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Action for Hope was established in 2015 with the aim of delivering cultural development and relief programs that 
respond to the cultural, social, and psychological needs of communities affected by crisis, marginalization, and 
displacement. The organization believes in the role of arts and culture in supporting individuals and communities, 
particularly those living in difficult circumstances and communities emerging from prolonged crises and conflicts.

Since its founding, Action for Hope has implemented cultural and community-based interventions primarily targeting 
marginalized and displaced communities across the Arab region. It has worked to provide these communities with 
access to culture and with the tools they need for creative expression, enriching their lives, amplifying their voices, 
preserving their cultural heritage, and contributing to the cultural landscape of both their own communities and host 
communities. Action For Hope has also developed a research track documenting the relationship between conflict 
and its impact on arts and culture, including a study on the effect of armed conflict on music in Mosul.

“On the Tracks of Music” is a project launched by Action for Hope in 2022 to shed light on folk music in marginalized 
communities through research, documentation, training, performance, and presentation. The project documented 
and recorded more than 150 musical works from eleven marginalized communities in Syria, Lebanon, Iraq, and 
Jordan. It also produced a series of documentary films and visual and written documentation, creating an opportuni-
ty to preserve, reimagine, and share the unique knowledge of these communities.

Dozens of artists and instrument makers were identified, and musical styles, folk instruments, dialects, and melodies 
within these communities were documented. Following the research phase, practical training targeted young musi-
cians in the four countries, introducing them to this cultural heritage and concluded with musical concerts and 
exhibitions of folk music instruments aimed at bringing this heritage to wider audiences.

We invite you to visit the project’s website, titled “On the Tracks of Music,” which features all the collected and docu-
mented materials in both visual and written formats, and to enjoy its rich content.

Action for Hope

“On the Tracks of Music” Project

All contents of this study are licensed for use under the Creative Commons license

Researchers : Zeina Shahla – Bushra Addi
Design: Rachid Soufi 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1rJgWMq-EXKk6jMmsShK8dHnjnbJWUgNN/view
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This research paper provides an analytical examination of the state of cultural activity in Syria, with a particular focus 
on the past decade including the collapse of the Assad regime and explores its relationship to the promotion of social 
cohesion and civil peace, both directly and indirectly. 

Syria is currently undergoing a critical historical transition following the fall of a totalitarian regime that dominated 
political, social, economic, and cultural life for more than six decades. Throughout this period, systematic policies of 
marginalisation targeting individuals and communities were institutionalised, contributing to the formation of 
pronounced social isolation and deep structural divisions among the country’s diverse social components. Concur-
rently, a growing awareness has emerged among numerous cultural and civil actors, both within Syria and in the 
diaspora, regarding the centrality of cultural action across multiple dimensions. These include the protection of 
cultural heritage and its connection to the construction of identity and collective memory, as well as the strategic use 
of cultural tools to enhance social cohesion, particularly within highly vulnerable and fragile communities.

Against this backdrop, the present study was conducted on the basis of an online questionnaire and field visits, with 
the aim of examining and analysing the complex dynamics of marginalisation and the roles played by actors from 
various sectors - most notably the cultural sector - in engaging with vulnerable communities and contributing to 
processes of social cohesion and civil peace.

The study adopts a qualitative analytical approach to the responses collected from approximately fifty cultural initia-
tives. These initiatives include informal, unregistered groups; formally registered or in-the-process-of-registration 
organisations; and independent cultural practitioners representing various regions of Syria. The analysis places 
particular emphasis on local contexts, target groups, and the nature and modalities of intervention, as shaped by the 
evolving needs and conditions of each setting. The study aims to:

   - Map active cultural initiatives and actors across different regions and governorates in Syria.
   - Identify their areas of intervention and situate them within local needs and contextual specificities.
   - Examine the ways in which these initiatives respond to diverse manifestations and patterns of marginalisation.
   - Identify fields of work related to the preservation of Syrian cultural heritage and the principal challenges currently 
     facing cultural practitioners.
   - Analyse the mechanisms through which cultural action contributes to addressing the root causes of violence and 
     fostering social cohesion.
   - Classify organisational and governance models and relate them to the scope and scale of activity.
   - Document the challenges encountered by actors working in the cultural, artistic, and social cohesion sectors.
   - Assess the impact of cultural interventions at multiple levels, ranging from heritage protection to contributions to 
     civil peace.
   - Identify needs and formulate corresponding recommendations.

The findings of the paper indicate that marginalisation in Syria manifests in interconnected political, geographical, 
economic, and cultural forms, with the degree of their interrelation increasing proportionally to the depth of marginali-
sation. The results underscore the critical importance of cultural action and its sensitivity to rapidly evolving local 
contexts, beginning with the role of cultural actors in safeguarding tangible and intangible cultural heritage under 
highly complex economic, social, political, and security conditions, and extending to their contribution to civil peace 
when cultural activity moves beyond symbolic engagement toward context-based analysis and responsive action.

In this regard, cultural action contributes to civil peace through the protection of collective memory, the reactivation 
of public space, the recognition of the “other,” the reduction of social isolation, and the cumulative construction of 
shared experiences in ways that ensure the sustainability of impact.

The paper concludes that achieving meaningful impact and ensuring sustainability in complex domains - such as the 
protection of tangible and intangible heritage, civil peace, and social cohesion - requires support through decen-
tralised cultural policies, sustainable funding mechanisms, and flexible, context-sensitive approaches. It further 
proposes that culture and the arts be treated as integral components of social justice and civil peacebuilding 
processes, through the activation of cultural spaces and public spheres across different Syrian regions, and by 
strengthening the capacities of cultural actors and enhancing coordination and networking among them at more 
advanced levels.

Executive Summary
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1

Interest in issues related to the preservation of tangible and intangible cultural heritage in Syria became increasingly 
prominent following the outbreak of the 2011 uprising, particularly as the peaceful movement transformed into an 
armed conflict in the subsequent years. This shift significantly intensified the risks surrounding all aspects of cultural 
heritage across different Syrian regions and resulted in losses at multiple levels. These losses included the destruc-
tion of some of the most significant archaeological landmarks, such as the Temple of the god Bel in Palmyra and 
extensive parts of the Old City of Aleppo, including the Umayyad Mosque and the historic markets, as well as the 
threat of losing numerous elements of orally transmitted intangible heritage as a consequence of displacement and 
violent hostilities.

According to United Nations and international estimates, years of conflict have resulted in the killing of hundreds of 
thousands of Syrians, the disappearance of no fewer than 170,000 individuals, the internal displacement of more 
than six million people, and the forced migration of approximately six million others outside the country. In addition, 
hundreds of thousands have been injured or permanently disabled. These human losses were accompanied by mas-
sive destruction of infrastructure, affecting approximately one third of housing units and nearly half of the educational 
infrastructure. The cost of reconstructing Syria is estimated to exceed USD 200 billion.

Following 2011, dozens of initiatives, organisations, and institutions were established with a focus on cultural work 
and heritage preservation, operating through diverse approaches and with varying scales and scopes of intervention. 
In many cases, the programmes of these initiatives and institutions did not treat culture as an isolated field detached 
from the profound transformations experienced by the country. Rather, cultural work increasingly became a means 
of promoting social cohesion and civil peace, particularly in light of the growing need for these two dimensions amid 
escalating violence and social fragmentation.

Even after the fall of the Assad regime at the end of 2024, the establishment of initiatives seeking to promote civil 
peace through various tools, including cultural tools, has continued. This reflects a widespread conviction regarding 
the importance of this pathway in Syria today, as the country attempts to navigate a difficult and complex trajectory 
following decades of repression, dictatorship, and unprecedented levels of violence.

This paper, commissioned by Action for Hope as part of the On the Tracks of Music project, seeks to document and 
analyse the widest possible range of Syrian actors working in the fields of culture and cultural heritage within margin-
alised communities. It focuses on those aiming to preserve and promote heritage as a means of achieving social 
cohesion and peace, examining their work and programmes, particularly in the areas of culture, heritage, and civil 
peace, as well as the key challenges they face, their needs, and their future prospects.

The study adopts a qualitative research methodology based on the collection and analysis of textual and descriptive 
data, with the aim of understanding the experiences of individuals and groups working in the cultural sector and in 
heritage preservation, and of analysing the impact of their activities on social cohesion and civil peace. This 
approach includes examining the diversity of their fields of activity and the varying geographical and social contexts 
within which they operate. The research also seeks to identify region- and sector-specific motivations, uncover the 
challenges faced by cultural actors, and analyse the forms of marginalisation experienced by target communities, 
linking these to the broader national context and the current phase Syria is undergoing.

Data was collected through a questionnaire completed by approximately fifty cultural actors representing institu-
tions, groups, and individual practitioners. The starting dates of participants’ activities range from 1994 to 2025, and 
they are distributed across most of the Syrian regions. This provides a broad temporal and geographical scope that 
supports an understanding of the historical evolution of the cultural context, as well as an analysis (where possible) 
of the needs and motivations characterizing each phase.

Introduction
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Following the fall of the Assad regime in Syria at the end of 2024, and the profound transformations this entailed 
across political, social, economic, and cultural spheres, the team of Action for Hope seized an exceptional opportu-
nity to enter Syria, a step that had previously been impossible due to security concerns and restrictions. With the 
support of researcher Zeina Shahla, initial meetings were held with more than thirty-five diverse civil and cultural 
initiatives across Damascus, Rural Damascus, As-Suwayda, Hama and its countryside, Aleppo, and Homs. These 
initiatives operate in the fields of arts and culture alongside other areas, including civil peace and social cohesion, 
with a particular focus on regions located outside major urban centres.

This visit was both significant and informative, as it enabled the team to capture preliminary insights into the cultural 
landscape within Syria at close range. At the time, this landscape was undergoing a process of transition and recon-
figuration following the major political shift marked by the fall of the Assad regime.

Subsequently, the need emerged to reach a broader spectrum of initiatives and cultural actors across different parts 
of Syria, in order to develop a deeper understanding of the cultural landscape, particularly within marginalised com-
munities. Special attention was given to groups and individuals seeking to link civil action and cultural work, whether 
directly or indirectly, to pathways of peace and justice in Syria, regardless of the specific forms or tools through 
which such linkages are articulated. This trajectory has increasingly become a focal point of concern for many actors 
within Syria following the collapse of the regime.

In this context, culture is not understood solely as cultural or creative activities or cultural production, such as music, 
writing, and other artistic outputs, but rather as a broader field of exchange, interaction, communication, develop-
ment, the rapprochement of perspectives, and the consolidation of a shared sense of collective belonging.

Accordingly, the existing knowledge held by the research team was combined with a questionnaire designed to 
facilitate access to a wide range of regions across Syria. Through this survey, in addition to a number of field visits 
conducted during 2025, a total of fifty-two institutions, groups, and initiatives - both collective and individual - were 
engaged. These actors operate across most Syrian governorates and regions.

The focus was placed on civil and cultural groups and initiatives that identify themselves as working directly in the 
fields of culture and civil peace, as well as those operating within specific cultural domains while seeking to achieve 
objectives related to social cohesion through these domains, even when such objectives are not articulated explicitly. 
The scope also included initiatives working specifically on civil peace and social cohesion through a range of tools, 
including cultural approaches. Particular emphasis was placed on the fields of tangible and intangible cultural 
heritage, given their significance and effectiveness as instruments within broader peacebuilding and social cohesion 
pathways.

The objective was to reach the widest possible range of initiatives, especially in areas located outside provincial 
centres and major cities, which operate along intersecting civil and cultural trajectories to varying degrees and 
through highly diverse methods. These initiatives do not view culture as a domain detached from political, social, and 
economic conditions; rather, their leaders perceive their work as being situated at the core of the transformations the 
country has experienced and continues to experience. Change, reconstruction, and close engagement with target 
communities are understood as fundamental components of their core mission.

This research paper does not claim to have reached all such groups and initiatives. However, based on field experi-
ence and extensive networking with a wide range of actors, the authors assess that a substantial number of relevant 
initiatives have been included.

The following table presents the target groups included in the research paper. The groups have been organised by 
governorate, starting with those that include the largest number of participants, in descending order. The number of 
individuals listed in the table includes core staff members and institutional members, and in some cases also 
includes regular participants in activities:

Mapping of Institutions, Groups, and Individuals Participating in the Survey
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Name of Group / 
Entity / Institution

Number of 
Individuals

Start of 
Activities

Governorate Field of Work

Cultural and artistic activitiesDamascusAl-Nahda Artistic 
Association

202422 NonviolenceDamascusSyrian Nonviolence 
Group

201718

Women’s and adolescent 
girls’ empowerment, civil and 
community peacebuilding; 
programmes for survivors and 
families of missing persons, led 
by women

AleppoIbda’liya Pathways

201819

Citizenship and social cohesion, 
protection and social justice, 
sports and arts, environmental 
development, empowerment and 
capacity building

AleppoGhosn Development 
Team

201914

Artistic production and cinema 
club; cultural project and event 
management; support and 
empowerment of cultural and 
youth groups; documentation of 
Syrian tangible and intangible 
heritage

AleppoDar Warsha for 
Cultural Industry

201529

Peacebuilding, social cohesion, 
comprehensive development, and 
community resilience in fragile 
and post-conflict contexts

AleppoDar Organisation for 
Peace and Prosperity

202510
Arts and culture in a broad sense
as a tool for safeguarding narrative 
and memory

DamascusEbla – House of 
Arts and Culture

202530 individuals + 
15 organisations 
+ volunteer teams

Civil peaceDamascusNoul Network for 
Civil Peace

23 Music and performing artsDamascus
Gardenia Women’s 
Choir (Tanaghom 
Gardenia Association)

2019200+ Promotion of developmental rural 
tourismDamascus

Our Country Is 
Our Wealth

4

Performing arts, documentary 
theatre, and safeguarding oral 
intangible heritage, with a focus 
on interactive theatre, drama 
therapy, and storytelling arts

DamascusMiraya Theatre Project



2022

8/59

12 Culture and arts; development; 
rights and advocacyAleppoBader for Community 

Development

20225
Empowering the creative 
community through activities, 
events, and workshops across 
artistic disciplines

AleppoKarasi Collective

20235
Production of cultural exhibitions 
and provision of space for local 
artists

AleppoBy Default Project

201215 Health, development, and 
education

Rural 
Damascus

Syrian Youth of 
Tomorrow (SYT)

201320
Production of Aghabani 
embroidery and support for 
women artisans

Rural 
Damascus

Threads of Hope – 
Aghabani

201425

Supporting pluralism and social 
cohesion, enhancing women’s 
participation in public life, and 
producing gender-sensitive media

Rural 
Damascus

Mawj Development 
Foundation

201420
Production of handmade artistic 
crafts by women using innovative 
designs (crochet, sewing, etc.)

Rural 
DamascusSama for Handicrafts

20195 Film screenings and discussionsRural 
DamascusJaramana Cinema Club

202512
Raising political awareness, 
countering hate speech, 
peacebuilding

Rural 
Damascus‘Enbna Team

20134–40 MusicHoms
Maher Roumieh 
(individual work with 
multiple groups)

201822 Peacebuilding through art; 
youth empowermentHomsHarmony Cultural 

Forum

202125 Interactive theatreHomsHabaq Team

202415
Education and empowerment; 
rights advocacy; social services; 
culture and arts

Homs
Capital of Peace 
Association
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20257 CinemaHomsHoms Cinema 
Community

201522
Rural revitalisation through 
women’s and youth 
empowerment and heritage 
protection

IdlibRural Development 
Association

201511 Protection (women’s 
empowerment) and peacebuildingIdlibBariqat Amal 

Women’s Association

20166 Traditional Damascene 
embroidery and oriental craftsIdlibDamascene House 

Arts

201820 Support and empowerment of 
womenIdlibWomen’s Support and 

Empowerment Centre

199470 Syriac, Kurdish, and Arab folklore 
and artsAl-HasakahBarmaya Syriac 

Folklore Ensemble

20206 Arts and cultureAl-HasakahMalva for Arts and 
Culture

202037 Multiple art forms; support for 
women and children through artAl-HasakahYekpar Association for 

Culture and Art

201430 Handicrafts (embroidery, crochet, 
knitting)As-SuwaydaNaya Workshop

201725 Production of traditional rugs 
from textile remnantsAs-SuwaydaFajja Kharq 

Organisation

20217

Culture; documentation of tangible 
and intangible heritage; capacity 
development; advocacy for 
marginalised groups, particularly 
ethnic and religious minorities

Al-Hasakah
Tadmorito for 
Development and 
Social Cohesion

2008

Branch administrators 
and trainers in 
Qamishli, Hasakah, 
Al-Qahtaniyah, 
Damascus

Cultural and rights-based workAl-HasakahSyriac Cultural 
Association in Syria

201815 Peacebuilding and social cohesionIdlibMarona Centre
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201815 Contemporary and traditional 
handicrafts and artistic worksAs-SuwaydaAl-Ghosn Al-Ateeq 

Team

201320
Truth-based citizenship, social 
cohesion, preservation of Syrian
identity

HamaJawa Foundation

202010 Revitalisation of endangered 
traditional crafts from HamaHamaWolfi Initiative for 

Handicraft Support

2015 Documentary films; cultural 
exchange activities

Daraa

Daraa

Individual Initiative 
(Mohammad 
Al-Masalma)

2025150 Visual artsHamaSyrian House of Arts

20172 Cultural heritageRaqqaSee My Raqqa

201910–12 Protection, social cohesion, 
peacebuildingRaqqaBalloon

2019145 Development and housing; 
culture and arts; environmentDeir ez-ZorInsaf Development 

Foundation

202111 Development in rural 
communitiesDaraaArkan for 

Development

202519

A nucleus for change toward a 
just and inclusive society, 
women-led, enhancing women’s 
civic and political roles in building 
a new Syria

HamaKafwa

201635

Civil peace; humanitarian 
assistance; youth engagement in 
public life; peace and stability 
promotion; community capacity 
building and empowerment

Noul Network for 
Civil Peace (one 
component of the 
core network)

201830 Research and studiesAs-Suwayda
Adad Centre for 
Research and Studies 
on Women and Youth 
Issues



Figure 1 – Percentage distribution of groups participating in the survey by Syrian governorates

Table 1 – List of Survey Participants

Damascus
Aleppo
Rural Damascus
Idlib
Homs
Al-Hasakah
As-Suwayda
Hama
Daraa
Raqqa
Deir ez-Zor
Tartous
Latakia
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2019145
Safeguarding the intangible 
heritage of Deir ez-Zor 
Governorate

Deir ez-ZorDeirGraph

201175

Economic empowerment of the 
most vulnerable rural women; 
social empowerment; environment 
and sustainability; preservation of 
traditional handicrafts

LatakiaSouq Al-Dayaa 
Association



Figure 2 – Number of groups participating in the survey by Syrian governorates

Figure 3 – Number of groups participating in the survey by year of establishment
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2

In this paper, we sought to engage groups working within cultural fields, as well as those operating in civil domains 
that employ cultural tools to varying degrees.

The fields of work of the survey participants can be categorised as follows. It should be noted that most groups oper-
ate across more than one field, and that the intensity and depth of engagement within any single field - or subfield - 
vary significantly. Nevertheless, the following classifications were identified as analytically meaningful:

1.Culture in General, Heritage Preservation, and Support for Traditional Crafts
We were able to classify the following tools and programmes used by the surveyed groups in their work on culture 
in general and on the preservation of tangible and intangible heritage:

2. Civil Peace and Social Cohesion through Cultural and Non-Cultural Tools
We were able to classify the followWe were able to classify the following tools and programmes used by the surveyed 
groups in their work on civil peace and social cohesion:

Documentation and digital documentation, and the highlighting of specific elements of heritage, whether tangi-
ble, intangible, or related to the local environment.
(DeirGraph; See My Raqqa; Mastaba Project by Mawj Development Foundation; Arkan for Development; Bader 
for Community Development; Marona Centre; Capital of Peace Association; an individual initiative in Daraa; 
Syrian House of Arts; Balloon Organisation; Jawa Foundation; Souq Al-Dayaa Association; Bariqat Amal Wom-
en’s Association; Miraya Theatre Project; Malva for Arts and Culture; Dar Warsha for Cultural Industry; Tadmorito 
for Development and Social Cohesion; Syriac Cultural Association in Syria; Syrian Youth of Tomorrow; By Default 
Project; Yekpar Association for Culture and Art; Sama for Handicrafts; Ghosn Development Team).
Preservation of traditional crafts (Fajja Kharq Organisation; Wolfi Initiative for Handicraft Support; Women’s 
Support and Empowerment Centre; Threads of Hope – Aghabani Project; Souq Al-Dayaa Association; Naya 
Workshop; Al-Ghosn Al-Ateeq Team; Sama for Handicrafts; Damascene House Arts).
Use of podcasts, exhibitions, artistic performances, films, seminars, and festivals to document heritage and raise 
awareness of its significance (Gardenia Choir; Bader for Community Development; Mastaba Project by Mawj 
Development Foundation; Kafwa Foundation; Syrian House of Arts; Yekpar Association for Culture and Art; 
Barmaya Syriac Folklore Ensemble; Masarat Ibdaliya Organisation; Friends of Music Association – Arjwan Choir).
Revitalisation of handicrafts and support for their continuity and development, including transforming them into 
sustainable sources of income for heritage bearers (Fajja Kharq Organisation; Arkan for Development; Wolfi Initia-
tive for Handicraft Support; Harmony Cultural Forum; Souq Al-Dayaa Association; Malva for Arts and Culture).
Training adolescents and children in specific heritage elements (Bader for Community Development; Syriac 
Cultural Association in Syria).
Employing arts and culture in the preservation of narratives (Ebla – House of Arts and Culture; Balloon Organisa-
tion; Miraya Theatre Project; ‘Enbna Team; Masarat Ibdaliya Organisation).
Protection of tangible cultural heritage (Rural Development Association).
Cultural production in its various forms, including music, cinema, and other artistic outputs (Gardenia Choir; 
Miraya Theatre Project; Dar Warsha for Cultural Industry).
Production of research papers on heritage-related topics (Malva for Arts and Culture).
Cultural tours targeting marginalised areas (Dar Warsha for Cultural Industry; Our Country Is Our Wealth Group).
Transformation of Syrian tangible and intangible heritage into long-term training curricula (Dar Warsha for Cultural 
Industry).

Dialogues and meetings in their various forms and for diverse objectives, as well as training sessions - particularly 
those conducted between areas experiencing sensitivities at different levels - alongside activities introducing 
cultural specificities and structured listening sessions
(Noul Network for Civil Peace; Arkan for Development; Fajja Kharq Organisation; Bader for Community Develop-
ment; Al-Nahda Artistic Association and the Bidayetna Initiative; Homs Cinema Community; Marona Centre; Ebla 
House of Arts and Culture; Kafwa Foundation; Jawa Foundation; Karasi Collective; Souq Al-Dayaa Association; 
Malva for Arts and Culture; Syrian Youth of Tomorrow; Syrian Nonviolence Group; ‘Enbna Team; Ghosn Develop-
ment Team).
Revitalisation and highlighting of tangible and intangible cultural heritage as an entry point to social cohesion
(Mawj Development Foundation; Adad Centre for Research; Dar Organisation for Peace and Prosperity; Arkan for 
Development; Women’s Support and Empowerment Centre; Wolfi Initiative for Handicraft Support; DeirGraph 
Initiative; Yekpar Association for Culture and Art).

Primary Fields of Work
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3. Support and Empowerment of Women and Youth
This field of work is pursued through the following approaches:

Training women in specific skills, particularly traditional crafts (Fajja Kharq Organisation; Threads of Hope – 
Aghabani Project; Rural Development Association; Souq Al-Dayaa Association; Malva for Arts and Culture; Naya 
Workshop; Sama for Handicrafts Group).
Youth- and women-led initiatives that focus on building community leadership capacities and contribute to the 
dissemination of principles related to civil peace and local security (Noul Network for Civil Peace; Dar Organisa-
tion for Peace and Prosperity).
Knowledge-based and economic empowerment of women in fields including heritage, traditional industries, and 
creative sectors (Women’s Support and Empowerment Centre; Masarat Ibdaliya Organisation).
Building bridges between displaced and resident women in addition to working with women survivors
(Marona Centre).
Women’s empowerment across diverse fields (Kafwa Foundation; Bariqat Amal Women’s Association).
Support and empowerment of youth cultural groups (Dar Warsha for Cultural Industry).

4. Development
These programmes and projects target the broader community or specific groups such as women, youth, popula-
tions marginalised as a result of war, or areas that may be marginalised on various social, economic, or geographic 
grounds. They include:

Support for rural development and marginalised areas (Our Country Is Our Wealth Group).
Educational programmes for youth and adolescents (Arkan for Development Foundation), and for women
(Fajja Kharq Organisation).
Diverse development interventions for war-affected communities (Insaf Development Foundation).
Support for local markets in rural areas (Souq Al-Dayaa Association).

Employing art and heritage across various fields and levels to build bridges, promote the values of peace and 
social cohesion, and work with marginalised groups (Gardenia Choir; Harmony Cultural Forum; Homs Cinema 
Community; Marona Centre; Insaf Development Foundation; Karasi Collective; Miraya Theatre Project; Dar 
Warsha for Cultural Industry; Barmaya Syriac Folklore Ensemble; Syriac Cultural Association in Syria; Yekpar 
Association for Culture and Art; Jaramana Cinema Club; Friends of Music Association – Arjwan Choir; Habaq 
Team).
Revitalisation of shared heritage among neighbouring areas and the identification of common cultural elements - 
such as social customs - while framing heritage as a unifying value (Fajja Kharq Organisation; Arkan for Develop-
ment; Women’s Support and Empowerment Centre; Souq Al-Dayaa Association; Dar Warsha for Cultural Indus-
try).
Awareness-raising, reconciliation programmes, and the return of displaced persons (Noul Network for Civil 
Peace).
Studies and research aimed at analysing lived realities in ways that serve civil peace and community peacebuild-
ing (Adad Centre for Research and Studies).
Organisation of artistic activities targeting marginalised groups (Adad Centre for Research and Studies).
Empowerment of women, youth, and marginalised communities to assume leadership roles, and engagement 
through projects that link different Syrian regions, develop dialogue and negotiation skills, and promote a culture 
of nonviolence (Dar Organisation for Peace and Prosperity; Tadmorito for Development and Social Cohesion; 
Syrian Nonviolence Group).
Dissemination of a culture of nonviolence among children through diverse methods (Balloon Organisation).
Production of media or artistic content that contributes to the promotion of peaceful coexistence, countering 
hate speech, and peacebuilding (Insaf Development Foundation; Syrian Nonviolence Group).
Development and educational programmes in marginalised communities, contributing to justice and the reduc-
tion of social tensions (Bariqat Amal Women’s Association).
Formation of civil protection committees working to enhance communication among residents and to support 
collective responses to local problem-solving (Tadmorito for Development and Social Cohesion).
Distribution of humanitarian assistance or other forms of support to marginalised communities or across diverse 
and socially fragmented communities (Naya Workshop; Sama for Handicrafts Group).
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Support for rural development and marginalised areas (Our Country Is Our Wealth Group).
Educational programmes for youth and adolescents (Arkan for Development Foundation), and for women
(Fajja Kharq Organisation).
Diverse development interventions for war-affected communities (Insaf Development Foundation).
Support for local markets in rural areas (Souq Al-Dayaa Association).

Target Groups of These Programmes
In general, it is observed that the above-mentioned programmes target diverse segments of society. In some cases, 
they are designed as broad, community-wide programmes, while in others they are tailored to specific groups, such 
as youth, women, children and adolescents, older persons, and persons with disabilities. They also include war-af-
fected populations and survivors of various forms of violations, such as families of the missing, former detainees, 
and returnees from displacement, as well as residents of rural and marginalised areas.
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The erosion of decentralised agency: Centralised policies concentrated power and services in Damascus and 
major urban centres, effectively excluding remote local communities from meaningful participation in deci-
sion-making processes and limiting their ability to influence outcomes. This, in turn, curtailed their capacity for 
self-organisation and for establishing independent development or cultural initiatives, preventing them from iden-
tifying their own needs and contributing to the shaping of their future.
The production of social division: Political repression was employed as a tool to generate fragmentation and 
reinforce isolation through systematic discriminatory policies based on regional, identity-based, and religious 
grounds. These policies aimed to weaken mutual trust within society and to isolate its components from one 
another. This form of identity-based marginalisation contributed to the entrenchment of stereotypes and 
increased societal fragility and isolation, effects that are clearly visible today. The absence of justice and the 
accumulation of conflicts further deepened these societal fractures.
The exclusion of broad segments of society from free self-expression, the undermining of their participation in 
decision-making and policy formulation, and the restriction of their ability to exert influence within the public 
sphere.

3

The United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA) defines marginalisation as “a 
condition and a process that prevents individuals and groups from fully participating in the social, economic, and 
political life enjoyed by the wider society.” Marginalisation results from multiple factors that deprive individuals of 
access to, and participation in, various spheres of public life, including social, cultural, political, and other domains.

In the Syrian context, marginalisation goes beyond being a condition to become a deliberate governance methodol-
ogy, based on ensuring control over major urban centres while neglecting peripheral areas. This approach became 
increasingly evident following the outbreak of the Syrian uprising in 2011.

Most of the groups and initiatives targeted by the survey classify themselves as working, in one way or another, with 
marginalised communities, despite the diversity of causes and forms of marginalisation. They do so through cultural, 
heritage-based, and artistic programmes; educational and knowledge-based initiatives; economic and empower-
ment-oriented interventions; media and rights-based activities; awareness-raising programmes; psychosocial 
support; and dialogue-based initiatives aimed at supporting civil peace, among other approaches.

These communities include rural areas, culturally marginalised cities, and specific population groups such as Bedou-
in communities, displaced and refugee populations, refugee camp residents, women, persons with disabilities, survi-
vors of detention, families affected by war, small-scale producers, and others.

Forms, Causes, and Manifestations of Marginalisation in Syria
Since gaining independence from the French Mandate, Syria has undergone a political trajectory marked initially by 
a brief period of liberal democratic governance, followed by a series of military coups. This was subsequently 
followed by the union between Syria and Egypt, which laid the foundations for a centralised, totalitarian system of 
governance. This system became firmly entrenched following the coup of 8 March 1963 and the rise to power of the 
Arab Socialist Ba‘ath Party.

Ba‘athist rule, which continued until the end of 2024, was characterised by an exclusionary authoritarian system that 
relied primarily on policies of political repression and societal fragmentation. These policies led to the isolation of 
Syrian society and the entrenchment of political stagnation, limiting participation and constraining social, political, 
and cultural life.

The absence of justice has dominated public policy in Syria as a whole, and the ruling regime exercised control over 
the country through a range of mechanisms, including:

Accordingly, forms of marginalisation in Syria are multiple and are linked to a set of intersecting causes that overlap 
with one another or operate independently depending on context. Geographic location plays a central role in deter-
mining levels of marginalisation, whether between major cities and primary centres, smaller towns, or villages, which 
often suffer from exclusion in terms of programmes, services, and development planning. Social class and political 
and religious affiliations - including sectarian differences - also shape the distribution of opportunities and influence 
the experiences of individuals and groups working in the cultural field and the communities in which they operate. In 
addition, gender constitutes a further determining factor, as women face multiple forms of marginalisation within 
patriarchal societies that limit their participation in cultural and public life. These intersecting factors compound 
levels of marginalisation, rendering displaced rural women, for example, more vulnerable than other segments of 
society.

Working with Marginalised Communities
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Accordingly, forms of marginalisation in Syria are multiple and are linked to a set of intersecting causes that overlap 
with one another or operate independently depending on context. Geographic location plays a central role in deter-
mining levels of marginalisation, whether between major cities and primary centres, smaller towns, or villages, which 
often suffer from exclusion in terms of programmes, services, and development planning. Social class and political 
and religious affiliations - including sectarian differences - also shape the distribution of opportunities and influence 
the experiences of individuals and groups working in the cultural field and the communities in which they operate. In 
addition, gender constitutes a further determining factor, as women face multiple forms of marginalisation within 
patriarchal societies that limit their participation in cultural and public life. These intersecting factors compound 
levels of marginalisation, rendering displaced rural women, for example, more vulnerable than other segments of 
society.

The war and armed conflict have further deepened pre-existing forms of marginalisation and added new layers to 
them. Entire regions were transformed into arenas of active conflict and subjected to extensive destruction affecting 
residential buildings and infrastructure, alongside waves of displacement and the near-total absence of basic 
services. This has directly led to increased levels of poverty, instability, and insecurity, rendering political, cultural, 
and social participation extremely difficult.

Several responses highlight the compounded impact of weak representation on specific segments of society. The 
absence of fair representation within state institutions and decision-making processes has diminished the capacity 
of these groups - particularly minorities, women, and youth - to defend their interests, safeguard their cultural 
heritage, and participate meaningfully in the public sphere. Furthermore, the prolonged years of war and armed 
conflict have contributed to the fragmentation of the social fabric and weakened the spirit of initiative, collective 
action, and mutual trust among many components of Syrian society.

Geographic-Based Marginalisation
The term “Useful Syria” emerged at the beginning of 2016, when the deposed president Bashar al-Assad used it to 
describe areas considered strategically vital to the regime, affirming its commitment to defend them by all available 
means. Other governorates were classified as less strategic, a framing that effectively legitimised the neglect of 
areas outside regime control and further deepened their vulnerability and exclusion by categorizing them as 
“non-useful Syria.”

This territorial categorization was accompanied by demographic engineering policies, including forced displace-
ment, siege strategies, and the negotiation of agreements aimed at relocating specific population groups to other 
areas. These practices contributed to the restructuring of local populations and intensified geographic marginalisa-
tion and exclusion. 

However, these exclusionary policies predate the outbreak of the 2011 uprising. In the Syrian context, geographic 
marginalisation constitutes one of the most prominent forms of marginalisation experienced by local communities. 
Two principal levels can be distinguished in this regard: the first is related to spatial distance from the capital and 
major urban centres, while the second results from the impacts of armed conflict and the extensive destruction 
affecting entire regions.

At the first level, numerous responses highlight the dominance of the Ba‘ath regime’s political and cultural centralisa-
tion, which positioned Damascus as the primary hub for resources, decision-making, and cultural programmes, 
while marginalizing rural areas and other cities and failing to provide genuine development plans, educational 
programmes, or adequately responsive services. As noted by Bishr Issa of the Friends of Music Association – Arjwan 
Choir in Tartous, “the level of marginalisation is directly proportional to the distance from the capital, or from the 
governorate or city centre.”

Nadia Helmi, founder of Our Country Is Our Wealth, similarly points out that “almost everything was generally direct-
ed toward Damascus, while most other governorates were complaining - even the major cities - and rural areas were 
even more marginalised. Most of the programmes directed toward them were not substantive, but rather superficial. 
The continuation of centralised policies will further reinforce the marginalisation of distant cities and peripheral areas, 
thereby increasing social and cultural isolation.”

In the same vein, Nizam Al-Ahmad of the Noul Network for Civil Peace notes that “the lack of resources and support, 
limited funding, and the absence of infrastructure and basic services have led to the marginalisation of communities 
located in remote areas or those affected by conflict.”

The second level relates to marginalisation resulting from the war and its consequences, including spatial destruction 
affecting infrastructure, housing, and agricultural land, alongside sieges, scarcity or disruption of resources, and high 
rates of displacement that have stripped entire areas of their capacity to recover and to participate in cultural life. 
Several responses describe neighbourhoods that have become uninhabitable, communities requiring international 
reconstruction plans before they can regain a role in the public sphere, and displaced populations that have lost their 
economic assets and their ability to engage in any activities beyond the immediate priorities of basic survival. Geo-
graphic marginalisation is also manifested here in the difficulty faced by residents of rural and remote areas in 
accessing information, as well as in weak service provision and the scarcity of cultural initiatives within their 
surroundings.

1
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“This form of marginalisation is not limited to material and service-related dimensions; it also extends to a symbolic 
and representational dimension, reflected in the exclusion of distant cities and rural areas from public debates and 
their marginalisation within the cultural public sphere. This is evident in Raqqa and other cities that were long cut off 
from cultural developments and subsequently found themselves outside the scope of public attention due to 
geographic distance and shifting political conditions, including periods of control by successive de facto authorities, 
or as a result of their reduction to misleading and stigmatising stereotypes. “Deir ez-Zor, due to its distance from the 
capital, suffers from poor services, media marginalisation, and the devaluation of its residents in some dramatic 
productions.” -  Mohammad Walid Al-Diyab, founder of the DeirGraph initiative.

Accordingly, geographic marginalisation in Syria emerges from the intersection of spatial distance, political centrali-
sation, and the impacts of conflict. Together, these factors lead to diminished opportunities for cultural and develop-
mental participation in affected areas and entrench the gap between the centre and the periphery within a broader 
structure of marginalisation driven by public policies.

Social- and Identity-Based Marginalisation
Social- and identity-based marginalisation may be understood as the outcome of governmental policies and social 
practices that have contributed to the erosion of social bonds, the absence of trust among different components of 
society, and the weakening of the sense of citizenship. Survey findings indicate that this form of marginalisation is 
shaped by multiple factors, including religious or ethnic affiliation, regional background, class position, and experi-
ences of displacement and forced migration. Responses further demonstrate that social and cultural factors, includ-
ing traditions and customary norms, play a significant role in limiting the participation of certain social groups, such 
as women and minorities, in community and political life. At the same time, class-based disparities contribute to the 
production of latent tensions and conflicts within local communities. The fragmentation of the social fabric resulting 
from sectarian and regional conflicts further weakens mutual trust and constrains opportunities for collective action.

Within the current political climate, a persistent culture of fear surrounding change continues to prevail, alongside the 
dominance of traditionalist thinking and limited awareness of rights and the importance of civic participation. This 
context reinforces conservative social patterns that restrict young people’s freedom, creativity, and capacity for 
meaningful engagement in public life. Numerous initiatives have also pointed out that the war has intensified the 
isolation of certain areas and communities that were politically stigmatised as hostile to the regime, while exacerbat-
ing the marginalisation and vulnerability of specific affected groups, including women, families of the missing, 
children, and persons with disabilities. These dynamics have been further compounded by the erosion of social 
support networks and rising levels of poverty.

Survey results further indicate that the period following the fall of the Assad regime has witnessed the emergence of 
new forms of marginalisation and evolving community needs. This has prompted the establishment of new local 
entities and grassroots formations as direct and necessary responses to newly imposed patterns of exclusion. These 
emerging forms intersect with pre-existing modes of marginalisation, albeit under different conditions and contextual 
frameworks. Ultimately, this form of marginalisation reflects a complex structural configuration that simultaneously 
reproduces isolation and division, while also opening space for processes of reorganisation and collective agency 
emerging from within communities themselves.

Gender-Based Marginalisation
Gender-based marginalisation emerges as one of the most widespread forms of marginalisation within Syrian 
society. Participants’ responses indicate that women are subjected to compounded discrimination that intersects 
with class, geographic location, and political and social status, whether in peripheral or central areas. Survey findings 
demonstrate that in societies characterised by traditional patriarchal structures, women are often perceived as less 
capable of participating in public life. This perception limits their opportunities for employment, education, and 
engagement in cultural activities, and weakens their representation across various spaces of decision-making and 
civic agency.

This vulnerability is further intensified in contexts of forced displacement. Women arriving in new areas have faced 
additional layers of marginalisation due to difficulties in integrating into host communities and the absence of social 
support networks. Certain groups of women; such as survivors of detention or older women, are also subjected to 
social stigma that exacerbates their vulnerability and restricts their capacity for cultural and community participation.
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In rural areas, gender-based marginalisation is further reinforced by social norms that confine women to narrowly 
defined roles and prevent them from working or participating in public life. One response notes that the absence of 
cultural infrastructure, combined with the scarcity of programmes specifically targeting women or economically 
disadvantaged children, has deprived entire generations of access to arts and music programmes. This has occurred 
within a broader context of limited funding and the loss of expertise from cultural institutions over recent years.

The intersection of gender-based marginalisation with other forms of marginalisation (economic, political, social, and 
cultural), renders it one of the most complex and consequential forms of exclusion, significantly constraining wom-
en’s ability to exercise agency and participate effectively in the public sphere.

Manifestations of Marginalisation at the Economic and Service Levels
Until 2012, the Syrian economy constitutionally maintained the slogan of “planned socialism.” However, the practical 
application of Ba‘athist governance was characterised by structural duality, as policies gradually shifted toward 
economic liberalization -particularly after 1990 - and formally adopted the model of a “social market economy” in 
2005. These transformations did not contribute to the realization of social justice; rather, they systematically led to 
the accumulation of wealth, the deepening of inequality, and the entrenchment of economic marginalisation in favour 
of the ruling elite and the dominance of specific groups over resources. This process resulted in the gradual erosion 
of the middle class.

After 2011, the regime’s fiscal and monetary policies transitioned into what can be described as a “war economy,” 
exploiting economic deterioration to strengthen its financial capacity and support military operations aimed at main-
taining power. This was achieved through fiscal and monetary measures that further deepened poverty, accompa-
nied by additional coercive instruments such as sieges and deteriorating security conditions, which collectively 
intensified overall economic decline and marginalisation.

Responses from cultural actors indicate that shortages of resources, weak infrastructure, and limited access to fund-
ing and basic services play a central role in marginalizing communities located in remote areas or those affected by 
conflict and its prolonged repercussions. Many responses emphasised the profound impact of the war on economic 
conditions, including rising unemployment rates and work cessation, particularly among individuals engaged in 
heritage-related professions - such as traditional Hama printing, local carpet weaving, and similar crafts - due to 
diminished or non-existent purchasing power and the decline of the tourism sector, which had previously served as 
a primary outlet for these products. 

Residents of rural and marginalised areas also experience a pronounced lack of basic services, such as vocational 
training, which directly affects employment opportunities, alongside the near absence of microfinance programmes. 
These conditions limit their ability to develop sustainable economic and cultural initiatives. Several responses further 
indicate that poverty renders engagement with heritage and culture a luxury that large segments of the population 
cannot afford, thereby threatening the continuity of cultural practices and the safeguarding of local heritage.

In addition, unequal economic conditions, the absence of justice in the distribution of services, and ongoing conflicts 
have contributed to deepening isolation between regions and to the creation of psychological and material barriers 
that weaken social ties and limit community participation.

In this context, economic marginalisation is not limited to living conditions alone; rather, it manifests as part of a 
broader structural system in which political, security, and social crises intersect. This intersection produces sharp 
economic disparities that undermine communities’ capacity for meaningful participation and cultural innovation. 
Understanding these regional inequalities and their specific contexts by cultural actors contributes to the develop-
ment of cultural interventions that are responsive to the deteriorating economic realities faced by the most affected 
groups.

Manifestations of Marginalisation at the Cultural and Knowledge Levels
The roots of marginalisation at the cultural and knowledge levels are linked to interrelated historical, political, and 
social factors that have accumulated over decades of centralised policies and the state’s near-total monopolization 
of cultural life, under strict control and censorship of cultural and artistic production. Survey findings indicate that 
these policies restricted the circulation of knowledge, constrained opportunities for learning, and contributed to the 
exclusion of vast areas from engagement with cultural and artistic movements. For example, one response from 
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Daraa governorate notes that “there is, for instance, only one cinema in the governorate, which has been closed for 
more than 30 years, and to this day cultural activity remains largely absent from the governorate.” This example 
reflects a centralised political decision that does not regard investment in cultural activity in peripheral areas as 
strategically valuable, as well as the absence of policies that support the existence of active cultural spaces beyond 
major urban centres.

This form of marginalisation is also manifested in a culture of ideological uniformity and the rejection of cultural diver-
sity, despite the latter constituting a significant source of strength within Syrian society. Diverse voices were exclud-
ed from the official narrative, and the heritage of rural areas and minority communities was marginalised, including 
linguistic and cultural identities such as those of the eastern region, and cultural expressions like Syriac art and 
folklore, among others. This contributed to the weakening of local heritage, the reduction of its presence in public 
life, and the transformation of cultural diversity from a source of strength into a mechanism of exclusion.

In addition, knowledge-based marginalisation is evident in the weakness of cultural infrastructure and the absence 
of safe spaces for expression and artistic practice - particularly for children, youth, and women - as well as in the 
limited availability of training programmes and the lack of societal awareness regarding the importance of cultural 
work. Responses indicate that economic and social conditions have relegated art and innovation to the lowest rung 
of daily life priorities, deepening feelings of isolation and limiting participation in public cultural life. Some groups also 
point out that limited access to global arts and creative activities within schools and universities has contributed to 
widening the knowledge gap between the centre and the periphery.

Responses of Cultural Actors to Marginalisation within Their Communities
Responding to these multiple forms of marginalisation, as indicated by participants’ responses, requires a precise 
understanding of the specificities of local contexts and the social and political factors shaping each area. Efforts to 
reduce isolation and address the cumulative effects of long-standing, systematic marginalisation require time, and 
their outcomes may not be immediately visible. Nevertheless, the data underscore the capacity of artistic and cultur-
al projects, as well as programmes aimed at safeguarding tangible and intangible heritage, to offer creative and 
non-conventional responses to these challenges and to open new avenues for participation and empowerment.

The responses of cultural initiatives and institutions to marginalisation vary according to local contexts, fields of inter-
vention, and the specific forms of marginalisation they seek to address. Survey findings reveal a clear diversity in 
both the needs identified and the nature of required interventions. In most cases, these responses take forms that 
account for the intersection of social, political, and economic factors within each locality. This intersectional 
approach renders the interventions of local actors - through their diversity - more capable of addressing the needs 
of dignity, livelihood, and participation of affected and target communities, while adapting and linking these interven-
tions to the requirements and political conditions of each phase.

“As the causes of marginalisation are numerous, we strive, to the extent possible, to adopt inclusive approaches in 
both our thinking and project implementation.” - Iram Al-Haraki, Kafwa Foundation.

Analysis of the responses reveals a wide range of interventions employed by cultural actors in confronting marginali-
sation. These interventions can be categorised under the following axes, within which selected examples are 
presented as illustrative models of the nature and diversity of such practices. It should be noted that these axes often 
overlap: for instance, documenting elements of heritage may also involve transforming them into sources of income 
and linking them to economic sustainability; similarly, breaking isolation and reopening the public sphere to diverse 
forms of participation may also be connected to transforming cultural practices into tools for social cohesion and 
civil peace.

1. Reopening the Public Sphere and Reducing Social Isolation
A significant proportion of initiatives seek to break the isolation imposed by marginalisation policies through the 
creation of safe spaces for encounter and expression. These include film screenings, interactive theatre workshops, 
music training, storytelling activities, as well as art exhibitions and visual arts training.
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For example, the Dar Organisation for Peace and Prosperity, established in Aleppo in 2015, works to reopen the 
public sphere for marginalised groups - particularly women and youth - by supporting local initiatives that promote 
dialogue, social cohesion, and peacebuilding. Through its Athar project, Dar provides support to local teams and 
networks to implement participatory initiatives that create safe spaces for discussion and highlight the role of women 
and youth in public affairs and decision-making. In addition, the Agora program contributes to connecting different 
Syrian regions and building networks of cooperation among women from diverse backgrounds, thereby strengthen-
ing political participation and active citizenship while reducing social isolation.

The importance of such spaces is particularly evident in areas with weak cultural infrastructure, whether due to 
long-standing exclusion or prolonged disengagement from public life as a result of siege, war, and poverty. In these 
contexts, active cultural participation transcends recreational activity and becomes, in itself, an intervention aimed 
at reclaiming the right to assembly, visibility, and participation within the public sphere.

The intervention of the Homs Cinema Community, founded in 2025, also illustrates an effort to bridge the gaps creat-
ed by years of war within Syrian society. Through film screenings, the initiative provides an open space for under-
standing and reflecting on experiences of conflict, as well as facilitating dialogue around them. This is complemented 
by the development of workshops targeting marginalised groups, contributing to the activation of cultural space as 
a site for encounter and collective expression. This is particularly significant in the city of Homs, which endured 
severe violence and profound internal divisions during the war, alongside decades of cultural and social marginalisa-
tion. As such, there is now an urgent need to activate new cultural spaces in the city, especially for younger genera-
tions.

Similarly, the Our Country Is Our Wealth group works to promote rural areas - particularly those marginalised and 
distant from the centre - by introducing their cultures and traditional industries. This approach enables participants 
to “discover the country, develop affection for it, and take pride in it, journey after journey.”

In the same vein, Dar Warsha for Cultural Industry in Aleppo launched the Nowhere Cultural Experience, which 
consists of cultural journeys to rural and marginalised areas - such as Afrin, Jabal al-Summaq, and Nubl - to partici-
pate in local rituals and occasions (including Nowruz celebrations, harvest seasons, and Damask rose harvesting), 
and to visit families who preserve artisanal or musical heritage. The initiative aims to create lived experiences and 
shared knowledge between urban residents and rural communities, enabling the discovery of archaeological sites, 
living heritage, and diverse cultural expressions from multiple dimensions, such as dance, music, and cuisine. It also 
seeks to establish channels of communication between city and rural populations and contributes to the safeguard-
ing of local heritage.

2. Empowering the Most Vulnerable Groups as Active Agents Rather Than Service Recipients
Many of the initiatives examined in this study target women, older persons, internally displaced individuals, families 
of the missing, religious and linguistic minorities, and residents of rural areas and regions suffering from weak service 
provision or that experienced destruction and displacement over the past decade. The proposed interventions 
include educational and training programmes, psychosocial support sessions, and related activities. These initiatives 
do not limit their role to service delivery; rather, they contribute to capacity-building among target groups and reposi-
tion them as active agents by engaging them in cultural production, documentation processes, and the design of 
activities. This approach broadens the base of participation and representation within the cultural and community 
spheres, while also contributing to post-war recovery and strengthening adaptive capacities.

The Capital of Peace Association, established in Homs in 2024, offers an illustrative example of this approach 
through psychosocial support programmes directed at women, alongside recreational programmes for children. This 
integrated model enhances opportunities for mothers’ participation and contributes to reducing their social and 
psychological vulnerability.

Similarly, the See My Raqqa initiative, founded in 2017, enables active participation by residents of Raqqa in heritage 
documentation through purposeful interviews. It provides participants with space for self-expression and the recov-
ery of their own narratives by presenting their lives and their city. In this way, the initiative redefines documentation 
as an empowering practice rather than a neutral or extractive process.
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3. Linking Cultural Practices to Livelihoods and Economic Justice
Survey findings reveal a clear and recurring emphasis on linking cultural activity to local economic empowerment, 
particularly in relation to handicraft projects connected to heritage products, support for small-scale producers, and 
the revitalisation of traditional practices at risk of disappearance. In this context, culture and the arts emerge as tools 
for confronting economic marginalisation, which often relegates culture to a non-essential priority, and as mecha-
nisms for advancing economic justice. These practices also contribute to spatial justice by promoting products from 
peripheral and rural areas, rather than reproducing centralised models of production and visibility.

For example, the Threads of Hope – Aghabani project, established between the city of Douma and Damascus in 
2013, embodies this approach as a direct response to the marginalisation experienced by residents of Rural Damas-
cus during years of siege - particularly women. The project trained women from the area in a traditional Syrian craft, 
thereby providing dual protection for heritage: safeguarding tangible heritage through the final product, and intangi-
ble heritage through the transmission of knowledge, embroidery techniques, symbols, and decorative motifs. At the 
same time, it contributed to strengthening women’s economic independence under extremely harsh economic 
conditions, especially during the prolonged war and siege imposed on Eastern Ghouta. In doing so, it redefines 
heritage work as a contemporary practice linked to dignity, livelihoods, and resilience.

A similar approach is reflected in the Welfi initiative for supporting Hama’s traditional crafts, which worked to bring 
numerous local heritage industries out of neglect by reconnecting them to lived practices and transforming them into 
stable sources of income for many practitioners.

4. Safeguarding Memory and Heritage as a Core Component of Local Identity and a Unifying Framework
The findings reflect a strong focus on initiatives dedicated to documenting tangible and intangible heritage. Many of 
these initiatives contribute, directly or indirectly, to safeguarding local cultural identity and the specificities of each 
region through the documentation of oral memory - including music, songs, and popular rituals - as well as through 
the preservation of local community narratives and those of minority groups. These programmes aim to respond to 
cultural and knowledge-based marginalisation and to the silencing of peripheral voices by protecting the practices 
and narratives of marginalised local communities and reinforcing recognition of Syria’s cultural diversity.

For example, the Welfi Initiative for Supporting Crafts, established in Hama in 2020, sought to revive and develop the 
traditional textile printing craft, which had been threatened with disappearance due to war, neglect, and economic 
challenges. The initiative worked to safeguard this heritage by supporting artisans and training new generations in 
printing techniques using traditional designs on textiles, while also allowing for the incorporation of contemporary 
designs that preserve the craft’s techniques without freezing them in time. This approach enabled the craft to remain 
relevant, accessible, and connected to everyday life practices. Through exhibitions, the initiative also introduced 
wider audiences to this authentic Syrian art form and reconnected the traditional craft to its cultural and social 
context as a living, sustainable practice.

Similarly, the Mawj Foundation, through its Mastaba project, works on documenting the heritage of the Qalamoun 
region and presenting it in a contemporary and interactive manner, particularly for younger generations. This has 
contributed to the intergenerational transmission of certain traditional customs and practices within the region and 
reinforced their connection to local identity. Some project activities also specifically targeted marginalised groups, 
including persons with disabilities.

In Raqqa, the Balloon Organisation launched a diverse set of projects and programmes focused on heritage preser-
vation and its linkage to Raqqa’s local identity - an effort of particular significance given the severe hardships the 
governorate endured during the war. These initiatives include the Preserve Raqqa project, which aims to develop a 
dictionary documenting the city’s local dialect, accompanied by audio and linguistic explanations of its vocabulary, 
in order to safeguard its cultural specificity and challenge stigmatising attitudes toward dialect diversity. The Shno 
platform highlights Raqqa’s heritage and culture by shedding light on writers, intellectuals, social life, customs, and 
traditions. The Zizafoun platform documents local proverbs and explains their stories and cultural contexts as part 
of the community’s oral memory. The Hayj Rabbeina initiative seeks to revive traditional children’s games and explain 
their cultural significance, while the Eid Kleija initiative aims to revive popular rituals associated with preparing kleija 
sweets, alongside recreational cultural activities for children, including the distribution of kleija in local markets.
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The efforts of the Tadmerto Organisation for Development and Social Cohesion in Qamishli include the collection of 
oral histories, the documentation of heritage sites through photography, and the recording of customs, traditions, 
and cultural practices that constitute an integral part of the local identity of these communities. This work is carried 
out in close collaboration with local community members to ensure that their voices and presence are central to the 
preservation of their heritage and its transmission to future generations.

Taken together, these diverse examples illustrate the flexibility of artistic and cultural interventions - from music, 
theatre, and cinema projects to initiatives dedicated to safeguarding cultural identity and intangible heritage, includ-
ing documentation practices. They also demonstrate the capacity of such interventions to adapt to shifting contextu-
al challenges and contemporary transformations, without separating heritage from its social and lived contexts.

5. Advocacy and Support for Community Issues
The responses of cultural actors include engagement with issues such as gender-based violence, inequality, and the 
rights of persons with disabilities, alongside programmes aimed at building leadership capacities, promoting political 
empowerment, and strengthening gender justice and community participation. These approaches highlight the role 
and significance of cultural expression as an advocacy tool capable of moving social issues from the margins into 
the public sphere and opening discussions that are often difficult to address through conventional channels. They 
also seek to generate change at multiple levels - ranging from behavioural and societal shifts related to the issues 
addressed, to influencing public policies and shaping the orientations of various stakeholders involved in these 
areas.

The programmes of the Habak team, established in the city of Homs in 2021, represent a clear example of this form 
of response. The team employs interactive theatre as an advocacy tool to support community issues by addressing 
gender-based violence, inequality, and the challenges faced by persons with disabilities. In this context, art functions 
as a flexible medium that enables the presentation of sensitive issues within the public sphere in a participatory 
manner, allowing audiences to engage directly and to reconsider these issues from a critical perspective. This 
process contributes to raising community awareness and lays the groundwork for gradual changes in attitudes and 
behaviours.

Similarly, the Syrian Youth of Tomorrow organisation operates in Eastern Ghouta using a range of approaches, 
including the provision of spaces for meetings and assemblies, to facilitate advocacy, mobilisation, and pressure - 
particularly around the issue of returnees from displacement and refuge. The organisation seeks to draw the atten-
tion of governmental institutions and civil society organisations to this issue, which requires substantial efforts and 
funding to enable the dignified return of this population to their homes and to meet their full range of needs. This 
advocacy is coupled with an emphasis on reconstruction processes that respect the specificities of the communities 
and regions devastated by the war.

6. Building Social Cohesion through Cultural and Artistic Tools
The research sample included several initiatives working on issues of civil peace and inter-community connectivity 
through dialogue projects and cross-regional social cohesion workshops. The arts - such as music, cinema, and 
storytelling - alongside the exploration of shared heritage elements, contribute to reducing polarisation and creating 
safe spaces that rebuild social bonds and enable new narratives centred on common ground within society.

The Arkan for Development organisation, founded in Daraa in 2021, works to address compounded marginalisation 
resulting from regional tensions between Daraa and Suwayda by using heritage and dialogue as indirect entry points 
for building social cohesion. Through the Southern Carpet workshop, jointly implemented between the two gover-
norates in cooperation with the Fajja Kharaq organisation in Suwayda, shared heritage is revived and collective work-
spaces are created that bring together women from both cities. This process enhances mutual familiarity, reduces 
stereotypes, and simultaneously supports women who are economically most vulnerable. In addition, the Umm 
Al-Ghaith project focused on documenting folk songs and oral narratives in southern Syria and linking them to 
dialogue sessions on reconciliation and shared struggle through theatre and storytelling, thereby contributing to the 
reconstruction of collective memory as a tool for civil peace.
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In a similar vein, the Harmony Cultural Forum, established in Homs in 2018, focuses through its Revival project on 
safeguarding cultural heritage and reviving traditional crafts as entry points for community empowerment and social 
cohesion. The project operates along three axes: urban landmarks, cultural context and ways of life, contributing to 
the creation of shared foundations among Homs residents affected by the war. It also provides sustainable spaces 
for expression, encounter, and skills development through clubs dedicated to music, visual arts, photography, 
English language learning, and writing. The initiative adopts participatory approaches in activity design to ensure 
community ownership of the project and its direct impact.

Similarly, the Gardenia group established a choir composed of amateur young women and men from diverse Syrian 
regions, including cities that have been culturally marginalised (such as Daraa, Quneitra, Deir ez-Zor, and Raqqa). 
The group is currently working on a new project involving interactive musical events in remote areas and cities that 
have experienced bombardment and marginalisation in recent years.

In Raqqa, the Balloon organisation employs cinema as a tool for dialogue and peacebuilding, bringing together fami-
lies and children around inspiring stories that promote values of understanding and coexistence. In Rural Damascus, 
specifically in Jaramana, the Jaramana Cinema Club operates within a marginalised, working-class environment, 
organizing weekly film screenings and discussions addressing social, humanitarian, and political issues. These 
screenings are transformed into safe spaces for dialogue between attendees and the club’s team around a range of 
pressing social and political concerns.

Beyond these core axes, some interventions in marginalised communities aim to provide diverse empowerment 
programmes - economic, educational, rights-based, political, environmental, and agricultural - targeting the most 
vulnerable groups, particularly women and youth. These efforts also emphasise media as a supportive tool to count-
er hate speech and harmful stereotypes that further exacerbate community vulnerability, alongside a focus on cultur-
al and artistic production in its various forms, and, when necessary, the provision of emergency assistance.

Taken together, these approaches present a multi-level framework that transcends culture as a standalone sector, 
instead seeking to confront the effects of marginalisation through intersectional engagement with economic, social, 
cultural, and educational dimensions. Survey results further demonstrate that linking cultural action to values of 
social justice and peacebuilding creates safe spaces in which marginalised groups can act as agents within the 
public sphere. This process redistributes opportunities for expression, organisation, and production, thereby 
strengthening more equitable and inclusive practices of citizenship. Consequently, these initiatives emerge as key 
actors in supporting the most vulnerable groups and facilitating their reintegration into cultural and social spaces, 
and, ultimately, into the political sphere.

In this section, we analysed the various forms of marginalisation in Syria over recent decades and up to the present, 
whether based on geography, social or identity-related factors, or gender, as well as their manifestations at the 
economic, service, cultural, and knowledge levels. We also highlighted the diverse responses of cultural actors 
participating in the survey to these forms of marginalisation within their communities, and the significance of these 
responses for communities and their residents across cultural, social, economic, psychological, and other dimen-
sions.
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Many of the groups and entities included in this study engage with diverse elements of heritage, both tangible and 
intangible, within their programmes and at varying levels. This engagement may be aimed at documenting and safe-
guarding heritage and transmitting it to new generations, or at employing heritage for other purposes, including 
linking it to civil peace and social cohesion through different approaches, or transforming it into a source of sustain-
able income.

Although this paper does not seek to confine its scope exclusively to work on safeguarding Syrian heritage and all 
related dimensions, we deemed it useful to include this topic within the survey. This allowed us to identify the fields 
of work of the targeted groups, initiatives, and individuals, and to understand how they perceive heritage and the 
importance of its protection and preservation. Many of these groups view heritage as a carrier of values related to 
identity and belonging, and as a supportive factor in strengthening social cohesion and civil peace. While they may 
not work directly on these two axes, their cultural programmes often contribute to reinforcing these values and 
promoting principles of dialogue, nonviolence, and the dismantling of stereotypes, among others.

Areas of Work Related to Heritage
As outlined in a previous section, many of the groups included in the survey operate in fields related to tangible and 
intangible heritage, across different levels and scales of engagement. These areas include heritage documentation 
and highlighting specific heritage elements (24 groups); preserving or reviving traditional crafts and supporting their 
continuity, development, and transformation into sources of income (8 groups); using tools such as podcasts, exhibi-
tions, artistic performances, films, seminars, and festivals to document heritage and raise awareness of its impor-
tance (8 groups); training adolescents and children on heritage-related concepts (2 groups); employing arts and 
culture to preserve narratives (5 groups); and cultural production in its various forms (3 groups). In addition, some 
groups engage in producing research papers on heritage, organizing cultural tours in marginalised areas, and trans-
forming heritage into long-term training curricula.

Key Risks Threatening Heritage Today According to Participants’ Perspectives
Participants in the survey were asked about the factors they believe pose threats to Syria’s tangible and intangible 
heritage today. In the following subsections, we present the most prominent risks, many of which were repeatedly 
cited in responses, indicating their urgency and significance.

1- Intangible Heritage
Risks Related to Mechanisms and Frameworks for Documenting Intangible and Orally Transmitted Heritage.
Reliance on oral transmission without sufficient attention to scientific documentation and archiving, which threat-
ens the loss of local cultures. In addition, there is a lack of adequate initiatives for digital documentation, which 
could contribute to preserving intangible heritage in its various forms.
The decline and disappearance of intergenerational transmission of knowledge, skills, and heritage practices 
between grandparents, parents, and grandchildren, alongside weak strategies for attracting younger generations 
to heritage through innovative approaches. As Nadia Helmi of the Our Country Is Our Wealth group notes:
“Perhaps we are the last generations still interested in this subject, and many elements of heritage no longer have 
a place in our contemporary lives, such as traditional weddings.”
The lack of oversight of publications concerned with heritage preservation, which sometimes leads to distortion 
or a lack of credibility, rendering heritage vulnerable to misappropriation or inaccurate reproduction that fails to 
preserve its authenticity.
The scarcity of researchers working on and/or interested in safeguarding and transmitting heritage through 
systematic, scientific, and rigorous methodologies, as well as the limited number of official initiatives dedicated 
to preserving elements of intangible heritage.
Obstacles related to copyright and intellectual property rights associated with intangible heritage, and the need 
to address these issues clearly in ways that safeguard the rights of practitioners and cultural workers.
Globalisation, alongside the disappearance of heritage without documentation, and in some cases its distortion 
due to exposure to other cultures, coupled with the inability to preserve the specificities and customs of each 
community. In the absence of clear legal frameworks and policies to protect the cultural rights of diverse commu-
nities in Syria, this risk poses a significant threat to local cultures in all their diversity.
The Impact of War, Including Forced Migration, Displacement, and Insecurity, and Its Effects Across Multiple 
Levels.

Work in the Field of Safeguarding Syrian Heritage
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Demographic changes and the loss of orally transmitted knowledge chains, including the migration of artisans 
and skilled practitioners, alongside a general disengagement of younger generations from everything associated 
with heritage and “the past.” As Thuraya Hijazi of the Masarat Badila organisation explains: “Many artisans, musi-
cians, and traditional storytellers have lost their environments or have migrated.”
The continuous loss of trained human resources specialised in heritage preservation due to war and prolonged 
migration. Tony Shamoun of the Baramaya Syriac Folklore Group notes: “Folklore requires years of training, and 
after investing effort over many years, the trainee migrates, returning us to the starting point with new individuals.”
Deteriorating economic conditions, which have resulted in the neglect of cultural engagement in favour of secur-
ing basic means of survival. The absence of financial support forces those working in culture and heritage to 
prioritise personal livelihoods, limiting their ability to dedicate time to artistic and cultural work. This is com-
pounded by weak marketing of heritage products, leading to their neglect and disappearance as they no longer 
generate sufficient income for practitioners. As Mona Arakely from the Threads of Hope – Aghabani project 
explains: “Veteran artisans, such as textile printers, withdrew from the Aghabani craft and turned to other profes-
sions due to low demand for products caused by declining tourism and worsening economic conditions.”
A limited and reductionist vision of intangible heritage, whereby heritage is confined to handicrafts and certain 
foods, treated as a “trend,” and stripped of recognition of its broader significance and potential roles in peace-
building. In some cases, heritage is even instrumentalised for political purposes.
The marginalisation of local cultures within public discourse and the lack of serious engagement with them by 
official cultural institutions.

Wars and armed conflicts, which have resulted in the destruction, looting, and vandalism of archaeological sites, 
historic landmarks, and museums. These conditions have also created wide opportunities for the illicit trafficking 
of antiquities and cultural heritage objects outside the country, as well as for unregulated and illegal excavations. 
The frequency of such activities has increased markedly in the period following the fall of the Assad regime, 
alongside neglect and the absence of any official efforts or sufficient resources for restoration and the protection 
of archaeological heritage.
Unplanned urban development, which poses a threat to ancient sites and heritage buildings and leads to the loss 
of significant landmarks. In this context, Thuraya Hijazi of the Masarat Badila organisation notes that “turning 
heritage into ‘decor’ through privatisation and commodification, by converting archaeological areas into restau-
rants and cafés, threatens the uniqueness of these areas.” Another response similarly points out that post-war 
unregulated construction expansion may endanger certain heritage sites and compromise the character of 
historic areas.
The absence of clear urban planning frameworks for reconstruction that preserve the identity of places and the 
customs and cultures of their inhabitants. Thuraya Hijazi further explains that “projects implemented under the 
banner of reconstruction may become tools for erasing the traces of war and re-engineering identity. The danger 
lies in rebuilding places in ways that conceal what happened, rather than allowing them to bear witness to it.”
Hana Latouf of the Rural Development Association adds that “urban sprawl threatens archaeological sites, partic-
ularly in this post-war phase marked by the return of displaced populations, in the absence of building regulations 
that clearly define protected zones around these sites. This is compounded by families’ rush to rebuild after 
returning from displacement, as well as the deliberate demolition of archaeological sites driven by fears that the 
government may later seize parts of properties containing such sites.”
The distancing of communities from visiting archaeological and heritage sites, resulting in a weakened sense of 
connection to these places as integral components of local and national identity.

2- Tangible Heritage

Neglect and institutional deterioration within bodies responsible for heritage, alongside the absence of a genuine 
and coherent strategy and concrete projects for heritage safeguarding, as well as insufficient resources allocated 
for its protection. This occurs in parallel with the monopolization of heritage-related work by specific entities and 
the domination of cultural institutions by authorities that possess significant influence but limited expertise.
Weak financial and institutional support for youth-led cultural initiatives, which constrains the sustainability of 
efforts aimed at safeguarding and revitalising heritage, in addition to the fragility of civil society organisations that 
specialise in or support the protection of Syrian heritage.

3- Heritage in General
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The absence of strict and clearly enforced legislation designed to protect heritage.
The spread of extremism and hostility toward the arts in certain areas and contexts, as well as the erasure of 
cultural identity in other regions - such as Afrin and Raqqa, for example - due to war, demographic changes, and 
the successive control of these areas by de facto authorities. Another example includes the imposition of external 
policies, such as Turkification policies in Aleppo. These dynamics are compounded by the inability to conduct 
any cultural or heritage-related work under deteriorating security conditions, as was the case in Suwayda gover-
norate during the period in which this research paper was conducted.
Climate change and the threats it poses to numerous heritage elements closely linked to local identities.
Limited awareness among certain segments of society of the importance of heritage, particularly among youth, 
due to preoccupation with livelihood concerns and displacement, as well as their exclusion from heritage-related 
issues specific to their regions. This lack of awareness leads to neglect of heritage or to the destruction or alter-
ation of historic landmarks without recognition of their value.
Weak academic documentation and the absence of educational programmes that introduce younger generations 
to their heritage and its significance, particularly through contemporary and engaging approaches.

Taken together, these points demonstrate a high level of awareness among survey participants of the wide range of 
risks currently threatening both tangible and intangible heritage in Syria, alongside a clear recognition of the urgent 
need to address them. Participants also put forward a set of recommendations in this regard, which are presented 
in the final section dedicated to recommendations.
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The concept of social peace cannot be defined in isolation from the concept of sustaining peace, as articulated in 
United Nations General Assembly Resolution A/RES/70/262 and Security Council Resolution S/RES/2282 (2016). 
Sustaining peace is defined as “a goal and a process to build a common vision of a society, ensuring that the needs 
of all segments of the population are taken into account, and encompassing activities aimed at preventing the 
outbreak, escalation, continuation, and recurrence of conflict; addressing root causes; assisting parties to conflict to 
end hostilities; and ensuring national reconciliation.”

Oliver Richmond, Professor of International Relations and Peace and Conflict Studies at the University of Manches-
ter, defines social peace in his book Peace: A Very Short Introduction (2014) as “a type of peace based on the idea 
that every individual in society has the capacity to mobilise efforts toward peace through a range of different perspec-
tives, such as disarmament, international cooperation, the rejection of violence, discrimination, or repression. This 
form of peace can emerge from local organisations and their campaigns, and it develops as organisations, communi-
ties, and political actors converge around the need for social justice.”

Based on the survey results, this section seeks to analyse the relationship between cultural action and peacebuild-
ing, viewing it as a relationship shaped by context, the nature of cultural interventions, and the mechanisms through 
which cultural activity is activated within society to serve the goals of peacebuilding and social cohesion. It examines 
how the engagement of local institutions and initiatives in promoting social justice - through supporting marginalised 
groups, reducing conflict intensity or social polarisation, and focusing on building shared ground to address the 
causes of division - can contribute to mitigating violence.

Cultural action contributes to social peace when it works to dismantle the structural and symbolic causes of division 
and violence, confronts marginalisation and exclusion, and re-establishes, in one way or another, a connection to 
local identity. It does not confine itself to producing cultural or artistic activities detached from their political and 
social context.

In the Syrian context, and as a result of accumulated conflicts, closed identities, and mutual fear, culture emerges as 
an alternative space to direct politics, one that targets the roots of conflict and seeks to reduce polarisation. The 
strength of cultural action in many cases lies not in confronting division through romanticised or condescending 
discourse, but in its capacity to operate at deeper levels of trust-building - such as memory, shared experience, emo-
tions, and collective narratives - which in turn contribute to confronting violence and repairing social bonds.

The majority of initiatives examined in this study affirmed that they address the goals of social peace and social 
cohesion through diverse interventions that vary according to local context, the specialization of the initiatives, and 
the nature of the tools employed. Accordingly, the responses were categorised into thematic axes focusing on 
patterns of intervention, their mechanisms, and their varying levels of impact, allowing for a clearer reading of how 
cultural action is practically linked to pathways of social peacebuilding.

Unlike the immediate-response nature of humanitarian relief programmes, work on pathways toward social and 
sustainable peace requires long-term, cumulative action whose results cannot be evaluated directly or instanta-
neously. This characteristic distinguishes cultural interventions, which primarily focus on slow transformations and 
long-term outcomes.

The recurring phrase “Culture today is not a luxury but a necessity,” which appeared in multiple survey responses, 
reflects a genuine awareness among many cultural actors in Syria of the importance of serious, engaged cultural 
work within broader pathways of peace, justice, and community recovery.

Dialogue Sessions as a Tool for Strengthening Social Cohesion and Rebuilding Social Bonds
This pattern represents the most frequently cited form of response, given its flexibility and its potential to be integrat-
ed into any activity that brings together individuals from diverse and sometimes conflicting positions, backgrounds, 
and affiliations. Survey results highlight the role played by dialogue sessions - in their various forms- in rebuilding 
connections among the components of Syrian society, by providing spaces for dismantling fear and isolation, break-
ing down stereotypes, and redefining perceptions of the “other” through lived experience. This is particularly signifi-
cant in light of the acute polarisation produced by exclusionary policies imposed on Syrian society for years, as well 
as the deep ruptures created by prolonged years of war between different Syrian regions. It should be noted, howev-
er, that scientific tools are not always employed to measure this role or its impact.

Cultural Activity and Social Peace
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Despite differences in methodologies among the initiatives under study, they converge around a core objective: 
creating safe spaces that restore communication between communities whose relationships have been severed, and 
rebuilding trust based on mutual knowledge rather than preconceived assumptions.

First: Dialogues Directly Linked to Social Peace
Political and social transformation constitutes a fundamental challenge for any society in terms of preserving social 
peace, especially within a complex context marked by decades of repression and systematic marginalisation, as is 
the case in Syria. The absence of transparency surrounding transitional justice processes, the continuation of grave 
violations, and the lack of justice at multiple levels have all contributed to deepening existing societal fractures and 
entrenching distrust among social components. In this context, dialogue and the breaking of isolation emerge as 
critical mechanisms for rebuilding social bonds and addressing the cumulative effects of division.

Accordingly, initiatives that organise regular dialogue sessions seek to open safe spaces for dialogue and the 
exchange of ideas and perspectives, with the primary aim of dismantling polarisation and rebuilding trust among 
groups and communities that have long lived in a state of mutual isolation. This isolation may be geographical - 
resulting from siege and political control - or symbolic and ideological, stemming from entrenched stereotypes and 
the demonization of the “other” as a deliberate policy employed by the Assad regime to weaken society and secure 
the continuity of its rule.

The Noul Network for Social Peace, established in late January 2025, offers a clear example of this approach. The 
timing of its establishment reflects the urgent need to open dialogue spaces during the transitional phase following 
the fall of the Assad regime, a period marked by escalating tensions and divisions. Its dialogue sessions - such as 
“The Syrians’ Guesthouse” and “Word and Deed” - focus on concepts of social peace, the role of civil and communi-
ty actors in safeguarding it, as well as the role of security institutions in peacebuilding and the principles of communi-
ty policing.

The network operates along several parallel tracks:

Second: Breaking Isolation through Physical Exchanges between Different Regions
During the years of war, and as a result of political divisions and the deterioration of security conditions, movement 
between regions and governorates became extremely limited. Even prior to the outbreak of the Syrian revolution, the 
idea of mobility and of becoming acquainted with distant regions and cultures was largely unfamiliar, except for very 
conventional forms of tourism, both in terms of destinations and in terms of the nature of such tourism, which tended 
to remain superficial and did not engage deeply with local communities or their lived realities. In response to this 
reality, a number of initiatives have turned to travel and reciprocal visits within Syria as a vital entry point for dialogue, 
grounded in individuals’ personal experiences and direct encounters with local cultures.

Similarly, the Bader Foundation for Community Development implements training workshops and dialogue sessions 
in the cities of Qamishli and Amuda, targeting diverse segments and components of society. These activities address 
topics such as the distinction between freedom of expression and hate speech, countering false and misleading 
information, and critically engaging with media content, reflecting a commitment to confronting the rise of hate 
speech and its impact on social and civic peace.

In Rural Damascus, and since the fall of the regime, the Syrian Youth of Tomorrow Organisation has worked on 
“Direct awareness-raising around resorting to the rule of law and avoiding vigilante revenge,” while facilitating 
dialogues among different societal groups, including residents and returnees, regime supporters and revolutionaries, 
educated and uneducated individuals.

Leveraging every civic activity as an act that serves social peace, by viewing all social and cultural activities as 
opportunities for dialogue, tension reduction, and the exchange of perspectives to strengthen trust among 
participants.
Reframing conflicts from ethnic or sectarian divisions into negotiable conflicts of interest, through professional 
unions, syndicates, and chambers of commerce.
Enhancing women’s participation in the transitional phase through the Syrian Women’s Forum, thereby introduc-
ing more inclusive and gender-sensitive approaches to dialogue and peacebuilding.
Addressing transitional justice and political participation, recognizing them as core issues that must be tackled 
directly and explicitly in order to achieve social peace.
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Within the “Fig Jam” initiative by the Baladna Tharwatna group, local products were employed as tools for building 
bridges of dialogue and for listening to narratives as told by the “other,” bringing together women from Masyaf and 
women from Eastern Ghouta. These encounters revealed lived experiences that had previously been unknown and 
contributed to creating spaces of empathy and understanding, despite the heavy psychological contexts involved. 
The initiative’s founder, Nadia Helmi, notes that “it may not be possible to speak of a direct and clear impact of these 
visits, especially as they were not psychologically easy, but at the very least we come to know what happened in other 
regions.” She also points to the current economic hardship in Syria as a major obstacle to sustaining such efforts.

Similarly, the Arkan for Development organisation implemented the “Southern Carpet” and “Umm al-Ghaith” initia-
tives several years prior to the fall of the regime, with the aim of reducing longstanding tensions between the gover-
norates of Daraa and Suwayda. Reciprocal visits and shared folk narratives helped to dispel fears among young 
women and men from both governorates and to build personal relationships that continued over time. Participant 
testimonies indicate a heightened level of awareness during recent events in Suwayda, as individuals became more 
capable of distinguishing between individual responsibility and collective affiliation, reflecting a tangible impact on 
social behaviour.

The Masarat Ibdaliyya organisation organises exchange trips between governorates to introduce narratives through 
the voices of local communities themselves and to create inclusive spaces, drawing on tools such as visual arts, 
music, and role-exchange laboratories. A similar approach is adopted by the Marona Centre in Idlib, which imple-
ments programmes such as “Hip Hop Syria,” consisting of journeys between Syrian cities aimed at reconnecting 
divided communities, and “Lammat Ahl,” which seeks to build bridges between displaced and resident women 
through shared food heritage.

In Latakia, the Souq al-Day‘a Association works to “create meeting points between rural and urban areas,” helping 
to break social and economic barriers and to foster a safe environment for the exchange of knowledge and resourc-
es, thereby strengthening mutual understanding and social cohesion among individuals from diverse backgrounds. 
One woman from the city, for example, noted that she had developed a weekly habit of visiting Souq al-Day‘a simply 
to enjoy conversations with rural women.

This approach also encompasses participatory local dialogues, whose significance lies in relocating mechanisms of 
dialogue and consultation to neighbourhoods, villages, and informal spaces. This enables the inclusion of marginal-
ised groups who are often excluded from centralised dialogue processes and contributes to redistributing the geog-
raphy of cultural centralisation. In this context, the Kafwa Foundation is preparing to implement the “Micro Kafwa” 
project, which relies on mobile dialogue sessions with women in marginalised neighbourhoods and villages. The 
project aims to listen to women’s lived realities, identify their priorities as a foundation for advocacy, and assess the 
feasibility of implementing community initiatives that are context-sensitive and resource-appropriate, thereby 
reinforcing a sense of active citizenship. These sessions are accompanied by creative activities and participatory 
events - such as collective cooking and nature walks - in an effort to create safe spaces for dialogue and interaction.

Third: Dialogues Embedded within Workshops of Diverse Thematic Focus
The various interventions of civil society create opportunities for encounter and for the formation of shared experi-
ences, which constitute a foundation upon which cumulative action can be built action that is not detached from 
personal lived experiences. The distinctiveness of these initiatives lies in their movement beyond dialogue under-
stood merely as direct discussion of disagreements, toward addressing such disagreements within creative and 
experiential contexts. This approach mitigates tension and allows for indirect expression of sensitive issues, render-
ing participation less threatening and increasing the potential for trust-building processes.

Several initiatives, including the Noul Network for Social Peace, point to the role of local reconciliation programmes 
in strengthening relationships among diverse community components, reducing tension, and limiting escalation. 
Simple practices - such as organizing shared condolence gatherings or awareness-raising sessions - have contribut-
ed to rebuilding portions of the damaged social fabric by demonstrating empathy and proactive engagement with 
others, thereby helping to ease societal divisions.

The Syrian Nonviolence Group – SALAM operates through trainings based on cultivating the culture of nonviolence 
by organizing listening sessions that bring together individuals from diverse backgrounds, with the aim of fostering 
mutual listening without judgment. In addition, the group trains facilitators on nonviolence culture and the manage-
ment of listening sessions, ensuring the transfer of knowledge and the development of local capacities for analysis 
and for countering violent discourse at the individual level and within participants’ immediate social environments.
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In Aleppo, workshops organised by the Bader Foundation for Community Development focus on the concept of hate 
speech and the distinction between hate speech and freedom of expression, while analysing the role of media in 
either undermining or reinforcing hate discourse, and the risks associated with its proliferation in media content and 
on social media platforms.

Meanwhile, the Homs Cinema Community employs cinema as a medium for dialogue through collective screenings 
and interactive workshops that bring together diverse groups and open discussions around social and political 
issues, while also supporting women’s participation in leadership roles within community and peace-oriented work.

Cultural Activity as a Carrier of Concepts and Tools for Social Peace and Community Cohesion
Cultural and artistic activity has long been associated with processes of social transformation and peacebuilding, 
particularly in post-conflict contexts and environments affected by prolonged violence. In such settings, “the arts can 
contribute to raising awareness of the impacts of violence, enabling distinctive forms of cultural expression, providing 
opportunities for intercultural cooperation, and offering emotional and aesthetic means for addressing trauma and 
healing.”

Despite this unifying potential, UNESCO notes in a report published in 2021 that culture has increasingly been 
exploited over the past two decades for divisive purposes, contributing to the prolongation of crises and the denial 
of human rights, including cultural rights. UNESCO emphasises that “protecting culture is not merely a cultural issue; 
it has become a security necessity.” The past two decades have witnessed numerous attacks on cultural heritage 
and the misuse of arts and culture, whether through the propagation of negative propaganda targeting specific 
topics or groups, or through fostering division via the systematic destruction of heritage or the denial of cultural rights 
to certain communities.

“Following the war in the former Yugoslavia in the 1990s, the reconstruction of the Mostar Bridge in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina - listed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site - held profound symbolic significance. It was not solely about 
restoring heritage to its former state, but also about re-establishing identity and solidarity as part of post-conflict 
recovery. The Dayton Peace Agreement, which ended the war, included provisions related to human rights, the return 
of refugees and displaced persons, and the protection of cultural heritage. This process marked a particular turning 
point, as cultural heritage was recognised for the first time in modern conflict-resolution policy as a fundamental 
element of sustainable peace.”

A 2019 report by the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights affirms that economic, 
social, and cultural rights are foundational pillars for remaining on track to achieving the Sustainable Development 
Goals.

Within this framework, the survey findings indicate a clear awareness of the importance of culture and heritage as 
key indirect entry points for peacebuilding and for creating common ground among communities. The arts generate 
spaces for dialogue that politics is often unable to provide, while cultural and artistic languages facilitate empathy 
and affective participation.

As one initiative notes, social peace is, at its core, a cultural practice. Countering violent and hate-based discourse 
requires a long-term cultural strategy that reinforces values of citizenship and dismantles the complex structures of 
violence embedded within Syrian society. This necessitates comprehensive and gradual cultural action that engages 
different age groups and is anchored in an inclusive national vision spanning all regions, capable of addressing the 
deep and widespread points of contention that currently characterise the Syrian landscape.

“If we want to work toward building peace under conditions like the current ones, where polarisation, sectarianism, 
and blind mobilisation are at their peak, it is difficult to approach peace directly. It is often more effective to work 
through small initiatives, such as building a communal bakery in an area where people from different backgrounds 
work and eat together, or rehabilitating a shared recreational space between two divided governorates and transform-
ing it into a place for encounter and the building of new relationships.” - Iman Al-Kafri, Arkan for Development

 

3

3“Cutting Edge: Overcoming Barriers to Peace through Culture.” UNESCO.Org, 31 Mar. 2021, www.unesco.org/en/articles/cutting-edge-overcoming-barriers-peace-
through-culture. Accessed Jan. 2026.
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Accordingly, it is possible to identify the following patterns of cultural activity in addressing concepts of social peace 
and community cohesion, as reflected by the groups participating in the survey.

First: Cultural and Artistic Activity in Revitalising Marginalised and War-Affected Areas
After decades of restriction and marginalisation of cultural and civic work across Syria, and following the fall of the 
Assad regime, the need has emerged for cultural interventions that reopen the public sphere and revive civic life in 
marginalised and affected areas. This need extends beyond material reconstruction related to buildings and infra-
structure, to restoring the function of public space as an open arena that belongs to people. Within this context, art 
offers particular possibilities for penetrating a public sphere that has long been closed, and for redefining it as a 
space for shared social presence through collective and sensory engagement.

The survey results demonstrate widespread interest among the majority of groups and individuals under study in 
working with marginalised populations and with areas that were directly targeted and destroyed during the war. 
Engagement with marginalised groups is not limited to explicitly targeting them through specialised programmes; 
rather, it takes on multiple and more complex forms, whereby cultural work can exert a tangible impact on the lives 
of these groups without being explicitly directed at them.

This is reflected in the design and implementation of cultural programmes within cities and towns that have experi-
enced cultural, service-related, or political marginalisation, as well as in environments subjected to violence and 
bombardment. It also appears in efforts to work with individuals from these areas by providing opportunities for 
encounter, exchange of diverse cultural identities, and active participation in cultural activities.

For example, working with amateur young men and women from culturally marginalised cities such as Daraa, 
Quneitra, Deir ez-Zor, and Raqqa within the Gardenia Choir project generates an impact that exceeds the musical or 
artistic activity itself. It provides a safe space for developing talents and meaningful participation, while creating an 
active platform for groups previously excluded from Syrian cultural life. This impact is achieved through a collective 
experience grounded in collaborative work, generating bonds capable of affirming active presence and rebuilding 
trust at the level of everyday practice. Participation in singing, performing, or even attending creates new social 
relationships based on mutual recognition rather than preconceived affiliations.

Similarly, musical and artistic events held in affected or marginalised areas contribute to reactivating public space, 
creating opportunities for encounter, and strengthening feelings of belonging and recognition. Central to any cultural 
or civic intervention is a sensitive understanding of the specific and complex contexts of each area, as linking artistic 
production to local issues contributes to repairing the social fabric through reclaiming the right to visibility and mutual 
acknowledgment.

The large attendance of residents from Daraya in the Damascus countryside at a Gardenia Choir concert held in the 
local cultural centre - which had suffered extensive destruction during the war and carried particular symbolic signifi-
cance at the outset of the revolution as a hub for revolutionary and awareness-raising activities after previously serv-
ing as a government facility - underscores the important role the arts can play in processes of social recovery. Such 
initiatives help assign new meanings to destroyed places, connecting them to lived realities and shared memory.

Likewise, the Adad Centre for Research and Studies in As-Suwayda conducts “local musical and artistic workshops, 
such as mural painting by children as expressions of their dreams amid war and current crises, and participation in 
interactive theatre aimed at shedding light on women’s lived realities.”

Numerous groups and initiatives across different regions also work to document specific aspects of local culture, 
particularly those most marginalised and subject to long-term, deliberate neglect. These efforts contribute to restor-
ing recognition of such cultures and affirming their importance at both local and national levels.

Accordingly, cultural work - whether explicitly targeted or not - can be understood as a fundamental tool for recon-
necting marginalised communities with cultural, social, and economic life, mitigating the effects of isolation, and 
strengthening community cohesion through symbolic or direct participation in cultural space. Natalie Bahadi of 
Karasi Collective in Aleppo notes that “economies that integrate cultural and creative industries into their systems 
benefit in the long term. The more space we have for cultural work, and the more we focus on producing culture 
rather than merely consuming it, the closer we come to supporting economic stability, and this stability is essential 
for social peace.”
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Second: The Role of Cultural Activity in Building Social Peace
Heritage memory constitutes an emotional dimension that generates positive feelings among communities that 
share interconnected and similar elements, thereby fostering proximity and reducing factors of tension between 
them. The Nawel Network for Social Peace emphasises that heritage represents one of the means through which 
similarities between communities can be demonstrated and the historical depth and rootedness of Syria’s compo-
nents can be affirmed. It also constitutes an approach that is widely accepted by communities, particularly in 
contexts of acute polarisation. One example is the campaign “I Will Write on Paper and Send You”, which is based 
on the premise that this song represents shared heritage between Daraa and As-Suwayda and seeks to highlight 
commonalities between the two governorates. Similarly, the organisation Fajet Kharq notes that “heritage is one of 
the resources that can be relied upon extensively in building social peace, as it is both the most attractive and the 
richest and most diverse resource.”

Multiple responses highlight the importance of cultural spaces as neutral zones that allow individuals to build 
relationships without engaging directly in differences. These include theatrical, musical, and artistic events; cinema 
screenings and discussion programmes; and collective activities centred on traditional crafts or shared rituals. Such 
spaces enable the gradual rebuilding of trust through shared experience and collective action. Organisations such 
as the Mawj Development Foundation and the Nawel Network for Social Peace indicate that these activities facilitate 
acquaintance, dialogue, and the dismantling of stereotypes.

Several musical initiatives illustrate how collective artistic action can become a direct tool for strengthening social 
cohesion. For instance, community choir programmes rely on collective singing as a participatory practice that 
fosters a sense of belonging, mitigates the effects of war, and provides a safe space for expression, particularly for 
children, adolescents, and women from diverse social backgrounds.

Arjwan Choir offers a clear example of this approach. It welcomes children and adults from low-income families and 
diverse social environments and provides them with almost free musical training in Tartous governorate, which is 
characterised by religious diversity and has long suffered from cultural marginalisation. The impact of the program 
extends beyond musical training to include strengthening self-confidence, enhancing cooperation and discipline 
skills, and consolidating a culture of collective work. Furthermore, the Music for All program expands the scope of 
this intervention by transferring musical activity into public spaces through performances in squares, streets, and 
parks in marginalised areas. This contributes to reactivating public space as a shared meeting place and redefining 
culture as a public right rather than an elite activity.

In Raqqa, the organisation Balloon employs various artistic tools to promote social cohesion and peacebuilding 
across diverse groups. These include sports and puppetry with children to reflect values of cooperation, dialogue, 
and active participation; cinema as a tool that brings families and children together to discuss human stories and 
promote mutual respect; and initiatives focused on preserving and documenting heritage to foster understanding of 
cultural diversity.

Several experiences cited in the survey demonstrate that cultural action, when linked to the protection of tangible 
and intangible heritage, can strengthen a sense of shared destiny and belonging to a common yet diverse history 
and identity, offering a practical alternative to narratives of hatred and exclusion. Arkan for Development, for exam-
ple, refers to the use of folk tales, shared heritage, and historical recreational spaces between Daraa and As-Suway-
da as means of rebuilding trust.

Some organisations also highlight the role of cultural research and knowledge production in supporting social peace, 
through the development of studies and research addressing the conditions of women and youth, analysing the 
causes of violence and discrimination, and proposing cultural and community-based approaches to solutions. This 
is evident in the work of the Adad Centre for Research and Studies on women’s and youth-related issues. Other 
initiatives demonstrate how women’s empowerment programmes, arts education and artistic expression, training 
children in the arts, the use of sports and creative games, and awareness campaigns addressing hate speech and 
the limits of freedom of expression can serve as practical tools for promoting a culture of nonviolence and tolerance, 
and for enabling the most marginalised groups to participate actively in public life.
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Through these diverse approaches, cultural work becomes a fertile and safe space for experimenting with new forms 
of dialogue and for building shared narratives about society and the relationships among its diverse components, 
contributing over the long term to consolidating the foundations of social peace in Syria.

Survey responses highlight a range of positive impacts achieved by cultural action in strengthening social peace, 
including:

Cultural actors emphasise that cultural work today constitutes a direct investment in a more peaceful and progres-
sive future, with tangible impacts on both individual lives and society as a whole, in both the short and long term.

Third: The Relationship between the Arts, Transitional Justice, and Memory Preservation
The issue of transitional justice is considered one of the most complex issues within the Syrian context, given the 
interconnection of its legal, social, and cultural dimensions, and the need for parallel approaches encompassing 
accountability, truth-seeking, reparations, recognition, and the preservation of memory. Transitional justice is directly 
linked to social peace, as it represents one of the pathways through which tensions can be mitigated and trust rebuilt 
among conflicting social groups after prolonged periods of violence and division.

Survey findings indicate that a number of cultural and artistic initiatives rely on the arts as an effective entry point for 
addressing this sensitive and complex issue, by engaging with issues such as social peace, transitional justice, and 
the forcibly disappeared and missing. One such example is Jaramana Cinema Club, which organises film screenings 
addressing these sensitive topics, followed by dialogue and discussion sessions that provide space for collective 
reflection and critical engagement with diverse experiences.

“In light of the political and sectarian polarisation that Syrian society is currently experiencing, the audience of the 
cinema club remains diverse in sectarian, ethnic, and political orientations; nevertheless, they continue to attend, 
meet, and sustain communication and discussion.” - Nasser Munther, Jaramana Cinema Club

Film screenings contribute to the creation of shared spaces of encounter that facilitate the reconfiguration of social 
ties and open dialogue between groups that might not otherwise meet under normal circumstances. Films - particu-
larly documentaries produced over the past decade - play a crucial role in introducing audiences to the details of the 
Syrian uprising and war, as well as to the lived experiences of Syrians across different regions inside Syria and in 
countries of asylum. This contributes to the construction of a more inclusive and just collective memory. 
Post-screening discussions further provide space for expressing divergent viewpoints and for reflecting on ways to 
move beyond the past and build a shared future.

Groups such as Ebla - House of Arts and Culture work on projects that document and preserve diverse narratives 
related specifically to the period of the Syrian revolution and war, through artistic initiatives including writing work-
shops, graffiti, and other creative practices. This is complemented by initiatives such as Fig Gardens, which involves 
planting trees bearing the names of martyrs and the forcibly disappeared in various regions of Syria, including Rural 
Damascus and rural Idlib. Similarly, the Miraya Theatre Project has documented Syrian oral histories from different 
regions and archived narratives that have enabled women survivors of the war to reclaim agency over their stories 
and participate in public life.

Other initiatives, such as the Syrian Women’s Forum organised by the Nawel Network for Social Peace on women’s 
roles in the transitional phase, transitional justice, and political participation, demonstrate the potential of cultural 
work not only in producing knowledge, but also in building the dialogues necessary for the post-conflict phase.

Enhancing public awareness and education to counter hate speech and promote values of citizenship and peace
Encouraging community participation and political engagement
Supporting and empowering marginalised and affected groups, contributing to the redistribution of social hierar-
chies toward more horizontal and equitable representation
Contributing to the creation of peaceful environments based on participation and recognition of the other
Correcting misconceptions and dismantling stereotypes
Transforming cultural practices aimed at peacebuilding into sustainable community practices
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Assessing Impact in Social Peace Interventions
The effectiveness of interventions related to social peace depends primarily on temporal continuity and active partic-
ipation by diverse segments of society, across age, gender, and other social categories, in order to build long-term 
relationships capable of enhancing levels of trust within social relations. However, limited funding sustainability, the 
lack of security stability in many Syrian regions, and the rapid political, social, and security transformations currently 
shaping the Syrian context, among other factors, may constrain or slow the cumulative impact of these interventions 
over the long term. This requires a high degree of flexibility in responding to changing realities across multiple levels 
- flexibility that is often difficult to ensure.

Although several initiatives affirm the existence of positive impacts from their interventions across multiple dimen-
sions, such impacts are often indirect or gradual in nature. For example, in the context of relationship-building and 
reducing isolation among individuals from diverse backgrounds - as seen in the Southern Carpet and Umm Al-Ghaith 
initiatives by Arkan for Development, the Gardenia Choir community, and the camps organised by Jawa Foundation 
- and in the context of dismantling stereotypes and opening public discussions on sensitive issues, initiatives such 
as Dar Warsha for Cultural Industries, Karasi Collective, Homs Cinema Community, and Jaramana Cinema Club have 
indicated positive impacts resulting from film screenings and their accompanying discussions.

Conversely, other initiatives emphasised the difficulty of identifying short-term impacts and stressed the necessity of 
long-term continuity and delayed impact assessment, as reflected in responses from the Capital of Peace Associa-
tion, Artistic Renaissance Association, and the Nawel Network for Social Peace. Some initiatives went further, noting 
the inability to determine direct impacts related specifically to social peace, while emphasising the possibility of mea-
suring other, more tangible indicators such as knowledge acquisition and learning, as reported by the Al-Teen 
Al-Habol initiative of Baladna Tharwatna.

This raises a critical question: how can this type of impact truly be measured? How can we identify what has 
succeeded in order to institutionalise it, and what has not, in order to learn from it and improve future interventions? 
We observed that most survey participants tended to respond to the question, “Have you implemented any projects 
related to social cohesion, and what has been their impact on the ground?” by affirming that they had indeed worked 
on such projects - regardless of their form or mode of intervention - and that these projects had produced some level 
of impact, however limited.

Ultimately, it can be stated that most of the initiatives examined had a meaningful, albeit uneven, impact - particularly 
in regions characterised by heightened social sensitivities. This paper may therefore be considered a preliminary 
reference that can be revisited in the future to study impact and track the evolution of the projects and initiatives 
identified in the survey, through clearly defined quantitative and qualitative indicators, such as conflict sensitivity 
indicators, social cohesion measurement tools, and related methodologies.

Challenges Facing Cultural Actors in Working on Social Peace
Despite the historic opportunity Syria is currently experiencing -one that allows for a margin of movement and influ-
ence not available for decades - the survey results point to a wide range of structural and practical challenges that 
hinder the ability of cultural actors to implement effective and sustainable initiatives in the fields of culture, the arts, 
and heritage preservation, and to link these efforts with pathways toward social peace inside Syria.

The deteriorating security situation constitutes one of the most prominent challenges, as it directly limits the capacity 
of cultural initiatives to operate and implement activities, particularly in areas experiencing ongoing security tensions 
or weak stability. This reality also affects the audiences of cultural activities, in terms of their ability to move freely or 
participate regularly and safely. In addition, widespread destruction and fragile infrastructure represent a central 
challenge, as many organisations lack stable or secure premises from which to operate, forcing them to continuously 
seek alternative venues that can host activities either free of charge or at minimal cost. In some areas, the scarcity 
of safe spaces further compounds these challenges, particularly for initiatives working with women. Kafwa Founda-
tion, for example, notes that the absence of designated and safe spaces for women in neighbourhoods and rural 
areas disrupts the ability to organise regular meetings and dialogues, making their mobile sessions a necessary but 
limited alternative.
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These challenges are compounded by the limited availability of funding allocated to cultural work and social peace 
compared to humanitarian and relief projects. Many initiatives rely on self-funded or volunteer-based resources, in 
the absence of financial support that would allow for program development or sustainability. Several groups indicat-
ed that weak funding forces teams to work without compensation, reducing their ability to attract volunteers and 
sustain activities. Others, such as Jaramana Cinema Club, face difficulties covering the basic costs of organizing 
events, which restricts opportunities for expansion or development. Moreover, the severe economic hardship experi-
enced by the majority of the population contributes to deprioritising culture and the arts, placing them at the bottom 
of the hierarchy of daily needs.

Further challenges relate to the absence of a clear cultural policy that guarantees independence and freedom of 
cultural expression and activity for individuals and initiatives. Many responses highlighted bureaucratic obstacles 
and the lengthy approval processes required to organise activities in public spaces. The degree of freedom and 
mobility also varies significantly between cities and governorates, with Damascus enjoying greater margins of 
freedom and movement than other regions, thereby reinforcing administrative and cultural centralisation.

Cultural actors thus face a complex web of security, economic, administrative, social, and political challenges, which 
directly or indirectly affect their ability to engage in social peace work. Nevertheless, the responses demonstrate a 
capacity to develop innovative and flexible solutions, through reliance on volunteerism, local partnerships, and the 
optimal use of available resources. This underscores the importance of supporting and empowering this sector 
within any future vision for social peace in Syria.

Date of Establishment and Its Relationship to the Political and Social Context
Linking the date of establishment of cultural initiatives to their geographical location and the nature of their interven-
tions provides a key entry point for understanding the priorities of cultural work at each stage, as well as how politi-
cal, economic, and social transformations are reflected in the nature of cultural interventions. Patterns of cultural 
engagement cannot be read in isolation from the historical context in which these initiatives emerged; rather, they 
appear as direct responses to urgent needs imposed by each phase.

This relationship can be observed through two main axes: the temporal context of establishment and the geographi-
cal location of the initiative. The type of cultural intervention shifts in accordance with prevailing challenges. Accord-
ingly, the initiatives can be divided into three phases based on recurring patterns and their relationship to the political 
situation:

Pre-2011: Protecting Cultural Identities and Linguistic Diversity under Political Exclusion
The data indicate that initiatives established prior to 2011 focused largely on protecting cultural identity and safe-
guarding heritage, particularly among minorities and in regions that had experienced long-term, systematic 
marginalisation. The Jazira region - one of Syria’s most important economic areas in terms of oil and wheat 
production, and rich in historical, civilizational, and cultural diversity - suffered from poverty, political and 
economic neglect, agricultural marginalisation, and severe infrastructure deterioration as a result of Ba’athist 
policies that prioritised resource extraction without developing local communities.
Within this context, the Barmaya Syriac Folklore Group was founded in 1994 with the aim of preserving Syriac 
folklore and language, while highlighting the region’s cultural diversity through the documentation and presenta-
tion of Kurdish, Arab, Syriac, Armenian, and Assyrian arts. Similarly, the Syriac Cultural Association in Syria was 
established in 2008 in the city of Al-Hasakah as a direct response to the exclusion of these identities from the 
official cultural narrative, seeking to protect and preserve them.

2011–End of 2024: The Socio-Economic and Cultural Consequences of the Revolution, War, and Siege
With the outbreak of the Syrian uprising in 2011, followed by systematic violence in opposition-held areas, 
geographic fragmentation, and a gradual nationwide economic collapse, cultural-economic initiatives began to 
emerge in response to livelihood needs, particularly in rural areas. In Latakia, the Souq al-Day‘a Association was 
established to develop creative solutions supporting rural women and small-scale producers by creating an alter-
native market that connects producers directly to consumers without intermediaries, promoting decentralised 
economic sustainability.

As violence escalated and the uprising transformed into an armed conflict - accompanied by siege policies and 
intensive bombardment - some cultural initiatives shifted toward emergency responses that combined cultural 
and livelihood dimensions. Projects such as Threads of Hope – Aghabani were founded to support women in 
Douma through the revival of an endangered traditional craft, in a context where heritage preservation was insep-
arable from the urgent need to secure alternative income following the loss of breadwinners and the absence of 
resources.
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This pattern recurred throughout the war years, as cultural initiatives became closely tied to the collapse of public 
services, deepening poverty, and the widespread enforced disappearance of men. Women, in particular, were 
pushed to enter the labour market through cultural and handicraft-based projects, giving cultural action a new 
dimension linked to survival and empowerment in an extremely complex context. Examples include Naya Work-
shop in Suwayda (2014), Sama Handicrafts Group in Rural Damascus (2014), Rural Development Association in 
Idlib (2015), Women’s Support and Empowerment Centre in Idlib (2018), and Wolfy Handicrafts Initiative in Hama 
(2020).

A second recurring pattern appears in areas characterised by cultural, sectarian, and ethnic diversity - such as 
Homs - or in regions adjacent to conflict frontlines, including Aleppo, Daraa, and Suwayda. These initiatives 
focused on dialogue and social peace, confronting hate speech, division, and the rejection of the “other” through 
projects that foster social rapprochement and shared experience. In times of disaster, many also provided 
humanitarian services, reflecting the need for flexible responses under rapidly changing and highly complex 
wartime conditions. Examples include: Mawj Development Foundation in Rural Damascus (2014), Dar for Peace 
and Prosperity in Aleppo (2015), Noul Network for Social Peace in Daraa (2016), Masarat Badila in Aleppo (2017), 
Adad Centre for Research and Studies on Women and Youth Issues in Suwayda (2018), Ghusn Development 
Team in Aleppo (2018), and Balloon Organisation in Raqqa (2019).

A third recurring pattern involves initiatives directly linked to the arts, particularly collective forms such as choirs 
and theatre, or those based on audience interaction, including cinema screenings, art exhibitions, and associated 
discussion sessions. These initiatives underscore the centrality of communal gathering within artistic spaces 
amid widespread destruction and societal exhaustion - whether through preserving intangible heritage via music, 
reclaiming narrative ownership, supporting recovery through theatre, or creating public spaces for encounter and 
dialogue through cinema. Examples include: Friends of Music Association – Arjwan Choir in Tartous (2015), 
Gardenia Women’s Choir in Damascus (2016), Miraya Theatre Project in Damascus and activities in both Damas-
cus and Tartous (2017), and Jaramana Cinema Club in Rural Damascus (2019).

Post-Fall of the Assad Regime: Social Peace and the Reclaiming of Narratives
The data shows a steady increase in the registration of cultural initiatives and entities over the years, peaking in 
the period following the fall of the Assad regime. This phase witnessed the emergence of organisations largely 
centred on social peace, political participation, and reclaiming narratives in favour of the most vulnerable groups, 
indicating a growing shift toward direct cultural engagement with transitional justice processes and the revitalisa-
tion of public civic space. Initiatives registered in 2025, as cited in the survey, include: Noul Network for Social 
Peace in Damascus (with nationwide activities), Homs Cinema Community in Homs, Ibla – House of Arts and 
Culture in Damascus, Kafwa Foundation in Rural Hama, Syrian House for the Arts in Rural Hama, and ‘Inabna 
Team in Rural Damascus.
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Based on the survey results, approximately half of the groups included in the study operate under a formal license. 
This is primarily through legal registration with the Ministry of Social Affairs and Labor or with other bodies such as 
the Artists’ Syndicate or relevant ministries, while some are currently in the process of obtaining licenses. Groups 
operating in North-East Syria (under the control of the Kurdish Autonomous Administration) are licensed by that 
administration, and some have also pursued registration in Damascus with the Syrian Transitional Government. Simi-
larly, groups that previously operated in North-West Syria (which had been formerly under the control of opposition 
factions prior to the fall of the Assad regime) are now seeking re-registration with the Syrian Transitional Government.

As of the date of this report, unlicensed groups retain a limited ability to operate and move; however they are subject 
to numerous restrictions. At the same time, some groups - particularly smaller initiatives - lack the financial, techni-
cal, or expertise required for formal registration, which constitutes a significant barrier to completing licensing proce-
dures.

Licensing status of surveyed groups:

Regarding internal organisational structures, the majority of groups (43 groups) reported having some form of organi-
sational structure, ranging from very simple arrangements to more complex systems with multiple levels of manage-
ment. By contrast, 9 groups operate without any clearly defined organisational structure. In addition, many groups 
rely wholly or partially on volunteer labour.

Several respondents expressed awareness of the need to further develop organisational structures, long-term work 
plans, budgets, strategies, and other governance and management procedures. Such elements remain largely 
absent from many Syrian groups and initiatives today, particularly newly established and small-scale ones. This is 
especially true for initiatives that previously operated in areas under Assad regime control, where the inability to work 
openly and freely often made informal or volunteer-based modes of operation safer and more feasible.

In general, the surveyed groups collaborate with a wide range of stakeholders within their areas of operation, includ-
ing: local communities, other organisations and initiatives inside Syria, professional unions, governmental bodies, 
security and military forces in control (as required), regional and international organisations, media professionals and 
influencers, and key community figures.

These forms of cooperation aim to facilitate the implementation of activities, secure technical, financial, advisory, or 
legal support, share resources of various kinds, exchange information, deliver services, benefit from prior experience 
and enhance support outreach, visibility, and dissemination.

Licensed: 17
In the process of licensing: 7
Operating without a license: 21
Licensed outside Syria and in the process of licensing inside Syria: 1
Registered in North-East or North-West Syria and either licensed, in the process of licensing, or unlicensed in 
areas under the Syrian Transitional Government: 6

Organisation and Governance
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Staff working within these institutions and initiatives face numerous challenges related both to the nature of their 
work and to the characteristics of the areas in which they operate, areas that already suffer from multiple layers of 
hardship and marginalisation. These challenges are further compounded by the general difficulties of cultural and 
civic work in Syria, particularly during the years of war and up to the present moment.

Broadly, the challenges can be divided into two main categories:

These challenges, as well as some of the approaches and strategies adopted by organisations and initiatives to 
address them, are outlined below.

Challenges Related to Organisations and the Nature of Their Work
One of the most prominent challenges is the weakness of cultural funding compared to humanitarian funding, along 
with the short-term, non-sustainable nature of most cultural program funding, which often fails to cover operational 
costs and makes long-term continuity difficult. Organisations address this challenge through several approaches, 
including:

Another major challenge involves governmental intervention, weak coordination with public institutions, and difficul-
ties in obtaining licenses and approvals. In many cases, prior coordination with government bodies - whose posi-
tions may not always align with the missions of cultural initiatives - is required. This process varies significantly by 
governorate; some areas approvals can take a very long time, especially for activities conducted outside institutional 
premises. Rahaf Ghanima from Mawj Development Foundation notes that “Bureaucracy and routine procedures in 
authorization and licensing significantly delay project implementation.”

Organisations often address this challenge through personal networks and by seeking approvals well in advance to 
ensure activities are implemented on schedule. In some cases, initiatives also face intentional marginalisation by 
official cultural institutions. Tony Shamoun from Barmaya Syriac Folklore Group notes: “We are rarely invited to 
participate in local festivals, despite the existence of festivals organised by the Directorate of Culture, even though 
the group has extensive international participation.”

Additional challenges include shortages of local skills and expertise, the emigration of young professionals, limited 
interest in cultural work, and difficulties accessing specialised training. These factors can affect both the quality and 
sustainability of projects. Responses include launching capacity-building and training programmes for existing staff, 
continuously training new teams to ensure continuity, establishing partnerships with international academic institu-
tions, and creating safe environments that encourage youth to remain engaged and participate.

1. Challenges related to organisations themselves and the nature of their work, and
2. Challenges linked to the broader conditions in Syria and the region.

Challenges

Seeking self-generated funding opportunities in various forms (such as symbolic entry fees for certain activities), 
diversifying grant sources, and moving toward formal registration to facilitate access to funding.
Designing high-impact programmes with low or near-zero costs, and using available cultural and human 
resources as efficiently as possible.
Training and developing staff to increase efficiency, reducing team size and redistributing tasks among a limited 
number of people and relying on volunteer work whenever possible. As Ruba Al-Furaihat from the Syriac Cultural 
Association in Syria states: “We believe that culture does not always require large budgets as much as it requires 
passion, cooperation, and determination to continue.”
Relying on donations from association members and friends.
Strengthening partnerships and joint initiatives and integrating efforts among local teams to maximise the use of 
available resources.
Using innovative, low-cost solutions, such as digital platforms and community-based participatory activities.
Adopting hybrid funding models (external funding for the establishment phase, combined with self-generated 
income from ticket sales, space rentals, and production services).
Developing safe exit strategies by strengthening the capacity of local communities to manage and sustain initia-
tives independently.
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Some initiatives also face resistance to change within local communities, including a lack of understanding of the 
importance of cultural projects, peacebuilding programmes, and heritage preservation, as well as reluctance - 
particularly among younger generations - to engage. Organisations respond by conducting continuous aware-
ness-raising activities, involving local communities in program design and implementation, relying on volunteers 
from within the community, linking youth’s daily lives to local heritage, highlighting the cultural and environmental 
value of heritage as part of identity, and integrating cultural initiatives into social and economic solutions, such as 
transforming heritage into a sustainable source of income.

Related to this is community resistance to women’s empowerment, which organisations address through aware-
ness programmes and community dialogue aimed at promoting acceptance of gender justice.

There are also psychological and social challenges, particularly among children and youth affected by the trauma 
of war, which limit their ability to participate in cultural, dialogue, and social cohesion programmes. Initiatives 
address this by providing safe spaces, psychosocial support mechanisms, creating supportive and welcoming 
work and volunteer environments, and integrating “emotional release” components into programmes, such as 
post-screening discussions following film screenings.

Initiatives working specifically in handicrafts face additional challenges, including a lack of markets for products, 
difficulties using social media for promotion, high shipping costs, rising prices and limited availability of raw 
materials, and insufficient marketing exhibitions. Possible responses include purchasing materials in small quan-
tities based on demand, using digital marketing strategies, linking heritage products to contemporary life to 
encourage consumption, and working to open new markets inside and outside Syria when possible.

Finally, many organisations report the loss of cultural heritage elements due to neglect, weak documentation, and 
the absence of intellectual property protections. This can be addressed through the creation of specialised 
platforms and initiatives for documenting heritage and local stories, community participation in preservation 
efforts, and the establishment of laws that protect intellectual property rights.

Challenges Related to the Overall Situation in Syria
Civil society activists and cultural actors in Syria operate today in an extremely difficult environment, character-
ised by intense polarisation, heightened sensitivities, a shrinking middle ground, rapid political and social 
change, and low levels of trust. They are often subject to attacks from multiple sides, making the implementation 
of cultural and civic activities particularly challenging.

Organisations respond by fostering diversity within peacebuilding teams, maintaining high levels of contextual 
sensitivity, adopting balanced and inclusive discourse, focusing on shared values rather than points of division, 
studying appropriate conflict management and bridge-building approaches, and networking with partners who 
share similar values.

Security challenges and ongoing instability in many regions further limit the ability to implement activities, partic-
ularly field-based ones. Responses include prioritising safe spaces, cooperating with local partners, and adapt-
ing programmes to ensure flexibility and participant safety. Anton Maqdassi from Dar Warsha for Cultural Indus-
tries states: “We work with extreme caution, carefully selecting event locations and coordinating with local actors 
to ensure safety.”

Economic instability also affects participation, as many individuals withdraw from civic and cultural engagement 
in favour of securing basic needs. This requires greater creativity in attracting participants through various incen-
tives and engagement strategies.

Finally, logistical and field challenges and weak cultural infrastructure - including the lack of equipped cultural 
spaces, shortages of equipment such as cameras and musical instruments, transportation difficulties, electricity 
shortages, and weak internet connectivity - pose significant barriers. Organisations address these issues through 
flexible implementation plans, creative use of available resources (such as small-scale performances in open 
spaces), and strengthened cooperation with local partners to share spaces, equipment, and services effectively.
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The impact of the initiatives and institutions included in this study varies significantly. This diversity of impact is due 
to multiple factors related to fields of work, geographic location, target groups, objectives, challenges, and 
constraints, among others. In some cases, the impact is direct, while in others it is indirect. It may also be short, 
medium, or long-term. It is important to note the difficulty of measuring the impact of this type of work, as it is largely 
cumulative in nature, unless clear monitoring and evaluation tools are available and intentionally used by the initia-
tives under study, a condition that is rarely met in most cases.

At the same time, some initiatives point to clear quantitative outputs of their activities, such as the implementation 
of dialogue sessions, training of local leaders, organisation of cultural and artistic events, and economic empower-
ment and support projects, particularly for women and youth. Other initiatives, however, note that the impact of their 
programmes is often “temporary”, mainly due to the inability to ensure continuity because of financial constraints 
and the high levels of effort required to sustain activities. These limitations are especially pronounced among small 
and emerging initiatives, which often resort to short-term programmes and activities that may not yield clear or tangi-
ble long-term impact.

Impact of Initiatives and Programmes on the Preservation and Safeguarding of Tangible and Intangible Heritage
Participants in the survey indicated that their work and programmes have achieved tangible - though varying - 
impacts in relation to preserving heritage and protecting it from disappearance. These impacts can be categorised 
across several key areas:

Impact of Initiatives and Programmes on Dialogue and Social Peace Pathways
Through a range of tools, including cultural ones, the initiatives under study have sought to implement diverse 
programmes aimed at achieving certain levels of social peace and reducing conflict, particularly in highly sensitive 
contexts. This work intensified notably over the past year and following the fall of the Assad regime. This was due, 
first, to the relative easing of security-related fears associated with peacebuilding work and the reduced risk of 
harassment for those involved, and second, to the growing urgency of increasing both the pace and effectiveness of 
such programmes, given their recognised importance in areas that continue to experience deep sensitivities and 
polarisation.

Key impacts observed within this domain include:

Using Heritage as an Entry Point for Peace and Shared Identity
In some sensitive contexts, heritage was used as a carrier of shared values and a means to rebuild relationships 
between divided communities through tangible and intangible heritage and cultural practices. Participants learned 
about the heritage, customs, and rituals of other regions, with a focus on shared elements. Heritage and culture were 
also used to challenge stereotypes about certain regions and to introduce narratives that had been marginalised 
during the years of conflict. Collective memory and intersecting cultural identities were leveraged to create shared 
bonds - through music, storytelling, and other practices that revived common values and reduced divisions.

Documentation of elements of intangible heritage using various methods, and introducing them to diverse audi-
ences inside and outside Syria, through tools such as songs, podcast episodes, research papers, artistic festi-
vals, and other formats.
Raising awareness of the importance of heritage among different groups, including youth and children, and 
re-establishing youth connections to heritage as part of their identity, thereby enabling the preparation of young 
people to become future bearers of heritage.
Revaluing older generations as the most valuable carriers of intangible cultural heritage.
Introducing cultural projects into underserved or marginalised communities, thereby expanding access to cultur-
al engagement.
Reviving and activating local handicrafts, training new practitioners, and transforming these crafts into sources 
of income for practitioners, while seeking to connect them to contemporary life and everyday practices to avoid 
stagnation. This includes marketing heritage-based cultural products, encouraging their acquisition, supporting 
the development of new production lines, promoting direct producer-to-consumer models without intermediar-
ies, and particularly encouraging women’s participation in these activities.
Restoring, rehabilitating, and protecting archaeological and heritage sites that suffered neglect, damage, and 
destruction, especially during the years of war, in cooperation with local communities.

Impact
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Impact of Initiatives and Programmes on Dialogue and Social Peace Pathways
Through a range of tools, including cultural ones, the initiatives under study have sought to implement diverse 
programmes aimed at achieving certain levels of social peace and reducing conflict, particularly in highly sensitive 
contexts. This work intensified notably over the past year and following the fall of the Assad regime. This was due, 
first, to the relative easing of security-related fears associated with peacebuilding work and the reduced risk of 
harassment for those involved, and second, to the growing urgency of increasing both the pace and effectiveness of 
such programmes, given their recognised importance in areas that continue to experience deep sensitivities and 
polarisation.

Key impacts observed within this domain include:

Using Heritage as an Entry Point for Peace and Shared Identity
In some sensitive contexts, heritage was used as a carrier of shared values and a means to rebuild relationships 
between divided communities through tangible and intangible heritage and cultural practices. Participants learned 
about the heritage, customs, and rituals of other regions, with a focus on shared elements. Heritage and culture were 
also used to challenge stereotypes about certain regions and to introduce narratives that had been marginalised 
during the years of conflict. Collective memory and intersecting cultural identities were leveraged to create shared 
bonds - through music, storytelling, and other practices that revived common values and reduced divisions.

An example from Baladna Tharwatuna illustrates this approach:
“The ‘Dried Fig Initiative’ began when employees were dismissed from their jobs. We thought of purchasing local 
products such as dried figs from Masyaf and gifting them to another area that had suffered during the war, such as 
Eastern Ghouta. We carried out two visits to Douma and Hamouria accompanied by women from Masyaf, aiming to 
offer the figs and open channels for dialogue. Through this, we learned about chapters of suffering experienced by 
people in Ghouta - we met, for example, a field nurse who spoke about shelling and massacres. It may be difficult to 
speak of a direct and clear impact of these visits, especially since they were psychologically challenging, but at the 
very least we came to understand what had happened in other areas.”

Another example from the Noul Network for Social Peace notes that:
“Dialogue and cooperation initiatives, as well as activities such as collective condolence gatherings in several areas 
of southern Syria, contributed to reducing tensions and strengthening cohesion among different community compo-
nents, especially after recent conflicts.”

Positive Outcomes of Dialogue Programmes and the Creation of Safe Community Spaces
Many respondents indicated that dialogue sessions, awareness activities, and training programmes led, in several 
cases, to reduced escalation and violence in certain communities, changes in stereotypical perceptions, challenges 
to generalised narratives, partial bridging of the rural–urban divide, combating hate speech and sectarian discourse, 
and the rebuilding of social cohesion based on cooperation and citizenship rather than division. These initiatives also 
fostered shared positive memories that replaced memories of conflict, raised awareness about the dangers of misin-
formation and disinformation, and contributed to reducing the intensity of hate speech.

“Field monitoring showed that among more than 600 participants in Harmony’s programmes and trainings, only two 
individuals exhibited sectarian discourse - one of whom later apologised after engaging in the experience and inter-
action within Harmony’s environment.” - Kamel Awad, the Harmony Cultural Forum.

“Civil protection committees in Qamishli neighbourhoods helped improve communication among residents and 
reduced some minor conflicts through direct dialogue and community cooperation.” - Charbel Hanno,  Tadmoruto 
for Development and Social Cohesion.

Creating Spaces for Dialogue Through Art and Revitalising Public Spaces
Art-based initiatives - particularly those targeting children and youth - have created safe spaces for expression and 
revitalised neglected public areas, transforming them into inclusive environments that help break down barriers 
between communities.

“Post-screening discussions created spaces for dialogue around issues relevant to Syrian society today and opened 
the door for participants to express their diverse experiences and positions. This contributed to fostering a culture of 
mutual listening and understanding among different social groups. Individuals began to view others as partners in 
experience rather than adversaries. Training workshops were not only technical but had direct social impact, as they 
built trust, enhanced self-expression, and helped participants deal with difference and overcome psychological barri-
ers resulting from past social tensions. Some trainees formed friendships beyond the cinema community, united by 
their shared love of film.” - Yara Qastoun, Homs Cinema Community.

“The ‘My Umbrella’ project provided children with a safe space to express themselves and taught them capoeira skills 
that enhanced cooperation, discipline, and teamwork, strengthening bonds among children and reducing conflicts. 
The performances we Organise in streets, squares, and parks create a shared emotional experience between audi-
ences and performers and offered a refreshing cultural moment in the city of Tartous, which is in great need of such 
spaces.” - Bishr Issa, Friends of Music Association – Arjwan Choir. 
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“The Brotherhood of Peoples Festival created a genuine space for people to meet after years of division and remind-
ed everyone that diversity is a source of strength and beauty. It also encouraged youth to engage in voluntary cultural 
work through organizing, documentation, and introducing local heritage in their languages and dialects.” - Ruba 
Al-Furaihat, the Syriac Cultural Association.

“The participation of individuals from diverse social, age, and cultural backgrounds in a single, regular activity created 
new networks of human relationships, especially between residents of Tartous and those who had arrived or been 
displaced there due to the war.” - Bishr Issa, the Friends of Music Association-Arjwan

Women’s Participation and Empowerment
Initiatives contributed to challenging stereotypes about women, encouraging their confident and independent partic-
ipation in public spaces, enhancing their role in decision-making processes, raising community awareness of wom-
en’s leadership in peacebuilding, and strengthening the participation of women with disabilities and caregivers.

“The ‘Ladies of Melody’ Choir in Tartous has become a platform for many women who previously had no opportunity 
to sing or appear on stage. They consistently state that this experience has changed how they see themselves, 
increased their confidence, and expanded their social networks.”- Bishr Issa, the Friends of Music Association-Ar-
jwan.

Additional Social, Psychological, and Institutional Impacts
Beyond heritage preservation and social peace, participants highlighted positive psychological impacts of their 
programmes, including alleviating trauma among specific groups such as former detainees, families of the missing 
and forcibly disappeared, and improving the mental well-being of participants. These initiatives also fostered a sense 
of purpose and meaning in cultural and civic engagement.

Respondents also noted their programmes’ influence - at specific levels - on civil society actors in maintaining mod-
erate discourse, on media outlets in producing content aligned with social peace and cohesion objectives, and on 
schools through the integration of nonviolence education, which improved children’s behaviour, strengthened posi-
tive communication with teachers, and reinforced a sense of belonging to their communities.

Finally, these programmes generated significant internal impact on the initiatives themselves and their staff, contrib-
uting to the development of knowledge and skills across multiple areas, including heritage protection, social cohe-
sion through cultural tools, engagement with highly marginalised and sensitive groups, cultural program design and 
management, and positive psychological well-being.
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9

The groups included in the survey seek to further develop and expand their work in the future through a range of 
visions and ideas - some articulated as clearly defined plans, and others as aspirations that still require translation 
into more concrete frameworks. This reflects a strong level of awareness and commitment among these groups 
regarding the importance of their work, despite the many difficulties and challenges they face, as well as the signifi-
cance of the pathways they pursue, even when their impact is not always easy to measure clearly or directly.

It is rare to encounter any initiative leaders who express withdrawal or disengagement from continuing their work, 
regardless of the scale of challenges. On the contrary, there is a deep conviction in the necessity of perseverance 
and of expanding both spaces and impact, even when progress is slow, exhausting, and highly demanding in terms 
of resources that are not always available.

These visions and plans include the following:
1. Organisational Development within the Institution, including:

2. Sustaining and Further Developing Work in the Fields of Culture, Heritage, and Social Cohesion, including:

Transitioning from volunteer-based work to institutionalised structures.
Obtaining legal registration and a formal legal framework.
Securing a physical headquarters for operations.
Designing training manuals and methodological guides for institutional work.
Adopting modern tools and technologies to improve efficiency.
Building stronger and clearer partnerships with various stakeholders at the local and national levels, including 
community groups, trade unions, the private sector, international organisations, governmental institutions, and 
others.
Seeking better and more sustainable funding opportunities, diversifying income sources to ensure long-term 
continuity, and adopting innovative financing mechanisms such as self-financing.
Identifying training opportunities for field teams to build their capacities across relevant sectors, including admin-
istrative, technical, artistic, and cultural domains.
Expanding teams by recruiting and training new youth from diverse backgrounds to ensure the sustainability of 
initiatives and to share responsibilities across a broader range of skilled individuals.
Expanding the geographic scope of work to new areas within Syria and providing a wider range of services.
Developing work models that are replicable in other areas, and adapting them to the specific context and condi-
tions of each location.

Visions and Future Plans

Empowering local communities and training and developing local capacities to increase their participation in 
cultural work and social cohesion initiatives within their own communities, including the establishment and 
strengthening of local community-based bodies capable of responding to crises and highly sensitive or complex 
situations.
Designing projects and initiatives that promote social cohesion through culture and the arts, with increased 
emphasis on training youth to use artistic practices as tools for expression and dialogue, leading to the formation 
of broader cultural networks that reinforce the role of art as a space for dialogue and peace.
Implementing heritage-based projects that position heritage as a carrier of social cohesion, and reviving tradi-
tional models of community solidarity that can have a positive impact on communities, particularly those experi-
encing social divisions.
Documenting heritage, including:

Implementing local initiatives that encourage community participation in documentation processes, strength-
en traditional crafts and folk heritage, and ensure their sustainability and development in ways that are 
responsive to local realities without compromising their authenticity.
Expanding digital documentation efforts, including audio and visual recordings and the use of modern tech-
nologies, to enable wider dissemination and reach new target audiences. Professionally documenting musi-
cal heritage through high-quality audio recordings and educational video materials, to serve as reference 
resources for musicians and local communities.
Expanding marketing and promotional channels, particularly for handicrafts and handmade products, 
through the establishment of online stores and physical sales spaces.
Launching joint projects between different Syrian components, bringing them together around shared arts, 
crafts, and heritage, so that culture becomes a genuine space for dialogue and cooperation rather than 
merely a symbolic activity.
Establishing local cultural centres dedicated to marginalised local cultures.



3. Creating a local network or union of artistic alliances that brings together independent cultural institutions and 
collectives in Syria, aimed at knowledge exchange, mutual support, and networking.
4. Actively involving local communities in leading projects in order to ensure their sustainability and long-term owner-
ship.
5. Organizing visits to neighbouring countries to benefit from comparable experiences and lessons learned.

Integrating non-formal education activities and psychosocial support with cultural awareness initiatives, and 
developing new tools and approaches for cultural work - such as arts, sports, digital media, and communi-
ty-based events - to link learning with cultural values and peacebuilding in more creative and effective ways.
Building psycho-cultural support networks that assist individuals affected by war in their recovery and healing 
processes.
Developing culture-based economic empowerment programmes, with a particular focus on women.
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These needs can be summarised as follows:
1. Needs related to initiatives, their teams, and their capacity to operate:

Building effective capacities for staff and volunteers across various fields, including cultural and community 
work, and working with marginalised and highly sensitive groups.
Supporting initiatives in strengthening their capacities in administration and governance, such as developing 
internal bylaws and administrative structures; strategic and operational planning; project writing; human 
resources management; monitoring and evaluation; communication; organisation; community work and lead-
ership. This also includes capacity-building in planning, managing, and implementing cultural projects, 
heritage documentation, and digital archiving in particular, as well as conflict resolution and social cohesion.
Facilitating access to donors and improving communication with them through the provision of donor guides 
or lists of potential funders based on thematic priorities and funding orientations.
Providing sustainable, long-term funding for institutions and initiatives that covers programmatic activities as 
well as core operational costs.
Ensuring legal and security protection for social cohesion activists and cultural actors so they can work effec-
tively, safely, and freely, including reducing restrictions related to permits and approvals and ensuring suffi-
cient flexibility to allow these activities to be carried out smoothly and securely.
Providing administrative facilitation such as licensing, access to permanent workspaces, and addressing 
logistical and technical needs for diverse activities, including electricity, audio-visual equipment, and other 
essential requirements, alongside the development of public and cultural infrastructure, particularly in margin-
alised areas.
Supporting marketing efforts, especially for cultural and heritage-related products.

2. Needs related to networking and collaboration:

3. Raising societal awareness of the importance of cultural work and social cohesion and peacebuilding initiatives, 
in ways that facilitate their implementation and sustainability. This includes the presence of credible, wide-reaching 
media platforms to expand target audiences and amplify impact.
4. Addressing needs specific to cultural work and heritage protection, including the establishment of digital and 
physical archives for intangible heritage to facilitate access and research, safe and independent spaces for cultural 
activities, physical and online exhibition and marketing platforms for cultural products, supportive cultural festivals, 
engaging younger generations in reviving cultural identity and providing platforms for youth and women to express 
their identities and lived experiences.
5. Improving the overall economic situation in the country in ways that enable greater ease and sustainability in 
implementing cultural and civic programmes, as well as in marketing heritage-based products

Strengthening cooperation among cultural initiatives and those working in the field of social cohesion, wheth-
er within the same area or across regions and borders, and building strategic partnerships with donor organi-
sations and relevant international institutions.
Building partnerships with governmental bodies, including the Ministry of Culture and local councils.
Enhancing collaboration with local communities.
Strengthening cooperation with the private sector to support the implementation and marketing of cultural 
and heritage projects.

10

In order to address the challenges outlined above and to realise the future visions of the groups and initiatives includ-
ed in the survey, participants identified a range of needs that still require attention. Meeting these needs is essential 
to enable more effective action and mobility, and to achieve tangible and sustainable impact - whether in the fields 
of culture or social cohesion.

While these requirements and needs generally align with the objectives of the groups and initiatives to further devel-
op their work across various areas - whether cultural action, civic engagement, or programmes that directly or 
indirectly link culture to social cohesion - most of these initiatives aspire, in the longer term, not only to improve their 
current modes of operation, but also to generate deeper and more transformative impact within society.

The survey responses reflect a broad awareness among participants of the necessity and importance of this type of 
cultural and civic work, particularly at this critical and rapidly evolving stage in Syria’s history. There is clear recogni-
tion of the significance of its impact, despite the slowness and difficulty of achieving results within a highly complex, 
sensitive, and fast-changing context. This importance is even more pronounced in communities that are more 
marginalised and geographically distant from the central areas.

However, this awareness is often accompanied by a severe lack of resources and capacities, as well as limited ability 
to act and exert influence, despite the strong motivation and intent to do so.

Needs



3. Raising societal awareness of the importance of cultural work and social cohesion and peacebuilding initiatives, 
in ways that facilitate their implementation and sustainability. This includes the presence of credible, wide-reaching 
media platforms to expand target audiences and amplify impact.
4. Addressing needs specific to cultural work and heritage protection, including the establishment of digital and 
physical archives for intangible heritage to facilitate access and research, safe and independent spaces for cultural 
activities, physical and online exhibition and marketing platforms for cultural products, supportive cultural festivals, 
engaging younger generations in reviving cultural identity and providing platforms for youth and women to express 
their identities and lived experiences.
5. Improving the overall economic situation in the country in ways that enable greater ease and sustainability in 
implementing cultural and civic programmes, as well as in marketing heritage-based products
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In order to gain a deeper understanding of the impact of the interventions implemented by the initiatives in relation 
to cultural work and social cohesion, as well as their challenges and future prospects, we deemed it necessary to 
examine a number of these initiatives in detail. We selected a diverse range of initiatives in terms of cultural activity, 
geographic scope, and target groups, and posed additional questions to those leading them in order to obtain 
deeper insights. The result is a set of case studies, which are presented in the following sections.

Friends of Music Association – Arjwan Choir
The Friends of Music Association was established in 2015 in the city of Tartous. It focuses on integrating music into 
community culture and daily life through choral practice, promoting a culture of collective singing, and disseminating 
Eastern and Western musical heritage through a renewed and contemporary approach. The association also 
provides almost-free training and performance opportunities for all segments of society - children, adolescents, 
adults, and women - from diverse social backgrounds and low-income families, without discrimination. In addition, 
the association organises open-air concerts in marginalised neighbourhoods of the city, as well as in streets, public 
squares, and parks.

The association evaluates the impact of its work as cumulative and deep rather than rapid or performative, describ-
ing it as a qualitative and sustainable impact within a socially fragile environment exposed to long-term pressures. 
Through the Friends of Music Association, Arjwan Choir, and the “Ladies of Melody” choir, safe cultural spaces have 
been created, bringing together individuals and families from diverse social, religious, professional, and age back-
grounds around a collective artistic practice based on listening, discipline, and shared teamwork. The results of this 
work are visibly reflected within the community, as music is approached not as a form of entertainment, but as a tool 
for building trust and belonging, strengthening values of cooperation and mutual respect, and conveying messages 
of peace and solidarity. Through the inherently participatory nature of choral singing, the team enabled community 
members to experience a sense of collective belonging beyond narrow affiliations, which in turn positively affected 
their relationships both within the choral community and in the wider social environment.

The association notes that this impact was not anticipated to be so profound. Initially, the goal was to achieve an 
artistic, cultural, and aesthetic impact within a community that had been culturally and aesthetically marginalised due 
to its distance from the centre (the capital). Over time, however, it became evident that the human and social impact 
was broader and more enduring. Music helped rebuild bridges of trust and communication in a community worn 
down by years of division and sustained pressure.

The association faced multiple, interconnected challenges, foremost among them limited financial resources, weak 
cultural infrastructure, the absence of stable institutional support, and the near-total disengagement of international 
and UN organisations from supporting cultural, artistic, and knowledge-based work. These challenges were com-
pounded by the widespread psychological exhaustion affecting Syrian society as a whole. The association also 
struggled to defend the value of serious artistic work in a context dominated by superficial cultural forms that often 
receive greater media support. In response, the association focused on building strong human capital through music 
and singing, prioritising transparency, honesty, and trust within the team, and maintaining high standards of quality 
even under the most difficult conditions. It relied on the few available partnerships, organised volunteer work, contin-
uous learning and training, and the development of a cultural discourse that links art to social values rather than to 
luxury or entertainment alone.

“We learned that continuity itself is an act of cultural resistance, and that staying together and working quietly was 
one of our greatest achievements. Continuity, in itself, became a cultural, aesthetic, and human achievement in this 
context.”

In the coming phase, the association aspires to:
Develop music programmes targeting children and adolescents as a long-term investment in social cohesion and 
in building ethical, educational, and aesthetic frameworks.
Expand projects that reinterpret Syrian musical heritage through contemporary approaches that preserve collec-
tive memory, connect it to the present, and reintroduce it to new generations.
Strengthen regional and international partnerships, particularly within the Mediterranean space, viewed as a 
shared cultural arena for dialogue and exchange.
Transition from individual initiatives to a scalable and sustainable operational model that can be replicated in 
other regions.
Expand activities to include rural areas and remote towns.
Expand its premises to become a community-based cultural, artistic, and educational centre that welcomes 

Case Studies
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Marona Centre
Marona Centre is an association established in 2018 in Idlib Governorate. Its work focuses on peacebuilding and 
social cohesion through the use of local community resources, including both tangible and intangible cultural 
heritage. Marona operates a social centre in the city of Idlib and works with various segments of the community, with 
a primary focus on women affected by the war, survivors of detention, internally displaced persons, the elderly, and 
children.

Among its programmes are: Fingerprint of a Homeland, Your Abaya, Your Story, Faz‘a, Paper Friends, Hop Hop 
Syria, Family Gathering, The Elders’ Throw, Abu Adel the Storyteller, and Nisreen Theatre. These initiatives aim to 
strengthen social cohesion and promote psychosocial well-being, contributing to conflict management and address-
ing violence resulting from prolonged conflict.

Since the beginning of its work, the Marona team has observed noticeable development among target groups at the 
conceptual and linguistic levels. For example, participants began to distinguish between terms such as “internally 
displaced” and “forcibly displaced.” From its inception, the centre has also worked closely with women to build 
broader, more inclusive identities that go beyond fragmented sub-identities and labels that have proliferated in 
recent years. Through its programmes, Marona has successfully empowered women to form diverse relationships 
that help redefine identity in more inclusive and human terms.

A key example highlighted by the team is the initiative “Bread and Salt,” whose objective goes beyond celebrating 
traditional dishes. The initiative supports families in presenting themselves in a way that honours their dignity, 
heritage, and history. It helped establish a solid foundation for communication after liberation, facilitating reconnec-
tion among cities, communities, and families that had been disconnected for years. The initiative relied on communi-
ty-based resources by using elements of intangible heritage - such as food, clothing, and songs - as tools for 
celebration, dialogue, and reconnection.

“It can be said that, despite the deep divisions within Syrian society, we were able to create a space for communica-
tion between people. Even if the impact was limited, it was important and necessary.”

Among the challenges faced by Marona Centre are the collective suffering experienced by communities, which has 
resulted in deep social divisions; the deteriorating economic situation; and the loss of many materials and resources 
due to war and displacement, which has shifted people’s priorities toward survival. In addition, many elements of 
both tangible and intangible heritage in Idlib have been lost or endangered.

“We worked on embroidery through the project ‘Your Abaya, Your Story,’ but due to the lack of experience and the 
interruption of knowledge transmission between grandmothers and younger generations, we faced difficulties in 
preserving the skills needed to sustain and expand the project.”

Looking ahead, the team plans to continue working with the same approach, using tools of intangible heritage to 
preserve memory and identity. They have several initiatives they aspire to implement in the future, including the pres-
ervation of grandmothers’ songs through an initiative that will invite groups of women to sing collectively and teach 
these songs to younger girls, as well as the preparation of traditional foods within Marona Centre. The team also 
seeks to focus on tangible heritage by preserving shrines, cemeteries, and sites of memory, and by documenting 
local areas and their histories.

Jaramana Cinema Club
Jaramana Cinema Club is a free, volunteer-run initiative established in 2019 in the city of Jaramana, in Rural Damas-
cus Governorate, with the aim of creating an open and accessible cultural space for all. The initiative is grounded in 
the belief that human beings share many common concerns, struggles, and internal and external conflicts, and that 
cinema can reinforce this sense of shared humanity. Through films that address political, social, scientific, artistic, 
and humanitarian issues from different countries and cultural contexts - alongside their aesthetic and entertainment 
value - the club seeks to foster dialogue and collective reflection.

The club screens one film every Saturday evening in Jaramana, followed by an open discussion session. It also 
organises themed cinematic programmes from various countries and hosts artists and filmmakers in open meetings 
with the audience.
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According to the founders, the club has had a tangible impact on the local community in Jaramana. It has created a 
free cultural space for residents of the city and a platform for open dialogue around contemporary Syrian issues. This 
has been achieved through a carefully curated program of Syrian, Arab, and international films addressing topics 
relevant to Syrians in the years preceding the fall of the Assad regime, as well as during the past year under the 
current transitional authority. The continuity of weekly screenings, sustained audience attendance, active engage-
ment in discussions, and occasional in-kind and moral support from the community are cited as clear indicators of 
this impact.

Over the past eight years, Jaramana Cinema Club has maintained a regular weekly screening program. As of early 
2026, it has screened more than 300 films from 76 countries. The club has also hosted dozens of artists and cultural 
figures in post-screening discussions, including director Mohammad Malas, writer Mamdouh Azzam, writer Khaled 
Khalifa, visual artist Youssef Abdelke, directors Eyas Al-Moqdad, Ghiyath Ayoub, Vincent Commaret, writer and 
theatre director Alaaeddin Al-Alam, director Ghiyath Al-Mheithawi, actor and director Yanal Mansour, director Ghas-
san Ghanoum, actresses Samar Sami, Hanan Shaqir, Mariam Ali, actor Mohammad Al-Rishi, and artist Catherine 
Estrade.

In addition, the club has organised several activities in collaboration with other local associations and initiatives, 
including:

Future Plans:
In the coming period, the club plans to secure and equip a permanent venue that will function as an independent, 
inclusive cultural space in Jaramana. This space will be open to artists, intellectuals, students, children, and all 
segments of the community, enabling regular participation in cinematic and cultural activities. Programming will 
continue to focus on humanitarian, social, political, and environmental issues relevant to Syrians today, while also 
maintaining an element of entertainment and artistic enjoyment.

The club plans to continue organizing weekly film screenings, as well as themed programmes dedicated to Syrian, 
Palestinian, and Arab cinema, environmental cinema, women’s cinema, and special programmes for children and 
adolescents. The space will also serve as a working and training hub for friends of the club, students, and interested 
participants, and will include a small library with cinematic, artistic, and literary references available for public read-
ing. Additionally, the club aims to build a sustainable local cultural team composed of residents of Jaramana, capa-
ble of organizing ongoing cinematic, cultural, and artistic activities.

Key Challenges Faced by Jaramana Cinema Club:

1. Theatrical readings titled “They Still Live Within Us,” addressing the issue of forcibly disappeared persons, in 
collaboration with Jamar Theatre Workshop. The performance was directed by Hanan Shaqir and featured opera 
singer Na‘ma Imran and actors Raghda Al-Khatib, Rana Karam, Farah Al-Dibyatt, and Majdi Al-Moqbel.
2. Planting trees in commemoration of the abducted members of the Violations Documentation Centre in Douma 
(Razan Zeitouneh, Samira Al-Khalil, Nazem Hammadi, and Wael Hamadeh) in Jaramana’s environmental park, in 
cooperation with the Pioneers of the Environment Association.
3. Special film screenings for children, adolescents, and school students, organised in partnership with the 
Zaytouna Volunteer Team.

Lack of a permanent venue: Over the years, the club relied on cooperation with cultural spaces that hosted 
screenings free of charge (including Hikaya Forum, Afaaq Centre, Wlad El-Balad Café, and Cibar Hall). This occa-
sionally forced the club to suspend activities temporarily until a new hosting space could be secured. The team 
is currently working on securing funding to establish and equip a dedicated venue.
Lack of screening equipment: For several years, equipment such as projectors, speakers, screens, laptops, 
chairs, and hospitality supplies was borrowed from members and friends of the club or obtained through dona-
tions.
Frequent power outages: These were addressed through the use of batteries and inverters or by relying on 
electric generators.
Difficulty sustaining long-term unpaid volunteer work: As the club has operated entirely on a volunteer basis for 
eight consecutive years, with at least one screening per week, many team members and volunteers are unable 
to maintain continuous participation. The club aims to secure financial support to provide modest remuneration 
for its core team.
Lack of a specialised media team to design promotional materials and manage social media platforms.
Security challenges and a general sense of insecurity among some segments of the local community.
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Balloon Organisation
Balloon is a non-governmental, non-profit civil society organisation founded in 2019 in the city of Raqqa. It works to 
bring joy, resilience, and happiness to the lives of children and youth in conflict-affected areas, while creating safe 
spaces for communities to learn, grow, overcome the trauma of conflict, and strengthen economic capacities in 
developing communities. Balloon focuses its work on five core programmes: Protection, Social Cohesion, Mobilisa-
tion and Advocacy, Awareness Raising, and Non-Formal Education.

The organisation assesses the impact of its work as positive and gradual, with tangible effects on strengthening 
spaces for dialogue and rebuilding trust among different components of the local community, particularly within the 
context of Raqqa, a city that has suffered severe conflict and prolonged division. Cultural and artistic activities 
contributed to reclaiming public space as a shared and inclusive arena, enabling targeted youth and children to 
express themselves through non-violent and non-traditional means. This, in turn, enhanced their sense of belonging 
and shared responsibility.

Balloon attributes this impact to its participatory approach, which is rooted in the needs of the community itself, as 
well as to its use of culture and the arts as effective tools for psychosocial healing and bridge-building between 
individuals.

“The impact was close to what we expected; however, given the depth of societal transformation required, we need 
sustained, long-term engagement to achieve the desired outcomes.”

Challenges:
Balloon has faced numerous challenges, foremost among them the fragility of the social context resulting from years 
of conflict. Raqqa has experienced successive de facto authorities, which have contributed to the erosion of the 
city’s identity. This reality has been accompanied by a loss of trust, fear of new initiatives, limited financial resources 
and projects relative to the scale of needs, as well as security and administrative challenges due to restrictive mea-
sures imposed by the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), which have constrained initiatives and contributed to the 
marginalisation of local identity.

These challenges were addressed through building long-term trust-based relationships with the local community, as 
well as with influential actors and stakeholders. The organisation invested in building the capacities of local staff and 
youth to ensure continuity of work and reduce dependence on external support. It also relied on adaptability and 
flexibility in designing and implementing activities to align with the changing realities and context on the ground.

Future Aspirations:
In the coming phase, Balloon aspires to deepen qualitative impact rather than quantitative reach, by developing 
sustainable cultural and artistic programmes linked to local identity and collective memory. The organisation also 
aims to expand partnerships with cultural and educational institutions, strengthen the role of youth as local leaders 
in cultural work and social cohesion, and systematically document its experience and measure impact in order to 
attract long-term support.

Arkan Foundation for Development
Arkan Foundation for Development was established in 2021 in Daraa Governorate. Its work focuses on development 
in rural communities and on programmes that serve the goal of social cohesion, through dialogue-based initiatives 
involving different segments of society, particularly between Daraa and As-Suwayda governorates. The foundation 
also implements educational programmes for youth and adolescents, works on reviving shared heritage with As-Su-
wayda, documents the oral heritage of both governorates with related artistic outputs and productions, and places 
a strong emphasis on spatial justice.

According to those leading the organisation, Arkan’s initiatives have had a very positive resonance. At the local level, 
people have become more aware of the value of the region’s popular heritage and its tangible and intangible cultural 
assets. In addition, individuals from other villages have begun requesting support to invest in their own local cultural 
and heritage resources and to replicate Arkan’s experience in their areas.

Regarding social cohesion projects between Daraa and As-Suwayda implemented by Arkan between 2023 and 
2024, the organisation succeeded in building genuine relationships, some of which remained sustainable even after 
the recent events in As-Suwayda. Notably, interpersonal ties between individuals from Daraa and As-Suwayda 



51/59

Architectural identity of place
Developmental and entrepreneurial identity of place
Skills-based identity of local residents

persisted, and participants were able to avoid generalizing blame onto entire communities based on the actions of 
specific individuals. This outcome is considered a significant achievement within the highly sensitive context in 
which Arkan operates.

“At certain milestones, the impact of our work exceeded our expectations.”

Challenges:
Among the key challenges faced by Arkan were legal and security constraints related to working on development 
and social cohesion issues in southern Syria prior to the fall of the Assad regime. During that period, the foundation 
was often forced to operate discreetly, through partnerships, or in areas with limited security or official presence. 
Following the fall of the Assad regime, conditions changed significantly, and Arkan was officially licensed as an 
organisation, enabling it to expand its work through new and more open modalities.

Another major challenge has been the persistence of stereotypes, between rural and urban communities, between 
residents of Daraa and As-Suwayda, and toward rural development work more broadly. Through initiatives such as 
“Umm Al-Ghaith” and “Bisaat Al-Janoub (Southern Carpet)”, many of these perceptions began to shift in a positive 
direction, although events following the regime’s fall have once again disrupted and reshaped many of these dynam-
ics.

Future Directions:
Following its official registration with the Ministry of Social Affairs and Labor, Arkan has developed plans to expand 
into new villages in Daraa as well as other governorates. This expansion is based on a development model structured 
around three core pillars:

Through this model, Arkan aims to support individuals interested in launching entrepreneurial projects or community 
initiatives by investing in existing local resources and capacities.

The Arkan team hopes that their work will become a replicable model for other groups operating in different regions.
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12

This section presents a set of recommendations derived from the questionnaire, field visits, and their intersection 
with contextual analysis and respondents’ inputs. Some of these recommendations were proposed directly by the 
participants themselves, while others are general recommendations developed by the research team and by Action 
for Hope.

Participants’ Recommendations for Working with Marginalised Communities
We asked the survey participants to propose recommendations for working with marginalised communities across 
different levels, based on their accumulated experience. The responses can be summarised as follows:

Working directly with communities themselves to identify the most significant elements of their heritage and 
document them, as well as to determine the programmes most appropriate to their specific local contexts, wheth-
er cinema screenings, songs, or other cultural forms. This includes linking cultural work to issues that matter to 
these communities, and training community members themselves to document, collect, and protect their 
heritage. 

“Cultural projects must be genuinely participatory, not limited to performances or meetings, but rather involve 
local residents in planning and implementation so that they feel ownership of the project and experience its direct 
impact.” - Kamel Awad, Harmony Cultural Forum

“Cultural work must be context-sensitive, connected to local issues, and linked to services and objectives beyond 
culture itself, such as psychosocial support and other services.” - Safana Baqleh, Gardinia Choir

Focusing on reviving endangered traditional crafts, as they are directly linked to the identity and culture of local 
communities. Working on these crafts contributes to restoring recognition and value to these communities and 
their residents, even if to a limited extent.

Providing safe, inclusive cultural and creative spaces for all, and revitalising cultural centres, theatres, and muse-
ums, not only in major urban centres but across all regions. This also includes repurposing abandoned buildings 
(such as former Baath Party premises) into cultural and social spaces, a practice that has already occurred in 
several areas following the fall of the Assad regime.

Thuraya Hijazi from Alternative Paths Organisation suggests implementing:
“Activities to reclaim local public spaces from the perspective of communities, using art - for example, staging a 
theatrical performance in a university hall.”

Working on shared heritage and collective memory across all Syrian regions, as a means of repairing the social 
fractures caused by years of war, conflict, and hate speech. This includes focusing on cross-identity activities that 
bring together multiple Syrian identities - regional, ethnic, sectarian - through art, as well as participatory arts 
such as storytelling, oral documentation, and therapeutic drama.

Identifying and investing in existing local resources within each community and leveraging them for cultural and 
civic work, while rebuilding, developing, and strengthening connections between communities.

Supporting cultural events in all their forms (such as festivals, exhibitions, artistic and cultural workshops) and 
integrating cultural education with entertainment (including interactive theatre, music, drawing, singing, and 
more). This is particularly important for initiatives focused on documenting local culture, strengthening cultural 
identity, preserving community heritage, and raising awareness around concepts of culture, identity, and social 
cohesion.

Supporting artists and creatives, especially youth and women, and strengthening their skills across various 
domains - both directly related to cultural work and beyond. This enhances their capacity for cultural and civic 
participation. It also includes bridging generations by creating shared spaces for youth and older generations to 
exchange experiences, transmit cultural memory, and bridge knowledge gaps.

Effective collaboration with media outlets to promote concepts of civic engagement, shared culture, and social 
cohesion, while enhancing awareness and reconciliation. This includes focusing on success stories and making 
optimal use of digital platforms, media tools, and modern technologies.

Recommendations
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This section presents a set of recommendations derived from the questionnaire, field visits, and their intersection 
with contextual analysis and respondents’ inputs. Some of these recommendations were proposed directly by the 
participants themselves, while others are general recommendations developed by the research team and by Action 
for Hope.

Analysing these recommendations requires close attention to the specific local contexts of each region and a clear 
understanding of the role and specialization of each initiative. The proposed recommendations are directly linked to 
the particular forms of marginalisation experienced by the target communities or addressed by the initiatives them-
selves.

Participants’ Recommendations for the Protection of Heritage
We also asked participants to share their views on the roles that local communities can play in preserving and 
protecting heritage, and on emphasising heritage as one of the key entry points for peacebuilding and social cohe-
sion. Their responses can be summarised as follows:

Linking culture and the economy, and supporting small and micro-enterprises connected to creative cultural 
sectors and local identities.

Collaborating with local and international cultural institutions to secure technical and financial support, while 
ensuring that project leadership remains rooted in the local community.

Using Diverse Tools and Strategies to Safeguard Intangible Cultural Heritage.

Employing social media and digital platforms to share stories, images, and information about heritage sites and 
traditional practices, and to create dedicated digital archives for cultural heritage.
“Community members can participate in documenting photos, stories, and customs before they disappear, using 
smartphones or social media.” - Mohammad Al-Masalma from Daraa

Transforming heritage into a living daily practice, rather than treating it merely as material to be documented, by 
integrating it into education, schools, tourism, and various community activities, and by encouraging specialised 
cultural and artistic education.

Reviving traditional crafts by highlighting their importance, transforming them into sources of income, organizing 
training workshops, supporting the marketing of their products, and ensuring intergenerational transmission - 
especially within families - to guarantee continuity.

Organizing festivals, exhibitions, and other events to introduce and celebrate heritage.

Paying special attention to bearers of oral heritage, particularly older people and women, as “carriers of memory.”  
“Older people possess a treasure of stories and customs that can be collected and transformed into written or 
digital materials.” - Mohammad Al-Masalma

Strengthening the Role of Youth in Carrying and Transmitting Heritage:

Organizing cultural activities that reconnect young people and adolescents with their local heritage, and 
encouraging them to learn about and respect it.
Transmitting heritage and knowledge to younger generations through contemporary approaches that combine 
authenticity and innovation, ensuring heritage remains a living element of daily life. This includes teaching 
youth traditional crafts, songs, dances, folk cooking, and proverbs, and encouraging elders and cultural practi-
tioners to share their knowledge and experience with youth and children in schools, families, and local commu-
nities.
Supporting youth-led initiatives aimed at heritage preservation, encouraging volunteer engagement, and 
empowering young people with modern and scientific methods for heritage archiving.
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Overall, these recommendations - transmitted as faithfully as possible from the survey participants - demonstrate a 
strong awareness of the importance of tangible and intangible heritage as a carrier of many of the values and path-
ways Syrian society needs today, including as a component of the creative economy. At the same time, they highlight 
persistent challenges: insufficient resources across many regions, limited capacity to activate cultural and heritage 
elements effectively, the absence of adequate policies and clear regulatory frameworks for this type of cultural work, 
acute shortages of resources, and the declining priority of cultural action in favour of more immediate survival needs 
for many Syrians.

Using heritage as a bridge between different communities within Syria, especially in areas that have experi-
enced displacement and demographic diversity. This includes raising awareness of heritage as a carrier of 
diversity and shared values, and as an integral part of community identity, not merely as official symbols. 
Emphasis should be placed on the unifying cultural value of heritage rather than divisive narratives, and on 
developing joint cultural projects that bring together residents from diverse backgrounds and foster interre-
gional networking.
Engaging people directly in protecting their heritage, and in defining the values, customs, and traditions that 
represent them and deserve protection. This helps restore trust and a sense of belonging, and transforms 
heritage into a tool for reconciliation and rebuilding an inclusive national identity.
Providing social spaces for dialogue and for the revival of cultural practices.
Defending heritage against extremism and harmful social change, by protecting local symbols from erasure or 
replacement by externally imposed ideologies.

Enhancing Identity and Social Cohesion Through Heritage:

Supporting restoration and maintenance efforts through volunteering, fundraising, collaboration with local and 
international institutions, and cooperation with specialised researchers. This includes backing initiatives that 
restore old houses or protect heritage sites using traditional techniques, and valuing local expertise in this field.
Establishing community-based monitoring networks to protect heritage, report violations and abuses, and 
assume collective responsibility for safeguarding heritage through civic and community initiatives that prevent 
distortion or loss.
Reconstruction approaches that preserve the original identity of cities and the social fabric of communities.

Protecting Tangible Heritage Sites:

Working with educational and cultural institutions - including schools, institutes, and cultural centres - to 
support cultural awareness and arts education programmes that emphasise the importance of heritage, its 
transmission, and its protection. These efforts should target diverse groups, especially children and youth, 
using innovative approaches.
Collaborating with local and international cultural organisations, academic institutions, and researchers, and 
reinforcing their role in supporting heritage protection programmes through diverse methods. It is essential to 
ensure that local communities’ voices are present at all stages of these programmes - including design, imple-
mentation, and monitoring - as well as in heritage protection policies. This restores trust, reinforces a sense of 
ownership, and strengthens communities’ capacity to act, transforming heritage into a genuine tool for recon-
ciliation and identity-building.

Initiating community-based projects such as festivals, exhibitions, heritage days in schools, community cinema 
programmes, tree-planting and environmental protection campaigns, reviving local celebrations, and creating 
new occasions such as Syrian Music Day, Syrian Pottery Day, or Syrian Glass Day.

Cooperation and Institutional Engagement:

Turning heritage into a source of income through cultural tourism, traditional crafts, and heritage festivals.
Integrating heritage into educational curricula and environmental initiatives.

Linking Heritage to Sustainable Development:
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Despite the frequent references in participants’ responses to the negative impact of centralised policies in Syria 
on peripheral and remote communities, the data shows that the highest proportion of initiatives participating in 
the survey are concentrated in the governorates of Damascus and Aleppo, with seven responses from each, 
followed by Rural Damascus with six initiatives. This distribution reflects the persistence of centralisation within 
the cultural action landscape, even in contexts where peripheral areas experience higher levels of marginalisation. 
This finding underscores the urgent need to support new cultural initiatives that emerge effectively from peripheral 
governorates and regions and respond to their local needs and issues. It also highlights the importance of 
empowering these initiatives to play a central role in activating the participation of the most vulnerable groups - 
including youth and women - by creating sustainable cultural spaces that enhance their presence in the public 
sphere and support their independent initiatives.

All Syrian regions are in urgent need of activating cultural spaces and public venues that allow various forms of 
cultural and civic engagement to be practiced safely and creatively by all segments of society, particularly margin-
alised groups. While such spaces exist to a very limited extent in some major cities, they are largely absent across 
most Syrian governorates and regions.

There is a strong need to involve local communities in the planning and design of the projects and activities that 
target them. This need can be understood as reflecting the importance of engagement in public affairs and politi-
cal agency in its broader sense, encompassing all aspects of life - including culture and the arts - and enabling 
individuals to claim ownership over their narratives, strengthen their sense of belonging, and assume responsibili-
ty toward their communities, thereby reinforcing active citizenship.

Cultural programmes and heritage protection initiatives should be linked to broader objectives, foremost among 
them dialogue and social peace, as well as the development of creative skills that can generate sustainable 
economic returns.

Although many initiatives and groups have worked in recent years, particularly on documenting various elements 
of intangible cultural heritage across different Syrian regions, a clear gap remains in this field. There is a need to 
adopt a scientific and contemporary methodological approach to documentation that ensures meaningful 
impact, rather than limiting efforts to temporary projects with little lasting effect.

Most groups require empowerment and capacity-building at multiple levels to significantly enhance their effec-
tiveness and impact. Potential areas of capacity development include institutional building - such as governance, 
budgeting, planning, and cultural project management - as well as training in specific fields such as heritage 
documentation, traditional crafts, visual arts, marketing, advocacy, and media engagement.

Cultural groups and initiatives need increased and more sustainable funding opportunities, including funding that 
covers core operational costs, rather than being limited to short-term programmes and project-based support.

Effective networking and communication channels should be established among cultural institutions to facilitate 
the exchange of expertise and contextual knowledge. Where possible, the creation of professional or union-like 
bodies could help protect activists and practitioners, empower them across various fields, and advocate for their 
demands vis-à-vis both local and international actors.

There is a need to activate a clearer and more effective role for governmental institutions in cultural and civic 
affairs, in ways that support existing entities and spaces, facilitate their work, and streamline licensing and 
approval processes.

Support should be provided for marketing efforts, whether for tangible products such as handicrafts or for the 
programmes and projects of cultural organisations and initiatives.

In addition to the above, we propose the following set of recommendations, which we believe are important to 
consider when designing or supporting cultural programmes, particularly those that aim to achieve objectives related 
to social cohesion and peacebuilding:

General Recommendations
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Appendix: The Questionnaire

Cultural Groups Survey – On the Tracks of Music
This survey is part of the “On the Tracks of Music” project, one of the initiatives of Action for Hope.

The survey aims to identify individuals, groups, entities, and organisations working across Syria in the cultural sector 
and in the preservation of culture and heritage - particularly within the most marginalised communities - and in fields 
related to social cohesion and community peace.

The survey includes general questions about the target groups, their objectives and strategies, the impact they seek 
to achieve, the challenges they face, and their vision for the future.

Completing the survey is expected to take approximately 30 minutes.
We thank you for your time and interest.

The results of the survey will be shared with you upon completion in a detailed report.

- Full name
- Do you work individually, or do you represent a group, entity, or organisation?
      I work individually
      I represent a group or entity (if this option is selected, please answer the following two questions)
- Name of the group, entity, or organisation
- Number of group members
- Start date of activities
- Governorate
- Detailed address
- Contact phone number
- Social media pages (if available)

Section One: General Information

- What is your field of work?
- Do you consider that you work with marginalised communities? What programmes do you implement within these 
  communities?
- What are the reasons for the marginalisation of these communities?
- What forms of cultural work are most appropriate within these communities?
- Do you implement any programmes that document aspects of Syrian heritage in its various forms? If so, what are 
   they?
- In your opinion, what are the main risks and threats facing this heritage today?
- What role can the Syrian local community play today in protecting heritage?
- Can you provide examples of cases in which you documented Syrian heritage and that had a tangible impact on 
   the ground?
- Do you work on any programmes addressing social cohesion and the protection of community peace in your area, 
   even if indirectly? What are they?
- What impact have these programmes had on the ground? Are there examples?
- How do you see culture and cultural work contributing to community peace in Syria?

Section Two: Questions on Fields of Work
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- Do you operate as a registered entity? If yes, what type of registration or license do you hold?
- Do you have a clear organisational structure? Please describe it.
- Do you collaborate with any other entities, whether public or private? Who are they, and what is the nature of the 
   cooperation?

Section Three: Questions on Organisational Structure

- What impact does your work currently have on the community in which you operate, and on its various segments?
- What are the main challenges facing your work, and how do you address them?
- What are your most pressing needs today?
- Are there similar initiatives operating in your area? If so, what are they?
- How do you plan to develop your work in the coming period? What is the future outlook for you and for similar initiatives?
- Do you have any additional comments or input?

Section Three: Questions on Organisational Structure
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