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Abstract

Since 2012, the escalation of the Syrian conflict has forced the displacement of millions of Syrians into
neighboring countries, as well as Europe. Tens of artists moved out of Syria due to scarce employment
opportunities and restrictions associated with working under oppressive regimes. Some of the
interlocutors in this research emphasised their attempts to stay in Arab countries and reconstruct their
“home” by resuming artistic careers, but ultimately decided to move to Europe, while others favoured
leaving directly. This paper examines how, in the case of 16 artists’ narrated life stories, various
cultural institutions’ support, life trajectories, and relational dynamics come together to influence home-
making opportunities in Arab transit countries. It addresses the challenges, potentials, and implications
of home-making attempts of displaced performing artists.
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Introduction

In 2005, the global community adopted the Universal Convention on the Protection of the Diversity of
Cultural Expressions, aiming to boost cultural industries around the world. Sixteen Arab countries
ratified this convention and other cultural policies,1 in order to enhance artist's mobility and cultural
exchange. Shared language and cultural references held opportunities for transnational cooperation in
performing arts, especially in theatre, dance, and music. However, continuing mobility restrictions2 and
repression of diversity in political productions exposed Arab regimes’ pseudo-commitment to the
exchange of arts. As of 2011, more and more Syrians became displaced, and challenges faced in
refugeehood were exacerbated by restrictive policies3 adopted in 2014 on their mobility, residence, and
work.4 This, in turn, provided insight on the various actors in the current Arab cultural production scene
and shaped artists’ trajectories. Among the displaced were performing artists who played a major role
in the Arab contemporary creative scene. They have promoted political and humanitarian discourses of
conflict, its cultural imaginary,5 and myth-making, and have been subjected to an extended
marginalisation of culture6 which caused cuts in budget? allocated for the art sector in a context of
conflict.

Similar to millions of displaced Syrians, performing artists who were forced to move to Arab countries
such as the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Kuwait, Jordan, Lebanon, or Egypt, searched for a secure
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place. They did so by resuming their art, by networking, and by familiarising themselves with a new
country and context. Among those were Palestinian Syrian performing artists, descendants of initially
displaced Palestinian communities to Syria.8 Most of the sixteen artists applied for residency permits
and sought employment within the local formal art market, or resorted to other means of (informal)
livelihoods. In order to get legal residency, artists depended mainly on personal, and informal
transnational networks established long before the Syrian uprising. These networks created job
opportunities in neighboring cultural arenas.

However, in 2015, many Arab countries closed their borders to all refugees coming from Syria.9 These
political measures further disrupted artistic productions,10 and many artists found themselves trapped
in Syria, with limited opportunities to work, due to censured freedom of expression, and risks of
persecution by the regime or its allies. By then, notably as many refugees fled to Europe,11 Arab
countries transformed into “borderlands,”12 becoming temporary transit points for some artists.13
Borderlands are generally described14 as regions at both sides of a border, that have specific social
and economic connections. However, Hess and Kasparek analyse borders as “mobile, fluid, selective,
and differentiated,”15 and Widdis explains that they are a “physical, ideological, and geographical
construct, a region of intersection that is sensitive to internal and external forces that both integrate and
differentiate communities and eras on both sides of the boundary line.”16 For example, Lebanon shares
a border with Syria, and its entire geographical space, not only regions close to the borders, was
opened to displaced Syrians following the uprising in 2011. Moreover, both the Lebanese and the
displaced communities engaged in social and economic relations inside Lebanon. This was also the
case in Jordan and Egypt. Therefore, this paper analyses these entire countries as borderlands.
Additionally, this paper illustrates that these borderlands are influenced by both local and international
dynamics. Such dynamics usually integrate and differentiate communities, offer spaces for
confrontation, for identity formation, and for subverting borders.17 For forcibly displaced artists, their life
experiences are impacted notably by relational dynamics of making a new home across nation-state
borders.

This research focuses on those who tried to reconstruct a home in (borderland) Arab countries, before
deciding to leave for Europe, by analysing their home-making attempts — which include processes of
creating familiarity, belonging and resuming career — as well as processes of integration, and policies
impacting mobility. In previous literature, “home” is conceived as a relationship, characterised as a
spatio-temporal socio-cultural order that creates orientation between people and their environment. It
also includes feelings of security, belonging, and familiarity acquired through patterns of experience and
behavior.18 Additionally home-making involves describing the self in a new ordered place, and may
represent a socially desired identity, rather than an individual one. It therefore reflects both collective
ideology and authentic personal experience.19 Furthermore, this paper investigates how civil society
actors and for-profit production companies created a transnational relational space within the
borderlands.

This paper builds on recent transnational migration studies focusing on nation states’ border regulation
power, individuals’ trajectories within the border regulation power, and migration as a driving force.20 A
trajectory is considered here as a temporally ordered intervention of social and subjective processes, in
the form of life events and transitions.21 Trajectories in transition cease to reflect interventions but
rather focus on relational dynamics and negotiations of binaries within those interventions. Therefore,



. CiVil Society ST The Centre For

535 - » Social Sciences
%Ielg}c/\rfleedge -] Research & Action

the paper examines the relationship between artists’ home-making trajectories and the challenges of
migrating towards other Arab countries. Also, unlike studies on protracted uncertainty, which focus on
coping mechanisms and “waiting,”22 this paper describes the temporal experience of displaced artists
in their host Arab countries in order to analyse their home-(un)making mechanisms. The paper
highlights these dynamics while considering migrant artists’ cultural activism in recent years.23
Furthermore, the paper analyses how Arab art aesthetics, and state policies, impact (or shape) these
dynamics.24 Specifically, this paper provides a socio-anthropological analysis of the lives of displaced
performing artists attempting to create and join cultural social fields in Arab host states.

The paper uses transnational biographical interview analysis,25 to collect and analyse the narratives of
16 artists forced to leave Syria. It also relies on what Hess introduced as an “ethnographic regime
approach”26 to analyse migrants’ “transit biographies.” Semi-structured interviews were conducted

over two years (2017-2019) with artists currently living in several European countries. The group of
artists in this study is heterogeneous. The artists, aged between 25 and 55, originated from various
districts within Syria, with at least half of them from Damascus and with a minimum of five years of
professional experience in the performing arts. Two artists were Palestinian Syrians, eight were women.
The results relied on a comparison of “narrated life stories” of two case studies with those of the
remaining artists. Using an empirically grounded approach, the paper describes the artist-identified
experienced events processes, how artists structured those processes through actions, and led creative
transformations. It comprises formal textual analysis, which deals with the narrative, argumentative, and
descriptive excerpts from artist interviews.

This paper will first introduce actors providing economic and social support to artists. It then analyses
sixteen artists’ lived experiences to outline the relational dynamics of their home-making processes
during migration, in an attempt to provide a subjective understanding of artists’ integration processes in
Arab countries.

Institutional Support for Migrant Artists in Arab Countries: the Impact of Legal Residency
Restrictions

Twentieth-century art exchanges between Arab countries such as Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, Egypt, and
Palestine27 were the result of unifications, colonial forced displacements, and civil wars. Until 2011,
each nation-states’ political and border regimes imposed tariffs on art materials and surveilled content
to such an extent that it inhibited international co-productions. Consequently, the Arab performing arts
industry was modest and lacked diversity. The various artistic styles shrunk into analogous art patterns,
serving the dominant formal cultural output of the national regimes.28

Against this backdrop of restrictive political contexts, spurred by constraining migration policies, two
groups of actors continued to support displaced artists in Egypt, Lebanon, and Jordan. The first group
consists of non-profit institutions, such as cultural civil society organisations, and regional, and
international cultural institutions, that reaffirmed the need for art during conflict. Arab cultural institutions
attempt to remain independent from governments, and create spaces of freedom of expression for
artists, such as the Cultural Resource,29 the Arab Cultural Fund (AFAC),30 Ettijahat-Independent
Culture, 31 and the Arab Education Forum.32 These institutions enabled artists to regain access to the
Arab art scene33 by introducing additional programs in 2012, that support productions, grant regional
travel funds, and promote collaboration and exchanges among artists. Despite these programs, these
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institutions have not managed to overcome restrictive residence and labour policies for artists in host
countries. In addition, they were constrained by Arab governments’ marginalisation of culture and
oppressive responses to opposition expressed through art. This group also consists of international
cultural institutions,34 such as the Goethe Institute (Gl), the British Council, and the Ford Foundation,
which have continued their historical and liberal relationship with the Arab culture sector in the neo-
colonial era. They have promoted regional institutions’ missions, implemented some programs, and
facilitated artist mobility outside the Arab countries.35

The second group, which provides support for the creative production scene, consists of the for-profit
drama and performance companies that lead mainstream Arab TV drama and entertainment, which
have managed to create a new mainstream Pan-Arab trend in the drama industry. Contracted Syrian
artists starring with Lebanese or Egyptian artists are known to receive the highest wages and viewing
rates, granting them enough capital and prestige to obtain long-term residence in Lebanon or Egypt. In
Jordan, Syrian musicians joined local bands and were contracted by (music) production companies for
entertainment performances.

Artists’ engagement with these cultural institutions and for-profit production companies determined

their opportunities to get by in their host countries, and to cope with formal residency systems. Hind, a
Syrian actress, explains: “I received an acting award in Egypt 2009, and then a job [offered by a
production company] enabled me to move to Egypt in 2012.736 Both her former success and the job
opportunity enabled her to leave Syria. Similarly, Nadi, a Palestinian dancer, commented on how his
skills, and institutional37 support and connections enabled him to move within Lebanon, being a
Palestinian-Syrian. He explained: “Being affiliated with this institution, [and getting a legal status
through them] helped me postpone my military service in Syria for two years, and whenever | passed by
a checkpoint in Lebanon, they did not check me because | had a card saying that | worked with this
institution.”38

In other cases, artists emphasised that various factors (e.g. their legal status) impeded on their
engagement with cultural institutions, which limited their opportunities to obtain support and benefit from
networking. In the case of Maha, a dancer, her Palestinian refugee status prevented her from obtaining
access to legal residency. This, in turn, hindered her access to work: “I was also famous in Egypt. |
stayed there eight months to find a job. | did several interviews, but no one agreed to hire me. Because
in the end, | am a [Palestinian] refugee and | had no legal residency papers in Egypt.”39 Actor Amin
also confirmed “I was waiting for my residence papers in Egypt, so | could not work. | had to keep a low
profile while waiting, because the Egyptian regime declared Syrians unwelcome after 2016.”40 As such,
although some cultural institutions are able to provide a pathway for legal residency for migrant artists,
(Palestinian) Syrian artists’ lack of residency could also be a conditio sine qua non, completely
hindering any collaboration, for others.

Multi-Scalar Dynamics Affecting Artists in Borderlands

Beyond the support of for-profit and non-for profit institutions, other factors and power dynamics impact
artists’ trajectories. These powers function within what Glick Schiller41 describes a “multi-scalar” social
field, which consists of a group of networks of social relationships through which humans exchange and
transform practices and resources — processes that are constituted by time and space. This social field
plays an important role in shaping refugees’ response to displacement, for example by reconstituting
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their lives. It includes intersecting power dynamics of individuals, and migration authorities, as well as
cultural and for-profit institutions. This field consists of three powers that impact the relational dynamics
of performing artists within the borderlands, and the support that they receive. First, the allies of the
Syrian regime in Arab countries influenced and monitored artists’ political involvement in their
productions. Artists have produced narratives linked to war, forced movement, and escape, by referring
to specific occurrences of the conflict. Their activities were initially tolerated by the political regimes in
the area, in line with a discourse of artists being free to tell their stories, and Arab audiences wanting to
hear them. However, the political regimes42 did not tolerate these productions, which narrowed artist's
opportunities to work, as expressed by the actress Hind: “[Among those] who are against the regime;
no one is working.”43

The second factor constituting the social field includes artists’ personal, social, and cultural capital that
they brought along from Syria, which can mainly be linked to the Higher Institute for Theatre Arts (HITA)
in Damascus. Syrian drama and TV productions have long been engaging graduates from HITA, whose
projects usually gain top viewing rates, and are considered a highlight in the Arab area. Having gained
a prestigious inter-Arab reputation, HITA promoted artists social and cultural prestige,44 and facilitated
access to local projects in neighbouring countries, for Syrians who had fled.45

Third, new trends in global art marketing and distribution in the borderlands play an active role in the
social field. Artists’ displacement has prompted international cultural organisations to adopt a more
active role to support artists during the crisis. Ebert, the director of the Damascus branch of Goethe
Institute (GI) explains, “We feel paralysed, but we find that what we do [in Syria and the neighbouring
countries], is a huge responsibility given these circumstances. We want to offer help through education
and cultural programs for artists.”46 As such, participation in the global market for displaced artists in
borderlands, such as Lebanon, Egypt, and Jordan, increased significantly. For example, Gl has
connected displaced artists with each other and has promoted artistic productions globally. Another Gl
representative said, “Our aim was to create a platform for Syrian and international artists to engage in
dialogue. Several projects are organised in countries such as Lebanon and Turkey, to create
perspectives beyond war and crisis.” 47

Although presented as a humanitarian responsibility, such networks are utilised by organisations such
as Gl to feed into the international refugee art market by attracting funds and mobilising resources
around the art produced by refugees. However, by reviving this market, Gl and other international
organisations also accumulate a socio-economic capital, which was the result of cultural hybridisation
that GI had promoted in the postcolonial era. The historic resourcefulness of the Gl in keeping
networks, introducing and linking Syrian artists to other international art scenes, has encouraged its role
in mediating artists traveling outside the Arab countries when they are no longer able to stay in them.
As such, eventually, intentionally or not, institutional support can contribute to artists’ mobility.

In the next section, | will provide an in-depth analysis of artists’ experiences to gain an understanding
of how multi-layered power dynamics within the art scene impacted artists’ cognition of borderland
regimes and their home-making trajectories.

Trajectories of Constructing “Home” in the Borderlands
After being displaced from Syria, artists initially remained in Arab countries in which they were familiar
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with the art schools, institutional mechanisms, and the language. This increased the potential for
networking opportunities. Artists’ choices were also based on the search for a sense of community with
peers in Arab performing arts networks. This emotional bonding provided the basis for establishing a
new home. The subjective home-making experiences reveal artists’ diverse attitudes towards the multi-
scalar powers they faced, related to (allies of) the Syrian regime; artists’ personal, social, and cultural
capital; and new trends in global art marketing and distribution (see previous section). The following
excerpts from artists’ biographies provide two specific narratives from migrant artists who spent over a
year in an Arab country, one being male (Munir) and one female (Hind). Their narratives are
deconstructed into actions, patterns, and arguments around actions, which are then used to explain
artists’ life trajectories, including attempts to settle, resume a career, and to create the familiarities of a
new home. These trajectories create relationships between the artists and the surrounding institutional
and migratory systems. They describe the relational dynamics that emerge in the borderland space
regarding the migrant’s agency in actions, arguments, decisions, and self-disclosure. In addition,
agency refers to “understanding decision-making, room to maneuver, opportunity structures, and
migration trajectories.”48 This definition explicitly links to institutional support, notably within the
opportunity structure of migrant artists.

The following section analyses the extent to which the relational dynamics of transnational space
contribute to artists’ home-making in the borderlands.

Deconstructing Artist Accounts as they Navigate the Multi-Scalar Social Field

Artists’ pathways to establish a home in Arab host countries include patterns of action and cognitive
adaptation to new regimes. Hind left Syria following threats and repression by security authorities in
2012. She moved with her daughter to Egypt to pursue an employment contract. Being a single mother
in Egypt, in some aspects considered an unstable country, she suffered from a lack of mobility and
livelihood insecurity when her contract was not extended. In 2013, she received a hew employment
offer in Lebanon and moved there with her daughter for a year and a half. In Lebanon, she noticed that
joining new projects was difficult due to her stance on the Syrian politics, and she found life there
difficult and expensive. She illustrates:

“After a one-and-a-half year stay in Lebanon, | noticed that after the project | had completed, nobody
approached me again. | saw others working, and it became clear to me that artists who are against the
regime are not welcomed in the Arab or Syrian projects running outside Syria. This realisation became
clear to me. [...] Itis also less of a headache for the producing companies who avoid contracting us,
because eventually they will be interrogated about the reasons why they contracted those from the
opposition.”49

Thus, financial, personal, and political security were all lacking, rendering long-term settlement in
Lebanon unfeasible. She adds: “There is a difference between one artist and the other [...]. | did not
reach the point of selling [of my own art], and | never wanted to. | did well-received works that the public
admired a lot, but not with the purpose of becoming a seller.”50 Therefore, she applied for asylum with
a United Nations agency. She was accepted with a refugee status in France, and left Lebanon.

Munir left Syria before the 2011 uprising, after receiving a job offer in Jordan. He stayed there for four
years, received subsequent offers, and shifted from opera to entertainment. This changed as of 2015,
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when all mobility between Arab countries was restricted for Munir and his family, being Syrians. Yet,
returning to Syria, where he faced conscription into the Syrian army, was not an option, either.
Unbearable border procedures pushed him to find opportunities to travel to Sweden, to seek asylum:

“| stayed in Amman for two years and worked in the entertainment industry for a living. [...] Then, |
received a choir offer with an institution in Jordan:| performed the solo in the performance they
produced. [...] After that, | continued working in the entertainment art for months, in Jordan. Over time,
however, | realised that my Syrian passport was becoming meaningless through every humiliating and
provoking incident with security guards in airports, and everywhere | traveled. | needed to travel for
work a lot, so | realised that | needed papers to help me to overcome the mobility hassle, which became
unbearably annoying. My sister was already in Sweden, so | went there by plane. There, | was
depressed for almost a year and three months, which had already started in Amman.”51

Both Munir's and Hind's narratives describe coping with change by taking action. Although institutional
support triggered their journeys, safety concerns and prospects of better livelihoods contributed to their
attempts to resettle in Egypt, Jordan, and Lebanon. Indeed, their resettlement attempts were not
anticipated, full of conflicting emotions, transformations, successes and failures, and were reactions to
the circumstances unfolding around them. For example, Hind reacted to oppression in Syria by leaving,
and when she could no longer stay due to employment and social insecurity in Egypt, she resettled in
another Arab country, namely Lebanon. Munir, too, repeatedly attempted to revisit Syria. In order to
avoid the army subscription, he switched tactics to get his mother to visit him in Jordan, instead.
Furthermore, as his work in the entertainment sector required him to travel to several Arab countries, in
a context of increased travel restrictions, he changed fields from opera to entertainment, which he was
able to perform without traveling, inside Jordan. The multiple trials and attempts that displaced artists
engage with, are qualified here as patterns of actions and reactions. These patterns reflect artists’
agency in searching for socially and politically secure spaces, while trying to secure their career. Such
process of agency should not be analysed as “agency in waiting”52 which refers to a proactive attitude
during their temporary stay. Instead, it relates to artists’ active intention of settling in the new place.

Furthermore, Munir's and Hind’s narratives reveal the capacity of artists to justify their repeated
attempts to find stability at the borderlands. Hind emphasised the impact of Syrian political allies on art
production and how it contributed to feelings of fear, even in a neighboring country. She elaborates: “I|
was afraid at any moment, [that the regime or its allies] would play this game [in which they use arts to
detect political opponents], and we would become a card in it.”53 Political alliances repeatedly
jeopardised her artistic reputation, not only by denying her work opportunities, but also by (informal)
defamation. She also described transformations in gender relations and the challenging gender
dynamics of being a single mother in Egypt: “You become the mother, the father, you should be
sensational and strong, and create a comfortable atmosphere in the house, which means you become
everything, so it was tough.”54

Munir provides similar justifications for his actions and reactions in the borderland. He described the art
market for Syrians in Arab countries, by using terms such as “humiliating,” “meaningless,” “hassle,”
and “unbearably annoying.”55 His attempts to settle in Arab countries reflected experiences of being
subjected to a multi-layered political and economic system of power, for example by being unable to
return to Syria out of fear for obligatory military service, or by switching to entertainment music
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productions. Similarly, he argued that mobility restrictions limited his possibilities for institutional support
in Jordan.

The next section will examine two different trajectories to reconstruct a new home in Arab countries.
Following Riemann and Schitze’s defitionion, a trajectory is considered a temporally ordered
intervention of social and subjective processes, in the form of life events and transitions.56

Emotional Identification within Borderlands and Career Compromises

Artists’ arguments illustrate emotional identification within the borderlands. Their presence in an Arab
country, which was somehow related to cultural and geographic proximity, aroused different emotional
states among interviewees.57 For example, Hind describes Beirut with feelings of nostalgia, by
referring to “all the history it holds that connects us [Syrians and Lebanese] since childhood, and the
emotions it brings by visiting it."58 Munir said: “I was close with the people | met in Amman, and | found
the art field | was looking for. It was close to Syria, so | could always visit.”"59 Both Hind’'s and Munir’s
experiences include proximity, shared memories60 and language in the borderland.

Driven by such emotional identification, artists described their actions as reactions, constructing loops,
and formulating them as spatial processes repeating throughout the journey of establishing a secure
settlement. In the face of challenges related to migration and changing cultural contexts, emotional
identification included compromise, maneuvering, and patience as behavioral patterns of coping with
change. Hind searched for security and work in Egypt, and then in Lebanon. She received limited work
offers from institutions in Lebanon, due to her political position. By repeatedly identifying with her
choices through patterns of compromise and patience, Hind aimed to perceive Lebanon as “home,”
through building social relations. Her identification within the borderland transforms the borderland into
a space enabling negotiation of career and security. Such practices shape home beyond its physical
explanation.61 Munir also exhibits repeated actions to cope with mobility restrictions and fluctuating
institutional support. The circuit of his actions, like Hind, describes spatial processes consisting of
compromises, transformation, and maneuvering. He maneuvered by transforming his performance style
and career choices. This reveals a capacity to transform the borderland into a space that transmutes
his artistic identity and career. This spatio-temporal process of repeating compromises, movement, and
transformations constructed a sense of familiarity, a new understanding that complied with the
borderland system.

These behaviors relate to Brun’s analysis62 of protractedly displaced people, who lose certainties
about the past and future, while practicing routinised survival strategies in their refuge. Brun explains
the importance of temporality in understanding people’s experiences of uncertainty, which discourages
mobility and settlement in exile. However, artists’ repeated domestication of the new space, through
social relations and negotiations, seek to re-establish certainties about their situation. Identification is an
approach that attempts to reclaim control of living stability and career-building without relying on waiting
and hoping, and without relying on strategies like faith, precaution, or avoidance.63 Rather, it relies on
memory and the diverse resources of artists in the borderland.

Other artists also constructed narratives around patterns of identification. Five artists repeated attempts
to re-establish a career in several Arab countries, and described processes of compromise,
maneuvering, and transformation as home-making tools. Mona, an actress, explained she had “roles in



. CiVil Society ST The Centre For

535 - » Social Sciences
%Ielg}c/\rfleedge -] Research & Action

Jordan with contractors whom | always refused to work with, because of the low-quality art they offered.
| even lived off the food basket that the humanitarian agencies offered.”64 A dancer described that as a
Palestinian Syrian artist, she repeatedly negotiated mobility and residence procedures in the UAE,
Lebanon, and Egypt, but still could not find a job. She argued, “this was frustrating to me, but | did not
stop trying, because | felt that it is my right to have a place somewhere.”"65 Three other artists
described how they repeatedly negotiated security systems by moving with fake names and hiding from
security services.66 They compromised critically lowered financial and living conditions in Jordan,
Egypt, and Lebanon for the sake of the art they were producing. The audience’s praise for one of their
performances led to financial support from two institutions for some individuals in the group. Ayman,
another actor, explains: “one got a fund [...] for writing the script, and the other got another fund for
directing it. To find a way to finance the whole project from these two funds, we all stayed in one small
house.” In these borderlands, artists changed fields, moved location, and followed work offers in an
attempt to establish a new home, while maintaining their social and cultural activities and networks.
Being in an Arab country enabled faster re-connection to platforms, and professional networks lost
through war that could help reclaim their status as artists in a new home.

Thus, they started to identify (accept and emotionally relate) with their new situation of being caught
between their home country Syria and their current country of residence. Identifying, allowed them to be
able to continue to pursue their careers. Furthermore, it operates as an underlying motivation that
infuses a process of transition in understanding of “home” which encourages artists’ agency in
negotiating the multi-scalar power system in the borderlands. It opened pathways for discussion, in
order to understand and justify artists’ positions and possibilities in their new homes. Spatio-temporal
processes of compromise, patience, transformation, and maneuvering are home-making tools that
allow artists to construct concepts of survival, security, and mobility. Cultural institutions mediated their
access to these home-making tools and processes. These tools describe the relational dynamics
between artists and the borderland regime, whereby identification creates a basis for the continued
negotiation of representing the self and “home.” It describes a borderland home-making space
comprising negotiated mixing of both the original home space and new home space.

Disentanglement from Prior Understandings and Networks

Disentanglement, the second trajectory in home-making attempts, refers to reversed processes that
untie actors from a given relationship, whereby such detachment is deliberate and includes
transformation. In the borderland, a multi-scalar social field refers to the process through which artists
reconstruct their individual and political awareness, as well as peer and institutional networks, while
disconnecting from prior understandings. Artists participated in the uprisings and their productions:
guotes from their speeches were transmitted widely, which turned them into influential contributors to
the popular culture67 of the uprising. Their participation reinforced their sense of collectivity and
connection with peers inside Syria. However, their narrated actions in borderlands describe a process
of disentanglement from these connections after displacement. This is due to the fact that they
developed new individualistic understandings of themselves (including concepts of belonging, political
awareness etc.). Munir said, “In Jordan, | discovered this idea that | can live without a nation-state,
without belonging to a religion or nationality, the human aspect of me, not the national.”68 Hind also
referred to this disentanglement: “I decided to leave and live my life."69 Physically leaving their home
country caused artists to de-prioritise traditional home-making mechanisms, such as owning a house.
Artists developed new realisations of concepts of belonging to, and responsibility towards, their home in
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their host country.

In addition to individual disconnection, new realisations enabled artists to reconstruct their broader
political awareness. Hind selects words like “I noticed,” “I realised,” “clear to me,”70 that illustrate her
growing agency to decide to end her stay in the borderland. Also, Munir’s increased awareness about
his legal situation and work opportunities in Jordan aided his decision to leave. The more individual the
narration of Munir and Hind became, the more the artists used their time in the borderland to remove
themselves from belonging to its space. Artists used institutional support to disentangle from belonging
to the borderland, particularly when it enabled them to travel. Institutional actors, which earlier promoted
identification with borderland social and power structures, shifted their function to aid artists’
disentanglement from the system. A university teacher confirms, “we tried to help artists find
connections outside the Arab area to facilitate their travel.”71

Interviews with other artists demonstrated similar narrative construction regarding disentanglement. By
expressing openness to possibilities, some artists weighed their options between freedom of speech in
borderland host countries and Europe. Imad, an actor and producer, said, “mediums for artistic
expression shrank in the Arab countries and those who stayed, had to abide by governments or the civil
society around it. | was [also] subject to this pressure in the United Arab Emirates.”72 Mona also
explained, “In Syria, | managed to have some links to make bureaucracy easier on me, but in Jordan |
couldn’t restart my theatre project.”73 Furthermore, artists referred to peers as distant and functional
within the Arab art scene. The more detached artists became from the collective, the more they made
decisions to leave the borderland. Disentangling enabled actors’ distance from their roles in
constructing a Syrian cultural imaginary and reframed their compromises in establishing a new home.
By redefining and rethinking their peers' roles and influences, artists described disentanglement from
prior conceptions about the self and peers. This stimulated a re-negotiation of the self and the other and
feelings of belonging in the borderland.

The above analysis of individual narratives illustrates the relational dynamics which enabled artists’
construction of space within borderland regimes. Artists continuously shift between describing actions
and their limitations, while drawing on arguments to cross limiting beliefs about the self and others. One
the one hand, identification includes artist involvement in situations, procedures, and resource
accumulation processes which represent home-making. On the other hand, disentanglement refers to
openness to new possibilities, to new understandings of the “self” and the “other,” and new political
awareness affecting artists’ dynamic depiction of the borderland as a home. As such, these trajectories
— somehow contradictory, but experienced in parallel — transformed the borderland regime into a space
of relational experience. It is an experience of transformation of self-understanding, whereby agents
must reconsider their habitual routines by simultaneously maneuvering, changing, showing patience,
and encountering individuals and systems. Institutions supporting artists at the borderlands played
mediating roles in contradictory trajectories — sometimes promoting identification, and other times
encouraging disentanglement. It is within this relational turbulence that artists’ home-making and un-
making unfolds in a borderland.

Conclusion
Relational dynamics in the experiences of artists in this study correspond to what Gelfand et al.74
consider as the cognitive process of filtering and remembering of life experiences, which envision the
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self in relation to others. They also correspond to what Al Ariss and Sayed75 regard as a process
including the agency of migrants, as well as the structural and institutional influences shaping their
reality. They describe the practical intervention on the concept of the “transnational space” and refer to
migrants’ confrontation, negotiation, and identity-shaping within the multi-scalar structure of power at
the borderland. These structures often include political alliances, institutional support, the impact of the
neo-liberal global market, and artists’ social and cultural capital. Artists’ attempts to construct a new
home in this transnational space are shaped by the opportunities and negotiations within this structure.

Thus, this paper contributes to an understanding of home-making trajectories in borderlands being
formed by negotiating and rethinking traditionally accepted understandings of career paths and
belonging. Embedded in the borderland transnational power structure, institutional support provided
opportunities enabling the artists' negotiations. Analysis of artists’ trajectories at the borderland space
revealed that cultural institutions promoted artists’ emotional identification and produced new forms of
belonging through career choices. This analysis also showed that cultural institutions at the same time
contributed to artist disentanglement from prior social and political understandings and networks, which
generated new attitudes towards peer relationships, belonging, and careers.

As a result, home-making trajectories within this borderland space challenge the potential of integration
as a concept; i.e. a process of complying with the host society’s social, financial, and language
requirements upon individuals.76 The analysis concludes that, as artists compromised their careers to
identify with necessities of the host society, they have consequently produced new understandings
about networks of peers and professions, in the society which obstructed their integration. Generally,
the temporality of artists’ experiences in borderlands, notably in an increasingly restrictive migration
context in Arab areas and beyond, can be analysed as Glick Schiller's77 “historical conjuncture.” This
entails the social, political, and economic transformations of the post-2011 area and reflects on the role
of artists in borderlands.

In addition, artists’ trajectories encourage discussing home-making as a transformative relationship. In
this paper, artists’ life trajectories negotiate home as a tool for creating the order required to achieve
security, career progression, and belonging. It is a turbulent relational space in the historical
conjuncture of the Arab area, which ultimately affects the capabilities of artists, as well as their
productions. If, by definition, a boundary maintains territories that control or govern goods and
people78 through mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion, the artists’ trajectories to establish a home
in the borderland negotiated the temporality and spatiality of this boundary.

In sum, this paper illustrates how, for Syrian and Palestinian Syrian artists in borderlands, institutional
actors and relational dynamics influenced their home making opportunities. Artists faced significant
challenges in conducting their work, in addition to work and residency permit restrictions. For example,
cultural mobility has been historically marginalised and was further repressed following the Syrian
uprising. Furthermore, cultural institutions providing support for artists in borderlands provided
significant support to artists to resume their work. However, their programs and funds have been limited
in scope and duration and are not able to circumvent migration systems. As such, the temporality of
their programs limited the space for integration and cultural and creative agency. Moreover, the support
of these cultural institutions may have contributed to artists’ agency to disentangle themselves from
borderland’s social networks, by engaging them in global market networks which aid artists in unstable
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regions. In a borderland regime, representations of artists, refugees, and refugee-artists in transit
societies are negotiated. The implications of migration, integration, and diversity are stretched beyond
common norms. Further research is encouraged to track, and possibly contrast, negotiation processes
of the self and home in countries where artists settled after the borderlands.
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