 5, Vienna, Austria (still by the author from a YouTube video created by Schwaiger 2015).

his bouzougq, a long-necked, fretted string instrument commonly played in Syria. He is
preparing to perform alongside Peter Gabis, an Austrian percussionist, overtone singer,
and player of the hang, a melodic steel percussion instrument (see Figure 6). Ammo
greets the audience in four languages — German, English, Arabic, and Kurdish - linguis-
tically embracing those present while simultaneously expressing his own complex en-
tanglements of cultural belonging. He explains to the crowd that he stands on stage not
only as a musician but also as a refugee from Syria now living in Austria. Expressing
gratitude for the overwhelming support, he declares: “It is a great feeling to see the
people of my new home welcoming other refugees here!”*3

The event unfolded in the aftermath of a tragic incident that had shaken Austrian
society. Just over a month earlier, the police had discovered a truck abandoned near
Vienna containing the bodies of 71 men, women, and children, who had suffocated to
death while attempting to reach safety in Europe. This tragedy was followed by German
Chancellor Angela Merkel’s announcement of Germany’s willingness to accept thou-
sands of asylum seekers, triggering a wave of mass border crossings into Austria by
migrants previously stranded in Hungary. In response, civil society actors, including
NGOs, activists, artists, and ordinary citizens, mobilized across Austria to welcome ref-
ugees. This widespread civic engagement became known as Willkommenskultur (wel-
coming culture), and, as exemplified by the Voices for Refugees concert, was often ex-
pressed through musical interventions (see also Brunner 2022).

13 The information is drawn from the YouTube video “Voices for Refugees - SALAH AMMO &
PETER GABIS - Vienna” (Schwaiger 2015).
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Back on stage, Ammo and Gabis open their performance with a bilingual song titled
“Sabahkun Hurriyyah — Roja 0 Azadi be” (“Good Morning, Freedom”). Composed by
Ammo, the melody and orchestration for stage performance create a contemplative
mood that emphasizes listening over audience participation. The lyrics, also by Ammo,
alternate between Arabic and Kurdish, containing nuances that only Arab and Kurdish
speakers in the audience are likely to catch:**

Sabahukun khayr w-hurriyyah w-amal

Sabahukun sama’ zarqa’ w-tayr w-hajal

Roja we xwesi asti G azadibe

Roja we saltl G ezmané sinbe

Al-hurriyyah jay w-rah na‘ish al-basmah
w-ninsa al-qahr

Al-hurriyyah jay w-rah n‘ammr al-balad
hajar hajar

Shudd al-himmabh, fi ashya’ mhimmabh,
al-balad biddu kthir ‘mar

Azadi té édi nema zilm 0 zor
Maf xwiyabt G mizgini nema ji me dar

Xortno rabin, ke¢no rabin, rakin ala
kesk 1 sor

Good morning to you, with freedom and
hope.

Good morning blue sky, birds and par-
tridges.

May your day be filled with peace and
freedom.

May your day be bright and your sky
clear.

Freedom is coming, so we will live with
smiles and forget the oppression.

Freedom is coming, and we will rebuild
the country, stone by stone.

Gather your morale, for there are im-
portant tasks ahead, the country
needs a lot of rebuilding.

Freedom is coming; no more oppression
and violence.

Rights have appeared, and the good
news is no longer far from us.

Young men, young women, raise the
green and red flags.

Ammo’s song is characterized by its optimistic political message, challenging authori-
tarianism in Syria. By invoking “hurriyyah” and “azadi,” he expresses his personal com-
mitment to the values of democracy and freedom of expression, both of which were
brutally suppressed in Syria, ultimately forcing him into exile. The use of both Arabic
and Kurdish adds a deeper dimension. On one level, Ammo asserts his right to express
himself in his long-suppressed first language. Simultaneously, this symbolic move sug-
gests the possibility of reconciliation between Syrian Arab and Syrian Kurdish commu-
nities, reflecting the spirit of cross-community solidarity during the initial phase of the
Syrian uprising. In this way, Ammo performs both his cultural identity as a Kurd and
his national identity as a Syrian. However, within the context of his staged performance
in Vienna, unique conditions arise for the resonance of Ammo’s political message. By
addressing a mass audience representing Austrian society, rather than the politicized

14 The original Arabic and Kurdish lyrics of the song “Sabahkun Hurriyyah — Roja 0 Azadi be”
were drawn from Ammo (2014: 9). They were translated with the assistance of Al translation
services and subsequently reviewed by Salah Ammo for accuracy, while Mohammed Khattab
proofread and adapted the transliteration.
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Syrian opposition exclusively, Ammo emerges as a musical citizen, discursively, senso-
rially, and affectively embodying the lived experiences of those who do not enjoy the
same rights as formal citizens.

Salah Ammo was born in al-Darbasiyah, a small town in northeastern Syria near
the Turkish border, within the Al-Hasakah Governorate, an area distinguished by its
ethnic diversity, including significant Kurdish, Arab, and Assyrian populations. From
an early age, he was immersed in his community’s Kurdish musical traditions, singing
folk and popular songs and playing the bouzouq, a long-necked stringed instrument.
However, due to state-imposed restrictions on the public expression of Kurdish culture,
his musical activities were largely confined to private and communal settings. Deter-
mined to pursue a professional career in music, Ammo enrolled at the Higher Institute
of Music in Damascus, graduating in 2004 with a degree in bouzouq performance. His
public career in Syria began in 2007 with the formation of the ensemble Joussour
(Bridges), which garnered both national and international recognition. As the violence
in Syria intensified in late 2011, he left the country to pursue studies in ethnomusicology
in the United Kingdom and eventually arrived in Austria as an asylum seeker in 2012,
spending several weeks in refugee camps before being granted refugee status in 2013.

Salah Ammo was among the first wave of Syrians to flee the war and seek asylum
in Austria. From 2014 onward, the Syrian presence in Austria grew rapidly, making the
country one of the most sought-after destinations for asylum in Europe. Syrian asylum
applicants, however, have faced significant challenges related to social prejudice and
xenophobia, reflecting broader political tensions at the federal level (Konle-Seidl 2018).
These attitudes have been reinforced by a long-standing far-right movement that, since
the 1990s, has shaped public discourse through populist rhetoric, shifting Austria’s po-
litical landscape to the right. Austria also maintains one of Europe’s most restrictive
citizenship laws (Cinar 2010), leaving refugees politically disenfranchised for extended
periods. Even when granted, citizenship remains conditional and revocable, unlike cit-
izenship by descent. This imbalance perpetuates a host-guest dynamic in which refu-
gees are expected to integrate into a society that rarely acknowledges their perspectives
(Rupnow 2017). The assimilationist thrust of Austria’s integration policy, linking citi-
zenship to a narrowly constructed national identity, contributes to the dehistoricization
and depoliticization of refugees’ experiences, institutionalizes cultural othering, and
heightens the risk of marginalization and discrimination upon arrival.

Nevertheless, the political and cultural mobilization of Syrians in exile does not de-
pend on formal citizenship. In Vienna, as in Thessaloniki, many Syrians have engaged
in protests, grassroots organizing, and opposition initiatives addressing both the situa-
tion in Syria and broader socio-political issues in Austria and Europe, as exemplified by
the activities of the Freie Syrer Koordination in Osterreich (“Free Syrian Coordination
in Austria”). Cultural and humanitarian initiatives, including the Arab-Austrian
Women’s Organization and Vienna’s first oriental orchestra and choir, NAI, have ad-
vanced peace-building as well as cultural representation and diasporic belonging
among Syrian migrants. Vienna has also become a hub for intercultural and minority
activism through spaces such as Brunnenpassage and Brotfabrik, festivals like Salam
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Musik, networks such as D/Arts — Project Office for Diversity, and organizations includ-
ing Kulturen in Bewegung (Cultures in Motion) and Fremde werden Freunde (Strangers
Become Friends). Together, these initiatives provide platforms for cultural exchange
and civic engagement among refugees, migrants, and other marginalized communities,
thereby challenging exclusionary politics and discourses

For Syrian musicians such as Salah Ammo, both diaspora cultural initiatives and
engagement with Austrian intercultural platforms have been vital for sustaining artis-
tic and professional continuity. However, while these frameworks promote visibility
and inclusion through artistic means, they often fail to engage with the explicitly polit-
ical agendas of diaspora communities. In this context, Ammo’s work challenges this sep-
aration by introducing politically charged songs to broader Austrian audiences, thereby
re-politicizing the Syrian refugee experience beyond overly depoliticized intercultural
narratives.

Ammo’s politicized artistic approach developed in tandem with his efforts to
reestablish his career in Austria, contributing to the emergence of a small yet active
Syrian migrant music scene. In October 2014, he and other Syrian musicians partici-
pated in “Syrian Culture Days — A Celebration of Life and Arts,” the first Austrian festival
explicitly dedicated to Syrian culture, organized by the Arab-Austrian Women’s Organ-
ization. The following year, he launched “Syrian Links,” a collaborative project between
Syrian and Austrian musicians supported by Kulturen in Bewegung, designed to sup-
port Syrian artists to advance their creative trajectories in Austria.

In 2014, Salah Ammo released his first album produced in Austria, called Assi: The
Story of a Syrian River, in collaboration with Peter Gabis. By that time, the duo had al-
ready garnered considerable recognition within Austria’s world music scene, having
reached the finals of the 2013 Austrian World Music Awards. The album interweaves
Syrian Arabic and Kurdish musical traditions with innovative compositional and or-
chestration elements that resonate with diverse audiences. However, as Ammo ex-
plained in our interview (July 13, 2020), the purpose of the album went beyond personal
expression. Rather, it aimed at keeping Austria’s public attention focused on Syria’s on-
going tragedy and the displacement of its people. Several tracks, including the song per-
formed at the “Voices for Refugees” concert, address themes of the Syrian uprising, the
resulting conflict and displacement, and the struggles faced by Syrian Kurds, position-
ing the album as a form of musical-political intervention.

The album’s title track, “Assi” (Ammo and Gabis 2014), named after the river that
flows through the Syrian city of Hama, exemplifies Ammo’s intention. The recording
features Salah Ammo on bouzouq and vocals, accompanied by Peter Gabis on percus-
sion. The melody of the song is drawn from a folk song from Hama, yet the lyrics are
reworked to cast the waters of the Assi River as material, cultural, emotional, and even-
tually political resources. Initially invoked as a lifeline for the city’s inhabitants, the
river is then addressed as a sorrowful witness to martyrdom and Syrians’ forced dis-
placement. According to Ammo’s explanation in the album booklet,
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Assi means “against” because it is the only river in Syria that flows from the south to the
north. In times of peace, it drives the waterwheels (Nuayir) of the city. Since 2012 it has
been filled with corpses. One of them was the Syrian singer al-Kashush. He was the first
artist who sang the song “irhal, irhal ya Bashar” (leave, leave, oh Bashar). The song Assi
is a dialogue between the singer and the river about the suffering of the Syrian people
in their struggle for freedom. The song is an outcry about the tragedy of the Syrian ci-
vilians who helped so many refugees to resettle in Syria and now becoming refugees
themselves. (Ammo 2014: 7)*

Situated within the broader landscape of politicized Syrian musical expression in exile,
Salah Ammo’s album Assi nonetheless occupies a distinct position. While drawing par-
allels with themes present in protest songs such as “Jannah, Jannah, Jannah” or
“Bi-huzn wa-al-rih tasfar min wara al-biban” - typically performed during demonstra-
tions by Syrian activists — Assi departs from these participatory repertoires and enters
the representational stage of Austria’s world music scene. This shift extends Syrian po-
litical music to new audiences, beyond the confines of diasporic oppositional networks.
By using music to recount the Syrian tragedy and the repression of the Kurdish people,
Ammo re-politicizes his refugee experience against the depoliticizing thrust of human-
itarian discourse. Simultaneously, he urges intercultural platforms in Vienna to engage
more meaningfully with political realities that extend beyond Austrian domestic con-
cerns. In doing so, he enacts a form of musical citizenship that bridges Syrian and Aus-
trian contexts, foregrounding their interconnectedness and ultimately challenging con-
ventional notions of political belonging defined by territorial, national, or diasporic
boundaries.

Nonetheless, as Ammo noted in our interview (July 13, 2020), following the release
of Assi he consciously sought to avoid being narrowly identified with Syria-related po-
litical themes, with his artistic trajectory increasingly encompassing a broader spec-
trum of aesthetic and thematic concerns. This diversification, however, does not signal
a retreat from his cross-contextual political commitments; rather, these commitments
re-emerge in new forms. In 2017, for instance, he launched the project-based band
Dabke-Dilan, conceived as a response to the rise of far-right populism and xenophobic
discourse in Europe following reports of widespread sexual harassment of women dur-
ing the 2015-2016 New Year’s Eve celebrations in Cologne. Dabke-Dilan sought to bring
together native-born Austrians and newly arrived Syrian refugees — both Arabs and

15 Tbrahim al-Kashush or al-Qashoush (1977-2011) was a working-class man from Hama, who
became known for allegedly composing and performing the protest song “Yalla irhal ya bashar”
(“Come on, Bashar, leave”) during the Syrian protests. His body was found in the Assi River with
his throat slit, a murder widely attributed to regime forces, and he was posthumously honored
as the “Nightingale of the Revolution” (Vicente 2013). However, in 2016, Abdul Rahman Farhood,
a refugee in Europe, claimed to be the actual creator and performer of the song, disputing al-
Qashoush’s role and the circumstances of his death (Harkin 2016). In December 2024, the news
agency Almodon confirmed al-Qashoush was killed but that he was not the iconic protest singer,
citing a video of Farhood performing in Europe for Hama residents after the Assad regime’s
collapse (Kasah 2024).
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Figure 7. Vienna, June 22, 2023. Concert of the band Dabke-Dilan in the outdoor area in front
of the social and intercultural space called Stand 129, near Viktor-Adler-Markt in Favoriten
(10th district). Salah Ammo (right) has left the stage to join the circular dance unfolding in the
middle of the street (photo by the author).

Kurds - through participatory dance performances set to popular Arab and Kurdish
sha’biyya music. Frequently staged in ethnically diverse districts of Vienna, such as
Floridsdorf and Favoriten, these performances created spaces for inter-community en-
counters, generating joyful moments of shared music, dance, and embodied affect (see
Figure 7). While not framed as protest, such events mobilize participatory dance to fos-
ter inter-community solidarity — reconfiguring class, gender, cultural and ethnic bound-
aries, and hierarchies. In doing so, they intervene in spheres of leisure and shared pub-
lic space, shaping how urban publics imagine and claim the city. Ammo’s work eventu-
ally demonstrates how music can enact new modalities of political belonging, articulat-
ing and negotiating urban citizenship through sonic and embodied expressions.

Conclusion: Re-politicizing the Syrian Refugee Experience Through Music

This article has explored how the musical reverberations of the Syrian revolution ex-
tend into European contexts, demonstrating how Syrian forced migrants use music to
articulate political and social belonging and to enact alternative modes of citizenship
throughout processes of displacement and resettlement. Despite differing geographic,
temporal, and sociopolitical settings, from the squares of Homs to the refugee camps of



30 Christidis — Echoes of the 2011 Syrian Uprising

Thessaloniki or the intercultural venues of Vienna, the examples discussed share a com-
mon thread: they index, preserve, and transmit narratives and memories of collective
resistance, solidarity, and resilience in the face of oppression and sociopolitical margin-
alization. Although this sequence - uprising — forced migration — resettlement — might
appear chronological at first glance, the songs themselves, as texts, including lyrics and
music, and as performances with embodied, sensorial, and affective affordances, oper-
ate beyond linearity, exemplifying what Bal (2011: 225) calls heterochrony: a temporal
shelter for heterogeneous, multisensate, and multitemporal memories enacted in the
present, allowing past and present to coexist. From this perspective, Syrian protest
songs can be perceived as living, mobile archives that record past suffering and envi-
sion future possibilities, allowing for individual and collective transformation within
the very present of their enactment, despite spatial and temporal contextual ruptures.

In Homs, protest songs drew on familiar melodies and assumed distinctly performa-
tive dimensions, mobilizing and uniting protesters through participatory chants and
circular chain performances that not only expressed dissent but enacted participants
as emergent political subjects, under the threat of sniper fire. These embodied perfor-
mances forged a shared sense of political community and a collective sense of “becom-
ing one,” solidifying commitment to the revolutionary nationhood and enabling indi-
viduals to imagine themselves as part of a larger, cross-sectarian citizenry, prepared to
face death in defiance of dictatorship. The figure of the protest singer emerged power-
fully in this context, with individuals such as Abdul Baset al-Sarout and Ibrahim al-
Qashoush becoming iconic symbols of popular heroism, particularly after their violent
deaths and despite the ambiguity surrounding their backgrounds. Songs like “Jannah,
Jannah, Jannah,” inscribing patriotic and religious connotations, evolved into informal
anthems of the Syrian revolution, acting as a unifying thread across oppositional fac-
tions. Even as the initial uprising gave way to protracted conflict, the legacy of these
protest songs endured, serving as a common grassroots resource and sustaining emo-
tional and political continuity for thousands of Syrians forced into exile.

In Thessaloniki, Syrian protest music was reconfigured in the context of displace-
ment, functioning as a means of reclaiming political agency amid marginalization and
the constraints of refugee camp life. Protest singers such as Ismail Gadaan repurposed
songs like “Bi-huzn wa-al-rih tasfar min wara al-biban,” originally performed in Raqqa,
to confront the harsh realities in the camps, transforming spaces often perceived as
mere warehouses of human lives into hyper-politicized spaces of resistance. Alongside
other young Syrians, Gadaan mobilized the discursive, sensorial, affective, and per-
formative registers of Syrian protest songs to enact themselves as emerging citizens.
These musical enactments, grounded in the values of the Syrian uprising, not only
forged audible and visible communities of solidarity among Syrian migrants and their
allies but also repositioned refugees from passive subjects under the UN and EU refugee
frameworks to active claimants of civil, social, and political rights.

In Vienna, the core demands of the Syrian revolution - freedom and dignity — con-
tinue to reverberate, with political song remaining central to diaspora opposition activ-
ism. Within this landscape, artists like Salah Ammo use their music to engage politically
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with their new social environments, amplifying both the ongoing Syrian struggle and
the lived experiences of refugees to broader, non-Syrian audiences. With songs such as
“Sabahkun Hurriyyah — Roja G Azadi be” or “Assi,” he evokes collective experiences of
loss and despair while simultaneously expressing the determination of Syrians to con-
tinue pursuing justice. While the Arabic and Kurdish lyrics speak directly to Syrian au-
diences, Ammo’s integration into Austria’s world music scene allows his music to serve
as a broader call for solidarity and understanding, with the stories behind the songs
often introduced in German or English. Now an enfranchised Austrian citizen, Ammo
continues to produce politically and socially conscious music across borders and con-
texts. In doing so, he enacts a form of transnational musical citizenship, operating be-
tween Syria and Austria, thus contributing to a shared political imagination committed
to democratic ideals and human rights.

By centering Syrian political and protest songs, this article advances an ethnomusi-
cological approach to forced migration that re-politicizes the refugee condition, chal-
lenging dominant humanitarian and integration discourses that tend to frame refugees
primarily within depoliticized narratives of victimhood or cultural representation. This
approach considers the intersections of music and political expression in the discursive,
sensorial, affective, and performative registers of music, which shape and are shaped
by the ways in which individuals articulate politics of belonging and imagine, negotiate
and exercise political and social power. Such registers constitute critical resources for
marginalized individuals and groups, enabling them to mobilize political agency,
bridge past and present struggles, and articulate new claims to political, cultural, and
civil rights, ultimately contributing to musical enactment of non-institutional modes of
citizenship within and beyond the nation-state.

Nevertheless, while music plays a crucial role in re-politicizing the refugee experi-
ence and enacting alternative forms of citizenship, this process does not necessarily
ensure that such acts will translate into institutional reforms or more just and inclusive
systems. The suspension of asylum applications following regime changes in Syria un-
derscores the ongoing precarity of refugees’ political status and raises pressing ques-
tions: Are musical and dance performances primarily symbolic enactments that recon-
figure the politics of belonging on an imagined or affective level, while material political
change is achieved through other channels?

The answer may lie in recognizing that the re-politicizing potential of music de-
pends not only on the capacity of marginalized and disenfranchised individuals to en-
act musical performances of citizenship, but also on the ways these acts are received,
interpreted, and responded to by actors in different positions of power. For music to
exert influence beyond the symbolic or the direct affective realm of performance and
contribute to tangible policy transformations, the articulation of rights claims through
performative means must be met with what Heidenreich (2019: 279) conceptualizes as
“politicizing listening,” a mode of engagement that constitutes a political act of re-
sponse. Within this framework, ethnomusicologists hold a critical responsibility: to at-
tune their analytical and listening practices to the political registers embedded in mu-
sical expressions, and to interrogate these expressions as sites of agency, paying close
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attention to the claims they articulate and the possibilities for action they invoke, both
within and beyond institutional frameworks. Crucially, this also entails a willingness to
engage with such claims, not merely as observers or interpreters, but as ethically and
politically responsive participants. This article seeks to contribute to these ends.
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