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The Music Field: A Struggle for Legitimacy 

 

Zaydoun Hajjar 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Using Pierre Bourdieu’s theories of Habitus, Capital, and Field, this paper will attempt to locate 

the "music field" through tackling the case of peripheral Syrian musicians that have been displaced 

to the core cultural spaces in Berlin. This thesis will also investigate how cultural capital allows 

newcomers to negotiate with dominant players within the cultural field, to gain legitimacy through 

countering processes of labeling and characterization. Moreover, music has proved to assist the 

process of social integration, through communication, increased interactions, building social 

networks as well as alleviating language and cultural borders.  

 

 

Keywords: Capital, Field, Integration, Labelling, Syria, Berlin, Culture, Legitimacy, Music 

Field.  
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Chapter One 
 

 

 Introduction & Methodology 
 

 

 

1.1  Introduction 

Migration is not a simple process. Migrating means leaving behind one’s environment, home, and 

loved ones. Witnessing people being forced to migrate from their homes, for any reason, generates 

for observers and those involved a complex collection of perspectives and feelings. After the start 

of the Syrian uprising in 2011,  Syrians began migrating to neighboring countries as well as Europe 

and the Americas. I could not help but see all the economic, social, political, and cultural resources 

being drained out of the country. Throughout the centuries Syria has included 38 civilizations, that 

have passed through or originated from that geographic location. The large number of Syrian 

youths who fled the country, carrying with them their economic, political, social, and cultural 

capitals are now scattered all over the world. The highest number of Syrians in Europe are 

concentrated in Germany, where a huge number of Syrian artists have settled in Berlin, given that 

it is considered an artistic and cultural city. A city that has a different language, culture, traditions, 

and geographically on another continent, makes it a more difficult process. The German culture 

differs from that in Syria, also, given the situation in Syria, the culture within the country is going 

through changes and would not be the same after the conflict. The question to be asked here is how 

will the Syrian youth do to deal with such a situation? Will they attempt to maintain and preserve 

their culture? Will they adopt the German culture, or innovate their own?  

Culture is a highly fluid concept, that is constantly constructed and reconstructed. It includes 

multiple components, such as music, food, literature, theater, and could be manifested in more than 

one form. Imagine a mosaic, made up of different small pieces of stone that are stuck together, 

regardless of their different colors and positions within that mosaic, to create a beautiful art piece. 
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That which allowed those small pieces to stick together and form something beautiful, is culture. 

It is what is in common between people, it brings people together to form a piece of art, which is 

society (within and beyond national borders). A culture that is scattered and antagonistic means 

the people within it are scattered and antagonistic. This is what happened to the Syrian people. It 

is crucial to preserve, innovate, and renew the Syrian culture to be able to bring people together, 

through a fluid, heterogeneous, and inclusive culture.  

Being a wide and multilayered concept, it is impossible to tackle all aspects of culture. In this 

research, I will be tackling music. Music is universal, it is unique in its ability to be understood 

throughout the world, even if it is composed by a different culture in a different continent, it is still 

a universal language. Music is also social and political, offering a wide view of culture, specifically 

immigrant culture. The migration of Syrian musicians to Europe has brought to the forefront the 

hierarchal relation between different musical spaces around the world. Historical, political, and 

colonial factors have produced relations of dependency, inequality, and hegemony that define the 

relationship between what is called “center” and “periphery” cultural spaces. The history of music 

in Syria is a prosperous one, as will be shown in the first chapter (Abbas, 2018). The first musical 

notes in known history have been found in Syria. The first singer (female) in our known history 

was, also, found in Syria. Music is an inherent part of Syria’s history as well as its culture, practiced 

during celebrations, work, religious rituals, daily activities, as well as protests. However, for a 

Syrian musician to reach the global level of acknowledgement, they need to look towards western 

countries or cultural “centers” to gain legitimacy. Those “centers” have monopolized musical 

resources and the power to give value to an artistic product.  

This research will tackle this aspect specifically. Using Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts and theories, I 

will approach the case of Syrian musicians in Berlin, who through their “cultural capital”, that I 

argue comes in the form of music production, struggle to gain legitimacy in the new “musical 

space” (Berlin). Introducing the “music field”, I will shed light on its hierarchal structure and the 

negotiations taking place between the newcomers and the existing players in Berlin to differentiate 

themselves and gain legitimacy. Moreover, the research will analyze based on the participant’s 

experiences, how music as cultural capital impacts the process of integration in a new country.  

Why Syrian musicians? Why Berlin? Migration theories argue that it is the second and third 

generations that begin to innovate and go through the process of acculturation (Bailey & Collyer, 
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2016, p. 174). However, in the case of Syrian musicians in Berlin, we observe new initiatives, 

innovations, and fusions of different styles, in a very short time span (since 2015). This has gained 

media attention, where numerous articles in Berlin and Germany at large have been written on the 

impact of Syrian musicians, titles such as “Syrian Band’s Concerts are Music to German Ears1.” 

Some had sold out shows2, others are said to transform the identity of Berlin3. These are few of 

the articles that are written on Syrian musicians in Berlin. Moreover, Berlin as a city is known to 

be an artistic cultural city (as will be shown in the upcoming sections). Many upcoming artists 

from Europe and other continents settle in Berlin, given the opportunities available there due to 

the excessive availability of cultural and musical resources, such as record labels4. This makes the 

case of Syrian musicians in Berlin an important case to tackle and observe, especially because it 

is relatively recent, so there is the opportunity to see how the situation changes or is affected with 

time. This case study could be compared with other cases other than musicians or musicians who 

migrated to a different geographic location. 

I will begin by presenting the methodology adopted then move on to introduce the French 

sociologists’ concepts of “Habitus”, “Capital”, and “Field”. Then I will elaborate on the “music 

field” while relating it to the “literary field” by Pascal Casanova, a student of Pierre Bourdieu. 

Then move on to give a historical background of immigration in Germany as well as the culture 

and music in Syria. In the chapters that follow, I will present the findings of the interviews 

conducted in Berlin in May of 2019, and finally reach the chapter on analysis and put the findings 

in context of the music field.  

 

 

 

 

 
1 https://www.un.org/youthenvoy/2016/07/syrian‐bands‐concerts‐music‐german‐ears/ 
2 https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/syrian‐refugee‐musicians‐sell‐out‐shows‐in‐germany‐103879 
3 http://www.werkstatt‐der‐
kulturen.de/download/The%20Syrian%20Artists%20Transforming%20Berlin%20_%20Travel%20+%20Lei
sure.pdf. See also, https://qz.com/838864/syrian‐refugees‐are‐the‐latest‐artists‐to‐light‐up‐berlins‐
creative‐scene/ 
4 https://www.residentadvisor.net/labels.aspx?area=34 
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1.2 Methodology 

 

Research Design 

In this research, a cross sectional design has been adopted, since I am looking at a certain 

population of people (Syrian musicians in Berlin) at a specific point in time and space, as well as 

looking at the relation between capital and integration within a field. In this research it is Cultural 

Capital (Music/Musicians) and the cultural field (core musical space, Berlin). Moreover, the 

researcher carried out semi-structured in-depth interviews with different participants from the 

population in question. Also, the researcher engaged in observations of certain social settings or 

activities, and finally an extensive review of literature relating to the topic as well as concepts 

regarding our topic. 

As for the data analysis, a thematic approach will be carried out. Given that this is a qualitative 

research with in-depth analysis, I made sure to keep space for new insights and “themes”, which 

is crucial in order not to limit the research to the preconceptions I had on the research topic. Manual 

coding was used during analysis. Using those codes, the themes were generated, after rigorous 

readings and rereading of the transcripts. Three main themes were generated. Given that a thematic 

approach is appropriate when looking for patterns in the data that are interesting or related to the 

issue, three themes were generated, based on the process of manual coding carried out. The three 

themes coincide with the three main concepts of this research, which is the order that the findings 

and themes will be presented. I followed Braun & Clarke’s (2006) 6 step framework, for the coding 

process and extracting themes, as explained in the article by Maguire and Belahunt (2017).  

Study Population 

The Study population for this research are Syrian musicians who currently reside in Berlin, they 

could be independent artists, part of a band or engage in musical activities such as teaching or 

learning. I have interviewed 7 musicians who have come from Syria. This research had no financial 

support, so the limitation of resources was an important factor to consider while conducting 

interviews and tackling a population. Connections and social networks are the main sources of 

finding participants. I travelled to Berlin after contacting the interviewees. A snowball sampling 
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process was followed, given the fact that there are scarce numbers and information about the 

population I was aiming at for this thesis.   

Berlin has seen a high rise in Syrian artists in the past years due to the open-door policy of the 

German government. Moreover, living expenses are flexible in the city, which makes it an 

appropriate choice for artists, especially upcoming artists and those who are new to the country. 

Youth was the common trait between those who were approached for interviews, where the Syrian 

youth, given the changes the country has been going through, have a lot to express and negotiate 

through cultural activities.  

Study Procedure 

Regarding the study procedure, it is a simple one. Informed consent was obtained from all 

participants who will be interviewed, where an informed consent sheet will be printed and 

distributed to participants who will sign it upon agreement, after the researcher has clearly 

described the aims of the research to them. As for the interviews with participants, I have 

conducted them myself.  

Furthermore, data collected will be that which is relevant to the concepts described previously in 

the research question and objectives. This will entail information about their current situation in 

Berlin and brief background about life in Syria before migrating. While focusing on their 

engagement with music in the host country (Germany). Additionally, the researcher dug deep to 

grasp the views of Syrian musicians in Germany, based on their experience and how it impacts the 

process of integration in the host country.  

Interviews were conducted in Arabic, as well as the analysis. This was done for accuracy and not 

lose anything in translation. Moreover, speaking in one’s native language is more comfortable in 

such situations for the interviewee as well as the interviewer. Moreover, the participants were not 

at any point in time put under any risk of danger, physical or mental. They had the freedom to 

choose the time and place of the meeting withing the time span of my stay in Berlin in May of 

2019 (16 days).   

As for ethical issues, during the research, and specifically while conducting interviews, there is no 

circumstances that might harm the participants in any way or form (physical, emotional, etc.…). 
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However, to avoid any ethical issues, I went through the IRB program at the Lebanese American 

University to enhance the understanding of the ethical aspect of social research. 

 

Data Management 

Privacy, confidentiality, and security were/are a top priority for the researcher. Data collected 

was/is stored securely in a locked cabinet at the researcher’s office, along with all other documents 

relevant to the research (such as informed consent & recorded interviews).  

As for the data analysis, a thematic approach will be carried out. Given that this is a qualitative 

research with in-depth analysis, I was certain to keep space for new insights and “themes”, which 

is crucial in order not to limit the research to the preconceptions I had on the research topic. Coding 

was used during analysis, manually. Using those codes, the themes were generated, after rigorous 

readings and rereading of the transcripts. Three main themes were generated.  

 

Sampling and Selection 

Not a lot of information is available on Syrian musicians in Berlin, their presence there is relatively 

recent, (2014/2015 when Germany opened its borders for refugees stuck at European borders). 

There are articles available, on performances happening or institutions that use music in schools 

to help with integration. I had to depend on my social networks and connections to reach out to 

the musicians I interviewed. Moreover, I am a huge music fan, and always look for new artists, 

specifically from my region (middle east) to support them online and hear what they produce. 

This allowed me to have some knowledge on musicians who currently reside in Berlin. I contacted 

the people I could reach, and once I arrived there, it was easier to snowball the sampling process 

based on every interview I conducted. Some participants suggested other musicians to contact, and 

other I have heard of once I got to Berlin. I was targeting musicians who are in their 20’s or 30’s 

of age. Some were professional musicians back in Syria, others began playing music in Berlin, but 

all had engaged in musical activities prior to their arrival in Berlin. Either with a band, production, 

or privately at home.   
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Chapter Two 

The Music Field 
 

 

Literature Review, Theories, Concepts & Historical Backgrounds 
 

In this chapter, I will in detail introduce the music field through a review and a presentation of the 

existing literature relating to the topic at hand. Through a review and the presentation of the 

existing literature relating to the topic at hand, the theoretical frameworks, concepts and important 

background and historical information will be discussed while stating the definitions that will be 

adopted. We will begin with Bourdieu’s theories, moving on to Casanova’s literary field, then the 

music field and finally this chapter will include historical information on Germany as an 

immigration country and Berlin as core cultural space and finally moving to the cultural and music 

histories of Syria.  

 

2.1: Theory & Concepts  

Pierre Bourdieu 

The theories and concepts of Pierre Bourdieu (Habitus-Capital-Field) have proven to be highly 

useful and inclusive for analysis in the context of migration. Some researchers tackled topics such 

as, migrating capital in the context of migration (Erel, 2010), migrants’ social capital in the host 

country (Gericke et al., 2018), on the implications that Bourdieu’s concepts have on migration in 

relation to the nation-state and social space (Reed-Danahay, 2017). Finally, other studies have 

developed Bourdieu's concept to include migration-facilitating capital in relation with state 

policies and other stakeholder in the migratory process (Kim, 2018). For this research, the focus 

will be on capital and field, however, habitus will be introduced as well in order to have a more 

comprehensive understanding of the theory. I will introduce them in this subsection, since these 

concepts are sociological, they will become clearer as we move forward in the chapter. 
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The first concept tackled here is “habitus”, which was revived and reintroduced by Bourdieu after 

the 1960’s. According to Wacquant (2016), it plays a pivotal role in Bourdieu’s endeavor to 

develop “a science of practice” as an attempt to understand the different practices performed by a 

social agent or a group of agents in a social space or “field” to use Bourdieu’s terms, given the 

complex dynamics of the social world. This was done through a comprehensive look at three 

components; based on a “triple historicization” of: “the agent (habitus), the world (social space 

and fields) and of the categories and methods of the social analyst (reflexivity)” (pp. 64-65). 

Moreover, its meaning could be traced back to the Aristotelian concept, “hexis” which is “an 

acquired yet entrenched state of moral character that orients our feelings and desires, and thence 

our conduct,” (ibid., p. 65). Habitus is internal or internalized by the agent, it is created by the 

agents’ interactions with his/her environment as well as experiences and reactions to those 

experiences, it is constantly constructed and reconstructed.  

In other words, our interactions with our environment and structures which confine us produce 

“cognitive, affective, and embodied dispositions” (Kim, 2018, p. 265) that are internalized and 

affect our decision-making process as well as each agent’s trajectory. What is called the history of 

an individual’s life, according to Bourdieu, “is determined by the interaction between the forces 

of the field and his own inertia, that is, the habitus as the remanence of a trajectory which tends to 

orient future trajectory” (Bourideu, 1993, p. 148).  

The five characteristics of Habitus are: 

1. It entails a social rather than a natural tendency; it is socially constructed.  

2. It could be applied to different domains of practice. Such as, “consumption – in music, 

sports, food but also in marital and political choices.” 

3. It is not static or eternal, however it is enduring. External forces do impact it, as is shown 

by situations of migration. 

4. It is built-in inertia. meaning, the practices that it produces are designed based on the social 

structures that produced them. But also, “each of its layers operates as a prism through 

which later experiences are filtered, and subsequent strata of dispositions overlaid.” 

5. Finally, habitus injects a delay “between the past determinations that produced it and the 

current determinations that interpellate it” (Ibid., pp. 66-67). 
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An important trait of Habitus is that it is deemed beneficial for analysis, as it argues against 

structuralism as well as constructivism. Meaning, it acknowledges the agent’s active engagement 

in making the social world through “embodied instruments of cognitive construction.” While 

admitting that these “instruments” are the product of the social world itself. In Bourdieu’s words, 

as quoted in Wacquant, “habitus contributes to transforming that which transforms it” (p. 67). 

Consequently, it is not the structure that makes up the social world, neither is it the agent, rather, 

it is the relational interaction between the two that constructs and transforms the social world. This 

relation offers a space for change and constant transformations, which is suitable for analysis in 

many different domains, especially migration, where constant change is an intrinsic part of such a 

process.  

As for the concept of capital, the definition that will be adopted here is given by Erik Neveu (2018), 

a collection of goods and skills, of knowledge and acknowledgment, belonging to an individual or 

a group that he or she can mobilize to develop influence, gain power, or bargain other elements of 

this collection” (p. 347). Capital exists in different forms and could be converted from one form 

to another. Bourdieu identifies these forms as follows: cultural; social; economic; and symbolic 

capitals (Ibid.). In this research, the focus will be on cultural capital, which is made up of 

“knowledge and know-how, of the skills and analytical tools that allow one to manage and produce 

social relations, cultural products, and technical devices,” this could also be called “informational” 

capital (Ibid., p. 350). Moreover, cultural capital could exist in three states: embodied, objectified, 

and institutionalized. The first is based on long-term learning and practice, such as understanding 

a work of art or recognizing the note of a musical piece. The second comes in the form of goods, 

such as books, paintings, historical monuments (this could be economic capital as well). The final 

state is made up of diplomas or qualifications (which is usually given by a state authority) (Ibid., 

pp. 351-352).  

The three reasons that make a Bourdieusian approach appropriate and more inclusive regarding 

migration are offered by Kim (2018). First, it highlights the centrality of states and their direct 

involvement in the processes of valorization, conversion, and legitimization of the types of capital. 

Second, the aspect of convertibility of types of capital into others while shedding light on the role 

of the state in grasping how migration brokers “engage in the governance of identity, qualification 

and mobility”. Third, Bourdieu’s concepts such as the field, habitus and symbolic violence assist 
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in the analysis of how migrants participate in “organized striving for migration-facilitating capital” 

(p. 263). This allows for a more comprehensive approach to the analysis of social situations, given 

that migration processes are highly complex and involve numerous actors and agents.  

Before moving on to the field, it is important to state that the skills which individuals or groups 

hold, are only valuable depending on the social agent and his/her position in the social space and 

how much legitimacy or value is given to that specific type of skill or knowledge. In other words, 

after identifying the cultural capital, it is crucial to understand the “social profile of its owner and 

the nature of the social spaces where it is valued and on the other hand, its social perception and 

evaluation” (ibid., p. 353). In the context of migration, some types of skills and knowledge might 

not be useful in a certain place or time. Policies, professional regulations and migration regimes, 

all play a role in the formulation of the concept of a “skilled migrant”, where the “validation of 

skills changes both within the time span of the migrants’ life course and with the wider socio-

economic developments (Erel, 2010, p. 643). One example would be a Syrian medical doctor 

moving to Berlin, where his/her diplomas and skills are not recognized by German institutions or 

the state. This leads to the devaluation of his/her skills or “cultural capital” in that specific social 

space5. This does not take place intentionally or by delegation, rather it is a function of the state or 

institution when accreditation or value is given. Bourdieu calls this “rites of institutions” (Kim, 

2018, p. 266). 

As for the field, which is a site of struggle and competition for social positions and legitimacy 

(Bourdieu, 1993, p. 42), a fluid description of its characteristics will be given, rather than a static 

definition, and more specifically the “field of cultural production.” Field theory is important for 

the analysis of certain social spaces and should be carried out in a case by case manner instead of 

generalization on different cases (Thomson, 2008, p. 75). In this thesis, it will be used to analyze 

the music world in the context of migration. The specific case here is Syrian musicians in Berlin. 

In order to do this, we will resort to Pascal Casanova, a student of Pierre Bourdieu, who used his 

concepts and theories to analyze the literary world. This will offer more clarity when describing 

the field as well as offer a more comprehensive view of the case at hand.  

 

 
5 https://www.infomigrants.net/en/post/18978/germany‐recognizing‐more‐foreign‐degrees  
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2.2 Casanova and the Literary Field 

In her book “The World Republic of Letters,” Pascale Casanova argues that literature has been, 

throughout the years, freed from political constraints and rivalry, where the “nation” and its 

literature were defined and produced through international political rivalry (Casanova, 2007, p. 

37). This does not mean that the literary world is free from rivalry, on the contrary, the world of 

literature has its own structure; defined by hierarchy, competition, and unequal distribution of 

literary resources. Casanova writes, “the original dependence on the nation is at the heart of the 

inequality that structures the literary world. Rivalry among nations arises from the fact that their, 

political, economic, military, diplomatic, and geographical histories are not only different but also 

unequal” (Ibid., p. 39). 

Casanova goes on to elaborate further, where she states that “a given national literary space can be 

properly understood only if they are related to the precise position in the world system. It is the 

hierarchy of the literary world, then, that gives literature its very form” (Ibid., p. 39). It is crucial 

to consider the structure of the literary world in the period in question and the position of the 

writer’s native literary space within world literature as well as his/her own position in that space 

(Ibid., p. 40). This brief account of Casanova’s argument highlights the rivalry within the literary 

world and forces us to consider the historical and political factors and circumstances that led to the 

hierarchal structure of the world of literature. Where each writer is defined by the position of 

his/her literary space in relation to the rest of the world, being equipped with their “literary past” 

(literary past here could be viewed as the habitus in Bourdieu’s terminology). The result being 

unequal advantages in the race to achieve literary legitimacy and acknowledgement (Ibid., p. 40).  

Bourdieu suggests three steps to follow to put field theory into practice and analyze or 

investigate a specific field:  

1. First step is to analyze the position of the field- within the wider transnational music 

field (here it is the music field in Syria and Germany). 

2. Second, work out the objective structures of relations between the positions occupied 

by the social agents (in this case Syrian musicians and existing musicians in Berlin) or 

institutions who compete for the legitimate forms of specific authority in that specific 

field. 
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3. Third, analyze the habitus of social agents, the different systems of dispositions they 

have acquired by internalizing a determinate type of social and economic condition that 

is found in a definite trajectory within the field (in this research it is the internal 

dispositions that Syrian musicians gained prior to their arrival in Berlin) (Thomson, 

2008, p. 75). 

Here we reiterate the importance of taking into consideration the position of the field within the 

wider world structure, while looking at the existing structures within the field, such as the hierarchy 

of the field and the dominant players. As well as the dispositions that the social agent has 

internalized throughout their life (habitus) and is his/her ammunition for gaining acknowledgement 

and legitimacy (cultural capital). Having said this, Bourdieu’s concepts, along with Casanova’s 

perspective and analysis of the literary world serve as an inclusive and realistic framework for the 

analysis of literature, especially for writers who belong to “periphery” literary spaces attempting 

to gain legitimacy and entering a “core” literary space, while depending on the position of their 

literary space and their own, “cultural capital” (Grenfell, 2008).  

A recent study has explored how refugees in Germany make use of their social capital to access 

the labor market, while giving insight on the different types of social capital available for 

refugees that facilitates their integration in the labor market (Gericke et al., 2018). Here we will 

be looking at the cultural capital. Through seeing the “literary field” as a “musical field” and 

instead of writers we look at “musicians,” specifically, Syrian musicians. In this case, they come 

from a “periphery space” in the musical world and have migrated to Berlin, Germany a “core 

space” in the musical world, through making use of their cultural capital to integrate in the music 

industry, as well as society as a whole.   

Casanova refers to other writers, who use economic terminology to elaborate and explain further 

the nature of the transnational literary field, terms such as “market exchange” or “commerce” 

(Casanova, p. 14). In order to make use of this in the context of music and migration, we will adopt 

the theory, or more accurately, the perspective of the “world-systems” analysis. It is important to 

view the world-systems analysis as a lens, which widens the perspective in which we analyze the 

modern world of the last 500 years through, and how it is seen as a social system based on market 

exchange. According to this perspective, the initiation of a capitalistic world began long before the 

industrial revolution, where late feudalism of Eastern Europe, the Atlantic slave trade, Spanish 
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silver mining in Peru, and the early Dutch colonization of Asia were all fundamental capitalist in 

character (Babones, 2005, p. 4). This forces us to consider the historical and political factors that 

might affect our perspective when looking at the “modern” world.  

What makes this perspective appropriate to adopt in this context (music and migration)? There are 

two main reasons that makes this lens distinctive, in this specific context. One, is the fact that it 

focuses on the transnational power relations that govern the global economic system. This makes 

it the widest possible lens to view the exercise of power in society along with the global hierarchal 

dependencies, in the three world systems it assumes: the economic, cultural, and political systems 

(Babones, 2015, pp. 4-5). Second, in the world-systems analysis as in Casanova’s view, there are 

core (center) countries and periphery countries. Here we refer to the political system or body, 

where core states exhibit strong state apparatuses combined with a rigid national culture. However, 

in peripheral areas of the world the state is weak, might even be non-existent or has a low degree 

of autonomy, such as the neo-colonial states.  

It is crucial to point out that this core-periphery dichotomy is political rather than social. It is the 

political unit that has a strong or weak state machinery and not the people who live in it. To clarify 

further, Wallerstein states: “The axial division of labor of a capitalist world-economy divides 

production into core-like products and peripheral products. Core-periphery is a relational concept. 

What we mean by core-periphery is the degree of profitability of the production process. Since 

profitability is directly related to the degree of monopolization, what we essentially mean by the 

core-like production processes are then those that are controlled by quasi-monopolies. Peripheral 

processes are then those that are truly competitive. When exchange occurs, competitive products 

are in a weak position and quasi-monopolized products are in a strong position, as a result, there 

is a constant flow of surplus-value from the producers of peripheral products to the producers of 

core-like products. This has been called unequal exchange” (p. 28). More specifically, it refers to 

the global political structure that confines groups and individuals (Babones, 2015, pp. 8-9).  

Furthermore, we come to realize that social, political, economic, cultural relations are not limited 

to the nation-state anymore, rather they are of a global and transnational nature. A nation-state 

view on such relations and issues is insufficient to grasp such dynamic and complex transactions. 

People who migrate and those who stay behind are part of transnational social networks that need 

to be analyzed to understand our global world. “A transnational perspective is crucial to study 
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social life to be able to differentiate between the existence of a transnational social networks and 

being embedded in them. This will make us reach the realization of living within and beyond the 

boundaries of the nation-state” (Levitt & Schiller, 2004, pp. 1003, 1006). 

Levitt and Schiller (2004), differentiate between a “national social field” and a “transnational 

social field”, where the latter connects actors, directly or indirectly, through relations across 

national borders. They use Pierre Bourdieu’s terminology of “field”, where the term “social field” 

sheds light on the unequal power distribution in societies as well as the hierarchal dependencies 

that govern them. “The boundaries of a field are fluid and the field itself is created by the 

participants who are joined in struggle for social position,” these participants could be individuals 

or institutions who make up the social field and its networks; this, the authors argue, could be used 

to view the world as a “transnational social field.” (pp. 1008-1009) 

We mention this to highlight the fact that the “literary field” presented by Casanova earlier, though 

more specific in a sense, coincides with the “transnational social field” presented above. Hierarchy, 

unequal power distribution, dependency and the multiplicity of actors involved who constantly 

construct and reconstruct the “field” are all characteristics that define both fields.  

In his book “The Field of Cultural Production” the French sociologist presents and describes the 

cultural field and its characteristics; we find four major reasons that make these concepts adequate 

to apply in this research. As Casanova mentions, the first aspect is the agent’s position within a 

“field”. Where this position is determined by the “field of struggles” as well as the distribution of 

power within a specific field. Moreover, when a change takes place in a field (in this case: the 

arrival of a big number of Syrians to Berlin), it consequently alters the “universe of options that 

are simultaneously offered for producers and consumers to choose from” (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 30). 

Another characteristic, is the ability of newcomers to transcend the dominant mode of thought and 

expression, through reproducing it in a “sociologically non-congruent context.” This coincides 

with the fact that Syrian musicians in Berlin are introducing a new perspective into the existing 

“music field” in Berlin or even totally new styles of music (Ibid., p. 31). 

A third aspect mentioned by Bourdieu is the collectivity of art. “The work of art is an object which 

exists as such only by virtue of the (collective) belief which knows and acknowledges it as a work 

of art.” This demonstrates the importance of viewing art (music in this case) as a collective product 

to be able to fully comprehend it. It forces us to take into consideration the numerous factors and 
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actors that make art what it is, such as: consumers, production companies, broadcasters, artists, 

critics, state policies, social context, historical, social as well as economic circumstances (Ibid., p. 

36). The fourth factor is the monopoly over legitimacy, the power to give value to certain artistic 

product or producer, where “it is the monopoly of the power to consecrate producers and products 

(we are dealing with a world of belief and the consecrated writer is the one who has the power to 

consecrate and to win assent when he or she consecrates an author or a work – with a preface, a 

favorable review, a prize etc.…)” (Ibid., p. 42). In this case it is Syrian musicians who have arrived 

in Berlin seeking artistic acknowledgment and legitimacy where in Germany there are already 

individuals and institutions who hold dominant positions in the cultural field as well as a monopoly 

of legitimacy.  

 

 

2.3 The Music Field  

This sub section will introduce the “music field.” A starting point for this, that would provide an 

accurate image of the music world is to begin with the term “world music”. This term dates back 

to 1987, when an independent record company in London wanted to market to British based 

consumers music that was already circulating within the market from different cultures (Stokes, 

2004, p. 52). As Rahkonen (1994) states, “local music industries have had a recent impact on the 

global market. Just as multi-national companies sought to market Western popular forms abroad, 

so they looked for "exotic" musics to market in the West. This has led to one of the many 

definitions of world music, one invented by the record industry to market a genre that combines 

traditional ethnic music and Western popular music.” One of the reasons, according to the author 

was the unexpected spread and success of Reggae music in Western markets. An opportunity to 

capitalize on this had presented itself.  

Philip Sweeney, the author of the first book on “world music” entitled, Virgin Directory of World 

Music, talks about how a group of record producers, concert promoters and broadcasters met in 

the summer of 1987 in a room above a North London pub, to come up with a term to promote 

"ethnic", "folk," and "international" recordings (Rahkonen, 1994). The term was highly promoted 

in the U.K and later in the U.S, and from there it became a term that is even used commercially. 
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Billboard began world music chart and a Grammy category for world music was devised in 1991. 

This category included numerous Asian, Latin, African, and Caribbean mass-mediated genres 

previously well-known in New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, London, Paris, and Berlin (Ibid., p. 

52). This process, resulted in a category of “world music” which could be marketed and 

incorporates music that has been known in certain places and not others, such as Berlin and 

London, which are considered cultural/musical “centers” of the world.  

After the term “world music” was promoted and marketed, it led to the rise of a collection 

publishers and distributors such as “Music of the World,” “World Music Institute,” “World Music 

Press,” “World Music Enterprises,” and “Original Music,” which publishes a quarterly “World 

Music Catalog,” this process istilled this term as a substitute for "ethnic" or "non-Western" music 

(Rahkonen, 1994). Moreover, in the 1970s’ American Society for Eastern Arts, a non-profit 

organization in San Francisco, added to its concert and teaching programs and was renamed 

the “Center for World Music”. In the 1980’s Ken university created “Center for the Study of 

World Musics”. In academia, the term “world music” has come to replace other derogatory 

terminologies such as, primitive, savage, exotic, pre-literate, ethnic, folk (Ibid.). In the end, we 

find that all these terminologies refer to music that is non-western, or more accurately, not from 

what is termed “core cultural spaces”.  

This global aspect of music has different actors that make it what it is. Record companies, studio 

managers, technicians, marketing companies and musicians are only few of those who make up 

this world or better yet, make up the “music field.” Stokes (2004) states that, “studio managers act 

as gatekeepers, through their grasp of the global market for their products and protégés is limited 

to the networks they themselves have cultivated, they see themselves part of a structured 

hierarchy” (p. 53). Other than the structured hierarchy that coincides with the structure of the 

“literary field”, another similarity between these two fields is the studio manager that acts as a 

gatekeeper between musicians and the music field. The critics or judges mentioned by Casanova 

who have the power to consecrate (or deconsecrate) a certain literary work are also gatekeepers 

between writers and the literary field. In Bourdieu’s terms they hold dominant positions within the 

“transnational music field” while monopolizing legitimacy and the power to consecrate a music 

piece or production.  



17 
 

Furthermore, the factor of cultural imperialism and post-colonial relations between colonizers and 

colonized, bring to the forefront the relation of dependency in the world that is also manifested in 

the music field, where “fundamental asymmetries and dependencies in musical exchange have 

deepened all too evidently. European and North American rock and pop superstars are prominent 

in charts, music stores, and cassette stands across much of the third world; the reverse is not true.” 

(Ibid., p. 55) As Casanova mentioned, there is an unequal distribution of (literary) resources around 

the globe; the same exists in the music field. There are several transnational big music recording 

companies who have assumed control over the vast majority of music profit and its circulations in 

the world (Stokes, 2004, p. 54) (such as Sony BMG and Warner Music Group). These companies 

are based in most of the musical centers of the world such as New York, London, and Berlin.  

How does music circulate? What makes certain types or genres of music distributed more widely 

than others? In Casanova’s book, a crucial mediator and agent in the transfer of literary work is 

the translator, where she quotes Goethe stating that it is “important to consider each translator as 

a mediator seeking to promote the universal spiritual commerce and setting himself the task of 

assisting its progress” (Casanova, p. 14). Regarding this research and the “music field” I argue that 

music travels or circulates the globe through migration. The migrant, or more specifically migrant 

musicians, are viewed as the counterparts of translators in the music field. During colonialism, 

mission choirs, military bands and western music educators contributed to the spread of western 

music styles in the areas that were colonized (Stokes, 2004, p. 66). On the other hand, reverse 

movement of people during and after colonization has also contributed to this, African migrants 

for example have spread music in the western hemisphere, such as Blues, Reggae, Hip-hop and 

Jazz come to mind (Ibid.). Also, migrants from North Africa (mainly Algeria and Morocco) have 

contributed a great deal to the spread of Rai music in France, where the demand for Rai music by 

North African migrants in Paris has created a market for this genre of music, and on the other side 

there were Rai musician migrants who also contributed to spread of this specific genre. Artists 

such as Cheb Khaled and Cheikha Rimitti cannot be ignored, this is shown in a very interesting 

study by Gross, McMurray and Swedenburg (1994). Another example would be the Turkish 

community in Germany, where a study tackles Turkish music in Berlin and how it is used to 

transmit Turkish culture and identity to second and third generation migrants, this, in turn, also 

contribute to the spread of Turkish music in Germany (Guran, 2014). 



18 
 

Looking at literature and music is highly beneficial; they are both social as well as political, in the 

sense that it can present the social and political lives and perspectives. Especially within migrant 

communities as well as diasporas, where it provides “an expanded image of, perhaps a 

‘stereoscopic’ perspective on, diasporic culture, keeping in mind that literature and music have 

intermixed in the social lives of immigrants and their descendants” (Moser and Racy, 2010, p. 

282). Community building, and constantly constructing and reinforcing it within migrant 

communities could be much assisted with music and the arts in general as Gibert (2011) has shown 

in his study on North African musicians in London (p. 99).  

After presenting the “music field” in relation to the “literary field” introduced by Casanova, we 

find that these two fields overlap in five different characteristics. The first, and the most general 

one, is the cultural factor, where both literature and music are two major components of a certain 

culture or even culture. The second factor relates to the idea of transnationalism and globalization, 

which is “world literature” and “world music” where both domains have seen the emergence of 

“world” categorization of literature or music. This took place under different political and 

historical contexts. Thirdly, in both, the “literary field” as well as the “music field”, we touch upon 

and notice the existence of a structured hierarchal dependency and an unequal distribution of power 

and resources that govern these two fields. The fourth factor that overlaps between these two fields, 

is the presence of multiple actors that contribute to the construction and reconstruction of these 

fields. Literary critics/judges in the “literary field”; studio managers and music producers in the 

“music field” are just prime examples of such actors. Finally, this characteristic relates to the 

circulation and transfer of literature and music around the globe, which is the translator in the 

“literary field” and the migrant in the “music field”.  

Due to the Syrian uprising which erupted in 2011 and turned into a violent armed conflict, many 

Syrians were forced to flee to neighboring countries as well as Europe and the Americas. 

Approximately 4.8 million Syrians have fled since 2011 (Diven & Immerfall, 2018 p. 190). The 

Largest number of Syrians who arrived at Europe have settled in Germany where the state has 

adopted almost an open-door policy towards the Syrian refugees, leading to the arrival of more 

than 480,000 Syrian citizens (Ibid.). 

Naturally, such a significant number of people entering a country poses several challenges for both 

sides (Syrians and Germans). One of the major challenges, is the integration process. Newcomers 
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in Germany are settling for an indefinite amount of time due to the uncertainty surrounding the 

situations in their home country, therefore it is crucial for them (newcomers) as well as the host 

country to integrate on the social, political and economic levels. What makes the process of 

integration even more challenging is the fact that many of the refugees, who were forced to leave 

their countries, suffer from the language barrier, uncertain legal status, cultural differences and in 

some cases, traumatic stress (Gerick et al., 2018, p. 47). 

 

2.4 Music in the context of migration 

When looking at music in the context of migration, many factors come into play rendering it a 

dynamic and complex relation for analysis. A study carried out by Baily & Collyer (2006), 

introduces this complex relation between music and migration while highlighting seven variables 

that need to be considered during the analysis of this relation. They are as follows: 

 1. The type of migration (voluntary/involuntary).  

2. Spatial and cultural proximity (how far and different culturally are the home and host 

countries).  

3. Music and identity and how they relate to each other in this context.  

4. Transformation of migrant music (cultural innovation). 

5. The audience of migrants’ music (attitude of host country citizens toward migrants).  

6. Cohesive and divisive outcomes (results in social cohesion or conflict).  

7. Therapeutic possibilities (does it ease the feeling of separation from home or trauma in the case 

of refugees?) (pp. 172-177).  

The above-mentioned variables need to be elaborated and included in the analysis to understand 

how music and migration impact one another.   

Music has demonstrated to be a “candidate for the non-linguistic enhancement of cultural 

integration.” Frankenberg et al., (2016), in a study on how musical training affects the process of 

acculturation in migrant children, have shown that children who attended grade 4 and were part of 
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this program showed stronger orientation towards German culture (p. 124). Moreover, music has 

been proved to assist in alleviating the language barrier, enhance self-expression and cooperation, 

while giving a sense of achievement and connection with others (Crawford, 2017). Regarding 

identity and one’s self-image, music, according to Hargreaves, Miell and Macdonald (2002) has 

three principal social functions on the individual level: 1. Developing and negotiating interpersonal 

relationships; 2. a means to regulate people’s mood, through the immediate social environment 

where exposure to music takes place, and 3. establishing and developing an individual’s sense of 

identity. Furthermore, it (music) has short-term and deep influences on beliefs and behaviors, 

while impacting the construction and reconstruction of identities (pp. 5, 11).  

There are several studies that demonstrate the ability of music exposure to produce positive 

attitudes regarding intergroup relations as well as perceptions and behaviors, such as reducing 

discrimination and prejudice. One study by Zillmann et al. (1995), concluded that white 

participants in a mock study for student-government showed more support for African American 

candidates once exposed to political rap. Before mentioning the result of their three studies, 

Greitemeyer & Schwab (2014) write that recent studies have, “indeed shown that listening to songs 

with prosocial lyrics increases the accessibility of prosocial cognitions, empathy, and helping 

behavior... Hence, there are theoretical reasons to assume that music exposure may be successfully 

employed to reduce prejudice and discrimination” (p. 543). 

Moreover, the three studies carried out have provided optimistic evidence that listening to music 

with pro-integration lyrics, could have positive results such as reducing blatant and subtle 

prejudice significantly (study 1) (Ibid., p. 544). Study two tackled behavior, which in this case is 

discrimination. Again, it supported study one where a reduction in discrimination toward outgroup 

members was observed when participants listened to pro-integration lyrics as compared to 

participants who listened to neutral lyrics music (Ibid., p. 547). Study three combined the previous 

two studies, providing further evidence that exposure to music with pro integration lyrics versus 

neutral lyrics reduced both prejudice as well as discrimination (Ibid., p. 549). This is a crucial 

project to take into consideration, where “this is the first set of studies that examines whether music 

exposure might be employed to reduce prejudice and discrimination. It thus extends the media 

exposure literature into the domain of positive attitudes and behavior in an intergroup context” 

(Ibid., p. 550).  
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On another continent, an elegantly written Arabic book, by Mohammad Humam (2013), entitled 

Moroccan Art: Attracting Social Integration, where he talks about a Moroccan band called “Nas 

al-Ghiwan”, that rose and shined after the end of the French colonization of Morocco. In this book 

he illustrates how this band, its group member and their music have highly contributed to social 

integration and cohesion of the Moroccan society, given that it was deconstructed by colonization. 

It gave them something common to relate to; the band brought people together. One witness says 

how their concerts was filled with people and of different backgrounds of Moroccan society, 

Arabs, Amazigh. It was a spectacle that no one was used to during that time (Humam, 2013). 

The musical world or music industry is not conflict-free. As Casanova talked about the hierarchy 

in the literary world, here we talk about a hierarchy in the musical world where the asymmetries 

and dependencies in musical exchange, are not just part of this world, but define it. The 

globalization of music has led to gendered and racially defined hierarchies in parts of the world, 

where access to this “world” is not a simple act (Stokes, 2004, p. 55). 

The focus of this research and aims to fill the gap in the existing literature regarding this topic, as 

well as to research the many ways in which Syrian musicians in Berlin navigate the cultural scene 

by deploying their cultural capital, use their “cultural capital,” which is music in order to negotiate 

legitimacy and acknowledgment and integrate in the host country on the social and cultural levels 

and consequently economically and politically. Given that the waves of Syrian migrants are 

relatively new, there is scarce academic or systematic studies regarding young Syrian musicians 

in Berlin and its relation to the process of integration in Germany.  

 

2.5 Historical Backgrounds 

Germany: Prior the Fall  

In this section, the research will present the case of Germany as a host country. Depending on their 

relevance to the topic discussed in this thesis, a brief history of immigration and integration views 

as well as policies, along with important turning points and pivotal years will be presented. Issues 

of migration and more specifically integration in different societies need to be understood in a 

comprehensive manner, thus the need for a review of Germany’s immigration history to be able to 

properly grasp the present situation.  
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After the end of WWII, migration in Germany was viewed as a temporary, labor-oriented tool that 

would serve developmental and economic needs in the country. This led to the establishment of 

the “Guest-worker Program” which was a temporary labor program that gave contracts to foreign 

workers (mostly Turks) for them to settle in Germany as laborers and once the contract expires, 

they leave. This program lasted from 1955-1973 (Bither and Ziebarth, 2016, p. 8). Due to the 

temporary nature of the program, integration was not an issue during that time. One statement that 

represents the general perception during that time by a spokesperson of an employee association 

was in 1961, where he defined integration “as the adaptation to our social life, our idea of order, 

our lifestyle and our mentality.” (Lanz, 2010, p. 109) This nationalistic, short-sighted definition 

that assumes the return of immigrants to their home country, proved problematic. 

In the year 1971, a planning committee for integration was founded by the Social Democratic 

Senate to be able to integrate foreign employees as well as their families. This plan was a demand-

oriented integration model, its main objective being the regulation and control of immigration 

based on German needs and interests, these were economic growth and maintenance of law and 

order. In other words, it was a “selective process by which the state could single out those migrant 

workers who were deemed willing and capable of integration, while the vast majority were 

relegated to the rotation system.” (Ibid., pp. 109-110) This policy aimed for selective integration 

(selective integration still exists as will be discussed in upcoming sections) and the adjustment of 

immigrants to the national (mainstream) norms of behavior. However, this led to a political 

environment charged with resentment towards foreigners and a view that immigrants have a great 

cost to the national economy (Ibid., p. 111).  

In 1973, when the recruitment ban was implemented after the termination of the “guest-worker 

program” that integration reached the forefront of the political and social debate. The assumption 

that immigrants will return home was false. Around 3 million guest-workers stayed in Germany 

and large portion decided to bring their families (Bitherand Ziebarth, 2016, p. 8), this led to an 

unstable situation in urban areas, warning of ghetto formulations and street battles took place; 

immigrants were seen as “time bombs” (Lanz, 2010, p. 112). One district in Berlin (Kreuzberg) 

became a symbol for this sight, where in 1975 one Christian Democrat MP, said “when I wander 

through Berlin–Kreuzberg and feel like I’m in Ankara, something must have gone wrong. We 

believe something must have gone wrong not because we dislike foreign workers, but rather 

because we don’t want to create new ghettos, because we want to integrate them”. This phase in 
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German immigration history (70’s and 80’s), was marked with restrictions on new labor migrants 

or asylum seekers (Bitherand Ziebarth, 2016, p. 8). A local immigration ban came into effect where 

non-Germans could not settle in districts like Kreuzberg, Wedding and Tiergarten. Through 

instructions on their passports they could face expulsion if they did not abide by these rules. This 

lasted until 1989 (Lanz, 2010, p. 113). 

It is important to mention the new classification system that was established in Europe to handle 

the rise and “transnationalization” of migration movements. This system was to control the high 

number of asylum seekers applications as well as for conservatives to evaluate the integration 

ability of those newcomers, this was based on differences in culture and ethnicity (Ibid., p. 114). 

Such an approach creates the idea of the “other” and sets the stage for exclusion. According to 

Bauböck (2001), “combining the markers of religion (Christian) and geographic origin 

(occidental) creates a boundary between the natives and certain groups of immigrants that is meant 

to exclude the latter” (p. 2). On the other hand, there were liberal approaches to multiculturalism, 

where the 1980’s saw the emergence of different multicultural approaches. We will not go into 

their details and how they differ from one another, however it is crucial to mention that German 

multiculturalism usually emphasizes the “other” as well as their differences, also, 

“multiculturalists tend to take the most conservative values of minorities as representative of their 

authentic character. This is because these values appear to be farthest away from their own” (Lanz, 

2010, p. 120).  

These approaches that create the ideas of the “other” or the “outsider” (whether liberal or 

conservative) resonate with the process of consolidating national unity during the second German 

Empire in the 1870’s. Imperial Chancellor Otto von Bismarck and his allies went on with this 

process (national unity consolidation) at that time by excluding and marginalizing the Catholic 

element (one third of the population) along with non-Germans within the empire and labeled them 

“enemies of the empire”. Klusmeyer (2001) mentions the historian Ian Kershaw, who speaks of 

the technique used by Bismarck during that time, which was the representation of certain groups 

as “outsiders” so, “an idea of the outsider was thus created from the beginning” (p. 522). This 

technique shows the danger of defining a static national culture and how it leads to a process of 

exclusion depending on power distributions (Ibid, p. 523). As Bauböck (2001) clarifies, national 

culture is inappropriate for multinational or multiethnic states, for it “cannot be easily reconciled 

with a nationalist view of collective identity” as well as its double edged effect which is “providing 
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an overarching identity that includes but also dominates other particular identities” (Bauböck, 

2001, p. 3). Discourses on multiculturalism in the 1980’s paved the way for more acceptance of 

difference, but also resulted in negative views toward the character of migrants due to its culturalist 

nature. Slavoj Žižek describes this while shedding light on relationships of power and privilege by 

saying: “a disavowed, inverted, self-referential form of racism, a ‘racism with a distance’ – it 

“respects” the other’s identity, conceiving the other as a self-enclosed ‘authentic’ community, 

towards which he, the multiculturalist, maintains a distance rendered possible by his privileged 

universal position” (Lanz, 2010, pp. 120-121).  

 

Post Fall  

With the fall of the Berlin wall, Germany was entering a new phase that fostered new challenges 

of integration. The high cost of reunification was realized with the understanding that the idea of 

homogeneity between East and West was an illusion (Klusmeyer, 2001, p. 527). During the 1990’s 

Berlin was run by the Christian Democratic Union and the Social Democratic Union coalition, the 

policies adopted were meant to achieve rapid economic growth in a short period of time. However, 

this was based on unfounded optimism regarding a boom scenario, where due to ignoring real 

economic and social problems, Berlin was hit by an economic crisis that resulted in the loss of 

two-thirds of all its manufacturing jobs by the end of the 1990s. Unemployment was at 20%, while 

the unemployment rate of the second generations of most immigrant groups, who had come mostly 

as low-skilled industrial workers has reached 40% (Lanz, p. 128). Moreover, this rapid unification, 

led to a top-down strategy to integrate German refugees and expellees, it was a one-way process 

based on West German terms. East Germans were marginalized from the process and were not 

involved in the process. They were the ones expected to change (Klusmeyer, p. 528). 

Germany and more specifically Berlin, was in desperate need for the revival of the economy, in 

order to be able to integrate expellees, refugees and immigrants from other countries. This is indeed 

a complex task. However, this crisis in Berlin had turned it into a fertile ground for dynamic urban 

cultures and a rise of subcultures that had attracted international attention. Lanz (2010) plainly 

explain the situation and what followed, “in the space of a decade, they ((sub)cultures) had 

developed into one of the few instances of economic potential in the city. In addition to the media 

and music industry, tourism was regarded as another hope for economic growth. By the end of the 

1990s, crisis-ridden Berlin and its establishment began to lay claim to urban (sub)cultures as one 
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of the few marketing opportunities for the city. Multicultural facets of the urban landscape of 

cultures were an important part of this strategy. Efforts to style Berlin as a cosmopolitan metropolis 

and the growing ‘festivalization’ of urban policy began to incorporate specific elements of 

immigrant cultures. Public discourse henceforth increasingly distinguished ‘good’ (utilizable) 

from ‘bad’ (potentially disturbing) cultures. In particular, the ‘Carnival of Cultures’ evolved into 

a symbol for the economic and social potential of the multicultural metropolis: for the first time, 

in May 1996, this street parade took place in Berlin–Kreuzberg” (p. 129). 

It was cultural diversity that was about to save the reunified German capital; it was the entry point 

to economic revival, where for the first time “outsiders” were the ones who would save the 

economy. The carnival was a “workshop of cultures”, a “metaphor for a peaceful display of 

multiculturalism” (Ibid.). This multicultural essence of the carnival was still under the German 

notion of clear cultural distinction. Opposing views are easily delegitimized, where those who do 

not participate were perceived as inferior in some way or another. Again, we witness a selectivity 

in participation and representation of different cultures. For example, “rather limited participation 

of ‘Turks’ or ‘Arabs’ – that is, Muslims – receives critical attention. These are perceived not as 

musicians but rather as representatives of their religion or their nation, being too traditionalistic 

and lacking in the happy-go-lucky required of a carnival” (Ibid., p. 130). In 1998 Germany was 

officially declared as a country of immigration (Ibid., p. 125). 

Before moving to another phase of immigration history in Germany, which is the present situation, 

it is important to touch upon one of the main issues that constantly appears when discussing 

migration and integration. It is the idea of culture. We notice that classifications and distinctions 

are always based on cultural traits or origins; culture is treated as a static non-transformative 

notion. This is highly problematic. Public culture must be self-transformative and fluid rather than 

stable, especially in immigration societies (Bauböck, p. 2), this is to be able to keep up with the 

heterogeneity within the world as well as nation-state. When dealing with migration and 

integration, perspective or strategies need to consider the dynamism and differences within one 

nation state, better yet within different groups within one nation-state. Globalized economies as 

well as the transnationalization of migration, media, and communication networks, make the 

existence of a homogeneous society farfetched. Viewing culture as an “integral whole… comes at 

the expense of recognizing the tensions and incompatibilities among any national culture” 

(Klusmeyer, 2001, p. 525).  
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Culture is a process that constantly changes and is affected by numerous factors. It does not 

determine the actions of agents within a society, rather it is the product of individual and collective 

actions. Culture is “a brief product of dynamic never-ending processes of construction” (Lanz, pp. 

120, 121). All this applies even more to countries of immigration, where the “modern” state, must 

create a significant space for the negotiations and reconstructions of different cultures within one 

nation. According to Bauböck (2001), public culture should be comprehensive to encompass the 

whole political economy, regardless of culture or origin; it must reflect the fact of immigration and 

transform itself in response to it. Four factors come into play in order to fulfill this: linguistic, 

historical, political and civil culture, this is achieved by providing, “a standardized idiom of 

communication; second, a repertoire of collective memories and identity; third, a set of explicit 

and implicit norms and values regulating political conflict and decisions; and, finally, a set of 

implicit norms and styles of behavior that are broadly shared across different communities within 

society” (pp. 3, 4). We can clearly notice the sensitivity of the cultural factor when it comes to 

countries of immigration and how the state should be involved in steering the fluidity of culture 

towards more diverse inclusivity, rather than rigidness and exclusivity. As Appadurai (1990) puts 

it, “the central problem of today’s global interactions is the tensions between cultural 

homogenization and cultural heterogenization” (p. 295). 

 

The Present Situation  

As was mentioned before, Germany officially became an immigration country, and today it has 

developed into the second largest country of immigration in “absolute numbers” within the OECD 

(Birth and Ziebarth, 2016, p. 6). In 2000 the United Nations published a study entailing how 

Germany needs to continue intaking immigrants, due to decline in population size within the next 

50 years (Kluesmeyer, 2001, p. 520). In 2001 what is referred to as the “PISA” shock, took place. 

It was the first worldwide study carried out by “Programme for international Student Assessment”, 

this study showed that “German schoolchildren performed below OECD average” while indicating 

that in Germany the relation between socioeconomic status affects school performance more than 

other OECD countries (Birth and Ziebarth: 12). With this shock came a shift in thinking, and in 

2003 Germany introduced national standards for primary and secondary schools and in 2012 they 

succeeded in surpassing the OECD average, however, children with a migration background still 

face disadvantages in the German education system (Ibid.).  
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In the following years, some federal initiatives were introduced to tackle the issue of integration, 

where in 2005 the Immigration Act made the promotion of integration a federal responsibility. 

Some of those initiatives are : The General Islam Conference (2006) by the Federal Ministry of 

Interior, The Integration Summit (2006) by the Federal Chancellery, The National Integration Plan, 

the outcome of the first summit, and last but not least Integration Courses were introduced in 2005 

and were made mandatory for immigrants in 2015 (Ibid.: 6-7). Nowadays, according to BAMF 

(Bundesamt für Migration und Flüchtlinge), as mentioned in Birth and Ziebarth (2016), 20% of 

the German population has a migration background (p. 17). 

 

On September 5th, 2015, Angela Merkel agreed to open the boarders for refugees who were stuck 

at other European country borders. The numbers of newcomers entering are said to be a bit 

misleading according to Funk (2016), where some people left for Scandinavian countries, leaving 

around 800,000 in Germany which constitutes 1% of the whole population. These people “came 

from Syria (30%), of which 25% were Kurds, followed by Iraq, Afghanistan, Iran, Eritrea in that 

order, along with many from North Africa, especially Morocco and Tunisia. Some also came from 

Pakistan. 25% came from the Balkans, especially Albania, Serbia, Kosovo, Bosnia – Herzegovina 

and Macedonia, and were rejected as economic migrants” (p. 290). 

 

Integration  
  

Integration is a complex process. Numerous factors as well as actors come into play when looking 

at this process: politics and politicians, civil society, religious, cultural, and educational 

institutions, media organizations along with other actors. The decision of opening the borders, that 

Merkel made, had an impact on the political environment in the country as well as the social, 

economic and the cultural. Conflicts between political parties took place, most notably the CDU 

(Christian Democratic Union) and CSU (Christian Social Union), but was overcome in 2017 after 

a “reconciliation meeting” between the “sister parties”, moreover, new extremist political parties 

gained popularity (Alternative for Deutschland “AFD”). The civil community spurred to assist the 

government, through initiatives and volunteering campaigns. The media was eager to present a 

positive image of the newcomers supporting the decision of Merkel, ignoring the administrative 

process of the asylum application process, shortage of personnel and mismanagement, leading to 
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long waiting lists. Moreover, it is said that the cost of funding newcomers reached the level of the 

defense budget (dell’Orto and Wetzstein, 2017). 

According to surveys, most of the German population are prepared to assist refugees, being aware 

of the situation it is natural that it takes a long time. In a European environment overwhelmed by 

populism, closing borders, xenophobia, Germany has maintained a welcoming open border policy 

(Ibid.). This could also be shown by looking at the initiatives that have been put in place in the 

past 5 years such as the National Integration Award by the German Chancellery. Even on the 

municipal level we could see new initiatives, one is in the city of  Lübeck, in Schleswig-Holstein, 

which is an information and public relation campaign, “that aims to include the public in planning 

and decision-making related to accommodating refugees in their communities”, moreover, city of 

Worms, in Rhineland-Palatinate, where roundtable discussions are organized regularly in order for 

the community (supporters and opponents of the countries policies) to be engaged in the debate of 

migration policies (European Foundation of Democracy, 2018, p. 64).  

In his paper "Public Culture in Societies of Immigration", Baubock presents four conditions in 

which integrations depends on, “Public Culture in Societies of Immigration”, presents four 

conditions, in which integration depends on: economic opportunities, legal equality, cultural 

toleration and recognition, and an inclusive public culture (pp. 3-4). It is important to distinguish 

between the state and its policies and the Germans themselves, in the sense that there is a crucial 

need for public trust, in order to prevent misinformation which leads to myths and concern that 

produce negative, even hostile attitude towards newcomers (Bither and Ziebarth, 2016, p. 21). The 

public could be divided into three main groups, migration rejectionists (against migrants and their 

integration) make up 25-30 percent, liberals (support migration and integration) make up 15-25 

percent, and “the anxious middle” who make up the majority (Ibid., pp. 21-22). The state and other 

actors involved are required to provide the appropriate space for discussions and dialogues 

regarding this issue, with a focus on the participation of all actors involved in the process.  

With the complex multifaceted nature of migration and the integration process, I focus in this 

research on the social and cultural aspects of integration, and more specifically music as cultural 

capital. Since 2014, some initiatives were established which targeted intercultural interactions 

between newcomers and local communities. Such as linking newcomers to locals or offer social 

counseling, where they “seek to engage refugees in a targeted discussion on European values” 

(European Foundation of Democracy, 2018, p. 65). It is also crucial for the opposite to happen, 
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Germans as well as Europeans need to be informed and become knowledgeable about the culture 

and values of the newcomers (in the case of this research are the Syrians), since integration is a 

two-way process.  

Dealing with culture in the context of migration is a delicate task. If the focus on cultural 

approaches of integration do not lead to social, economic, and political integration, it would lead 

to exoticization of other cultures, stereotypical and traditional behaviors rather than other forms of 

adaptations. Moreover, the “Carnival of Cultures” that took place in 1996, we find that it follows 

a, “policy of culturalization [that] leads to classifications of cultural diversity; this serves  to 

privilege certain practices, while others remain invisible. Its success results from its ability to serve 

two dominant codes of ethnic representation in Berlin today: the code of ‘consumption of ethnic 

cultures’ and the ‘code of an integrating space, transforming ethnic culture into socio-culture’ in 

order to cover up social problems” (Lanz, 2010, p. 131). The first code has to do with the exoticism 

of immigrants and the other leads to the instrumentalization of culture in social and political 

objectives. “Culture, on the one hand, is politically charged with ‘nearly utopian expectations of 

salvation’ and, on the other hand, is symbolically downgraded to second-rate status by virtue of its 

use as a means of integration in socio-cultural work” (Ibid.). The idea of a “guiding culture” 

(Klusmeyer, 2001) is a romantic idea that has no realistic basis, it is insufficient to include the 

differences that exist within the German society. Recognizing these differences is crucial to the 

formulation of an inclusive community that promotes a welcoming environment for newcomers 

(Ibid., p. 529).  

 

Syria 

On Culture  

A few words need to be said on culture before moving on to present a brief history of Syria, 

specifically its music and exceptional cultural diversity. Defining culture is not easy, however one 

thing that we can be certain of is that it is a fluid concept prone to constant change and 

reconstruction. One definition that is used by Michael B. Bakan in his book, World Music, 

Traditions and Transformations, given by Edward Taylor is “that complex whole which includes 

knowledge, belief, art, law, morals, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man 

[humankind] as a member of society” (p. 10). As inclusive as this definition is, it still limits culture 

to a society and does not entail how an individual might gain these “cultural traits”. Here it is 
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important to add to this definition. In an interview in 2017, Hassan Abbas a Syrian Academic and 

critic, who works on knowledge and cultural productions in relation to nationhood, offers his 

conception of culture. Abbas states that “culture is not limited to knowledge production (movies, 

books, theater etc..), it includes the whole of human relations with their environment. All these 

relations that are built through the individual’s four entry points (mind, heart, soul, hands), is 

culture. With this approach, Syria – as in other places – the individual cannot but be culturally 

active, in other words, be cultured” (Abbas 2017).  

He goes on to explain how an individual who is uneducated, for example, or is neither part of a 

political party nor associations but is productive through his/her relations with nature, such as a 

farmer, or through relations with their religion or ideologies, are also cultured.  

Moreover, Erik Neveu (2018), also states, in his chapter “Bourdieu’s Capital,” that “even the 

poorest and the most dominated of social agents,” have cultural capital (knowledge, skills, 

cognitive landmarks..), that enables them to steer their way in the social world, where “the idea 

that an individual or group could not have cultural capital is sociologically absurd” (p. 350). 

Additionally, Syria is a cultural container, where it includes 38 civilizations. Some have been born 

there, some have passed through it and left an impact, and with every civilization there are 

numerous cultures, so the Syrian individual carries many cultures with him/her. The main issue, 

according to Abbas, is that they have been emptied from their cultural aspects and been forced to 

perceive reality based on political allegiances and rather than their cultural richness (Abbas 2017). 

 

Cultural Diversity  

Due to its geographic location, Syria has been exposed to countless civilizations and different 

peoples. Many have immigrated to Syria and many have emigrated from it during the past 

millenniums, where the cultures “have intertwined with cultures of indigenous people, throughout 

a long history of overlapping and intermarriage that has resulted in a particularly unique culture, 

its basic aspect is, diversity and difference. A culture that has never ceased to reproduce itself in 

innovative creative ways” (Abbas, 2018, p. 17).  

Excavations in Syria have shown the significance of what this geographic area, along with its 

people, and diverse cultures have provided the rest of the world. One of its oldest known cities 

was “Mari”, (3000 B.C., located 120 Km southeast of Deir ez-Zor (ديرالزور)). A statue of a woman 

was found within the remains of the city, which is said to be the first singer in known history, 
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called “Ornina”, who was the singer at the Temple of Ishtar. This statue is currently held in the 

National Museum of Damascus, where the statue shows her sitting on a pillow and her hands held 

up as if she is carrying a music instrument (the statue is missing the instrument due to its age) (p. 

19). Moreover, excavations at the city of “Ebla” (located 55Km southwest of Aleppo), which 

flourished between 2400-2300 B.C., have found a lot of information on administrative activities 

as well as celebrations and more importantly the strong presence of music and dance in the city 

(Ibid., pp. 19-20). Last but not least, the city of Ugarit, located in the outskirts of Latakia (الالذقية), 

has been the home to not only the first known written musical note in history, but the first alphabet 

as well (p. 20). It was found in the early 1950’s. 36 clay tablets were found with a shared format, 

“these tablets contain words in Akkadian and Hurrian ancient languages, the Akkadian words are 

actually names of musical distances that were mentioned in several more ancient clay tablets found 

in Mesopotamia (Iraq), which gave the conclusion that these tablets contain hymns associated with 

the notations of their melodies.” They were interpreted by the Syrian musicologist Raul Gregory 

Vitale, who was the only researcher who could offer a comprehensive interpretation of the 

notations (Vitale, 2013). This also shows that sophisticated tools to play music, existed during that 

time.    

During the first Millennium B.C. the Arameans coming from the east invaded and settled in Syria, 

building many kingdoms. When they reached the coast, they found another Semitic people (The 

Phoenicians), who have spread from Tripoli, to Beirut and Tyr as well as Tartous, and to other 

coasts of the Mediterranean, carrying their products as well as their culture. (Abbas, p. 21) The 

eastern coast of the Mediterranean had known wars and invasions during that time. In 333 B.C. 

Alexander the Great took over the whole area, before it was divided into three kingdoms. After 

that, the presence of the Greeks followed by the Romans, which lasted for centuries, put Syria 

under western rule. The interaction of the two cultures led to their mixture in all fields. One of 

them was language where the language of the people (Aramaic) coexisted with the language of the 

state (Latin), and with the language of literature and culture (Greek) (Abbas, p. 22). Moreover, we 

can notice the exceptional status of music and arts during that time, by looking at the cities that 

were founded, such as Busra, Palmyra (تدمر) and Shahba. In Busra for example there is the biggest 

Roman theater in the Middle East, that fits 15000 people. Many mosaic paintings give an idea of 

the social life and more specifically dancing events and celebration (Ibid., p. 22).  
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Other than that, this geographic area is home to Christianity and Syria is the bridge in which it 

(Christianity) crossed to reach the rest of the world. Saint Ephrem the Syrian (306-373 AD) has 

introduced melodies into Christian hymns, with assistance of musical keys/arrangements that 

existed in Syria prior to Christianity. In the sixth century, the Bishop of Antakya (a major Syrian 

city during that time) created a musical arrangement of eight melodies that have made up the bed 

rock of Syriac and Byzantine Church music. He was even delegated with putting the basis to the 

system of Gregorian hymns, that the Latin church adopted. Another example from that century, is 

the poems of saint Romanus from Homs, which one of the poems was the praise of Virgin Mary 

that is still sung till the present day (Ibid., p. 23). These are just of few examples of the richness of 

what Syria, as well as the Middle East has offered the world in music, before and after the birth of 

Christ. Music and its Melodies from Syria is characterized by its diversity, where it was under 

constant development; its modernization and evolution was complimentary of the music that 

existed in previous cultural phases of its history.  

In 633-634 A.D, the Arab Muslims entered Syria, and spread quickly in the territory due to the 

weakness of Byzantine empire and were able to Arabize the area given the closeness of the 

Aramaic and Arabic languages. Military campaigns were a top priority during that time, to gain 

more land and allow their religious ideology to spread more widely. This has resulted in the 

stagnation of musical arts, where there was no developments in activities or productions which 

relate to singing or dances, rather, due to debates on its religious legitimacy (religiously lawful or 

Forbidden حالل او حرام), there was a slight retreat (Ibid., pp. 23-24). The Umayyad state, that was 

founded in 662 A.D. have given importance, in the context of music and arts, to singers who come 

from Hijaz, to sing at the capital which was Damascus. One of those singers is, Sa’eb Kha’er (  سائب

 who is considered to the first to make the Oud and play it in the city and the first “voice” to ,(خائر

sing in Islam (Ibid., p. 24), another is Younes al-Kateb (يونس الكاتب), who wrote “Kitab al-Nugham” 

The Book of Melodies, being the first to document Arabic music (Ibid., p. 25). When the Umayyad 

state collapsed in 750, the history of the region with its diverse cultures was melted into the history 

of Islam and it was difficult to define cultures based on geographic areas. The region went into 

centuries of war however there were phases of stability where music flourished (Ibid.). It is 

important to stress the fact that music and arts have flourished after the collapse of the state which 

controlled and gave importance to other aspects of culture.  
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According to Abbas (2018), “the history of these centuries is filled with tales and antic on the royal 

courts that embraced and welcomed poets, singers and dancers, especially the Umayyad court that 

moved to Andalusia and the arts flourished in, specifically after the arrival of the renowned 

musician from Baghdad “Ziryab” (born in Mosul in 789 A.D.)” (p. 25). After the Umayyads, came 

the Fatimids, then the Seljuks, the Atabegs, the Zengids, the Crusaders, then the Ayyubids, the 

Mamluks and finally the Ottomans. The Ottomans stayed in Syria for four centuries and spread 

their culture to the whole of the region. This allowed for Turkish music to become a major part of 

the musical culture of Syria, particularly Sufi music, and other acoustic and lyrical forms (Ibid.). 

 

Arab Music 

At the turn of the 19th century, important thinkers in the region, and enlightened Arabists showed 

a great interest in music. Two tendencies existed during that time, according to the author, one was 

to modernize and develop their culture and bring it closer to western culture and the other was to 

defend their culture and instill their own identity (Ibid., p. 26). In 1866 the book “al-Risala al 

Shahabieh fi Sina’at al- Musiqa”, the Shahabi Letter in Music Creation, was published by Michael 

Meshaqa (مخائيل مشاقة), which contained the first comprehensive and complete categorization and 

description of Arabic musical keys, melodic system and the musical instruments adopted in 

musical tradition of the Arabic east (Ibid.). “In the second half of the 19th century, Aleppo 

witnessed an economic and cultural boom/awakening that turned it into one of the most important 

centers for cultural movements in the Arab world. Music flourished in it until it become considered 

as the capital of Original singing (Tarab الطرب االصيل)”. 

The term “Arabic Music” is relatively new, where it first appeared in music research and history 

at the Arabic Music Conference in Cairo in 1932, in a book by Baron Rodolphe d'Erlanger 

(1872-1932), in his book, “Arabic Music” (Abbas, p. 86). d’Erlanger is a Bourgeoisie born in 

France to a German family and spent a part of his life in Tunisia. He managed to organize the 

first Arabic music conference mentioned above after the request of King Fuad, however he could 

not attend due to health issues (Zaytouni, 2017).  

At the beginning of the 20th century, Syria has seen the rise of active music movements because 

of music clubs, even with the difficult atmosphere, given the religious and social ideologies. Shafiq 

Shbeib, was the first to establish a music club in Damascus in 1914 under the title “Eastern Music 

Club”. In 1927, Tawfiq Fat-halla Sabbagh, established another club and managed to make 
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musicians join it and defend their rights as artists and musicians (Abbas, 2018, p. 84). Other clubs 

were, the “Arts and Humanities Club”, “The Fine Arts Clubs”, “The National Music Club” that 

was established by Mustafa el-Sawwaf, “Farabi Club”,  “The House of Tunes club” and the 

“Damascus Club” which was home to the most important singers and musicians (Ibid.). In Aleppo, 

other music clubs were established as well. Some of them are: “Aleppo Music Club”, “Mental 

Artisan Club” “Shahaba’ Artistic Club”, “Armenian Society Club”, and the “Catholic Club” (p. 

85).  

In Homs there was one music club called “Dawha al-Dimas” and in Latakia, there was also one 

music club headed by Mahmoud al- ‘Ajjan. As for women they were late to enter the music scene 

during that time. They did practice music but were confined within private spaces rather than 

public ones. They also took on the role of teaching music within the household as well as holding 

music concerts strictly for women (Ibid., p. 85). Teaching music during that time was a central 

role for music clubs because the first official institute for teaching eastern music was established 

in 1943 (Ibid., p. 86). In 1990, the High Institute for Music, was founded, however it dealt with 

western instruments and music rather than eastern (Ibid.).  

European influence on the cities in the region began in the beginning of the 20th century. More 

cinemas, theaters, bars, and nightclubs were being established and holding music concerts. Other 

than that, and more importantly, there had been a political impact on the region. “Europeans 

disintegrated the region through arbitrary divisions between the two superpowers: France and 

Britain through Sykes-Picot agreement in 1916. A year after the agreement, by turning the southern 

area (Palestine) into a national Jewish homeland.” Gradually, Syria lost more territories due to 

these divisions by the French and the British. In 1920, four areas were added to Mount Lebanon, 

in 1921 and 1939, more areas were given to Turkey, and in 1967 Israel occupied the Golan heights 

(Ibid., p. 27). In the mid-20th century Syria gained its independence, not long after, it was 

dominated by Arab nationalist ideology. Consequently, it was overtaken by Arab nationalist 

culture (as was seen by the state). A process of folklorization and compartmentalization took place, 

that made the different aspects of Syrian culture.  

This was a brief history of cultural diversity in Syria. It allows us to understand the exceptional 

position and history of music and arts in the long history of Syria. Music that is present in Syria 

now, is an aggregation of all those cultures that have passed through or were born in Syria. Its 

culture has intertwined with many other cultures, which gave it a unique sense of 



35 
 

comprehensiveness and depth in terms of styles, instruments, as well as its uses. Music is present 

in times of war and peace, it was present during eastern and western rule, present when Christianity 

was dominant as well as when Islam was more prominent in Syria. It is adopted for celebrations 

as well as religious traditions, entertainment as well as work. Music is present in almost all 

elements of the Syrian society.  

 

Music in the Present Context 

In 2011 a popular uprising erupted against the oppressive regime in the country, which turned into 

a violent armed conflict, many Syrians were forced to flee to neighboring countries as well as 

Europe and the Americas. It is important to highlight the central role of music during the protests 

where it was used as a weapon against the regime. Music about freedom emerged and was sung 

by the people. Names such as Ibrahim Qashoush who was killed by the regime due to his songs 

about freedom and fighting the dictatorship, shows the impact of music during times of uprisings 

and protests and how it intimidates political regimes (specifically oppressive ones) when they are 

unable to manage it. Another name is Abd el-Baset al-Sarout, a football player, who became a 

prominent music name and face and was carried on the shoulders of protesters, and gained more 

popularity than many famous singers who are signed with big labels (Matar, 2012). Al-Sarout was 

also killed in 2019 in Syria. These are just two examples to show the strong presence of music in 

the Syrian society regardless of the political, social, and economic situation.  

Moreover, another example of the strong presence of music for the Syrian people, is shown in a 

study by Bowsal & Al Akash (2017), show how technological advancements, specifically the 

mobile phone assisted Syrians in Jordan to cope with being in exile as well as stay connected with 

home, through listening to music and watching music videos, stating that, “listening to and 

participating in music-making is also recognized as an important element of the emotional survival 

of refugees in situations of forced migration, both in sustaining a sense of national identity and in 

expressing and channeling shared emotions and feelings. Where popular struggle and armed 

liberation has resulted in mass exodus, the performativity of songs from the struggle also provide 

a continued participatory involvement in resistance and protest” (pp. 167-168). 
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Chapter Three 
 

 Negotiations, Limitations & Social Integration 
 

 

In this chapter I will present the findings of the interviews carried out with the Syrian musicians 

in Berlin. A thematic approach was adopted for analysis. Three parts will be presented here which 

makeup the three main concepts or themes of the thesis: the core-periphery dichotomy, this entails 

statements by participants which relates to their experiences with the hierarchy in the music field 

and the division into the core and periphery categories of cultural spaces; the limitations in Syria, 

the opportunities they found in Berlin. The second is negotiating legitimacy, this has to do with 

strategies implemented by Syrian musicians to gain legitimacy through negotiations with the 

dominant players and institutions in the music field, who in turn, use tactics of selective 

acceptance, categorization and labeling, in order to maintain their positions within the field. 

Finally, social integration, this includes, the capacity of music as cultural capital to assist in the 

process of integration on the social and communal level. Communication, socialization, breaking 

language, and cultural barriers, as well as marriages are all factors and variables that have been 

stated.  

Participant  Age  Professional Study  Instrument  Band/Solo  Refugee 

Status 

1  29  Yes  Yes  Trumpet  Solo  Yes 

2  23  Yes  Yes  Qanoon  Both  No 

3  28  No  No  Percussion  Solo/Collaborate Yes 

4  29  Yes  No  Multiple  Both  Yes 

5  43  Yes  No  Percussion  Band  Yes  

6  33  No  No  Vocalist  Both  Yes 

7  31  No  No  Rap  Both  No 

Table 1.1 Participant characteristics regarding music. 

 



37 
 

 

3.1 Core-Periphery dichotomy  

During the interviews conducted with the participants, I inquired, directly and indirectly, about the 

opportunities they encountered in the music industry in Berlin, “core musical space”. All 

participants agreed or stated that they have encountered limitations in Syria and have more 

opportunities in Berlin relative to Syria. Some of the responses were direct such as, official support, 

more freedom, numerous places, and events to perform at. Others were more on a personal level, 

meaning, how their perception of music changed or altered their use of music. Some participants 

never even thought of pursuing it professionally until they arrived at Berlin, considered a core 

cultural space as mentioned in previous sections. 

To begin with, I will present the findings and statements of the participants regarding the 

limitations in Syria which they encountered and are knowledgeable about given their experiences 

back home. When asked about his experience in music back in Syria, participant number 1, who 

has studied music back in Syria and is a professional Trumpet player prior to his arrival has this to 

say: 

“In Syria, you have a ceiling for how much you can excel. The highest 

achievement in Syria would be playing in the opera house. This could be done 

easily, then? You need to produce an album, financially it is difficult, also, 

marketing and organization is tough. Everything is limited. You can become 

part of the orchestra. But independently it is difficult to find support for 

artists. Travelling has always been on my mind for musical reasons.” 

Here we can notice the limitation which musicians in Syria suffer from, even if you have the talent 

and potential to excel, the cultural structure and resources within the country are going to act as 

obstacles if not block your music career. Other participants have stated almost the same about their 

experience in Syria.  

Participant 4: “Where we come from there is a ceiling, you can do a concert 

and then there is nothing. Even if you release an album not much could 

happen.” 
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Moreover, participant 2 reiterated the statements mentioned on the limitation that exist in Syria, 

however his statement had a political factor to consider. Political situations and regimes affect the 

ability to perform or excel in the arts and in this case music.  

“The maximum to do is to play with the Eastern Orchestra. It was just a few 

notes and melodies, you could not expand. Even if you want to perform you 

needed a permit to do so, if you are not a graduate of the music school there, 

they (government) must listen to what you will perform. Now it is better in 

Syria you feel there is more happening more places to perform and more 

diversity in the music itself.” 

Here, other than the limited music resources in Syria, we touch upon the political factor, where 

artistic production must coincide with view of the government to be able to perform or find 

support. Participant 7, had this to say on performance back in Syria:  

“It’s tough to find places to perform in Syria to do a gathering and perform. 

Some view it as “tajamoa’at” (frowned upon gatherings). The concept of music 

there is more rigid, more academic, traditional, controlled.” 

To add to that, participant 6 talked about his own experience as a rapper in Syria, where the 

political structure of a certain country impacts the opportunities or obstacles musicians encounter. 

In a country with an oppressive regime, it is tough to be able to speak your mind freely and choose 

your own words as well as tackle issues that are considered sensitive in that specific music space, 

without significant repercussions. That is another limitation in Syria, that supports the argument 

that it is a periphery musical space.  

“In Syria, when I used to make a rap song, I would have to consider jail. 

Depending on the song, I used to hide for a couple of days after I release it 

online to see what would happen. An example would be a song I did when the 

US invaded Iraq in 2003, we were under pressure to be against the US and 

support the Iraqi regime. I was against both. I did a rap song expressing my 

refusal to American intervention and dictatorships as well, so I hid a couple of 

days after I did it.” 



39 
 

As for Berlin, which is seen as a core musical space within the transnational music field, we could 

find in the interviews many statements that show the abundance of opportunities that are offered 

in more than one way. Such as, places to perform, private and public support, availability of public 

spaces and jam sessions, music corporations and labels, ability to be an independent artist.  

“When I first arrived here, I did not know anyone, I did not know how I could 

enter the music scene. A friend of mine who was here before me, suggested 

that I should play my Qanoon in the street. At first, I refused. Then I accepted 

one the condition that we would not ask for money. In 30 minutes, people put 

almost 30 Euro’s without placing something for the money, it was a new 

instrument for them. Then a German approached me, and we exchanged 

contacts and started performing with his group. It was the first band I work 

with.” – participant 2  

The concept of public spaces is highly crucial here. As we notice, for participant 2 who has studied 

music professionally, did not know how to access the music scene in Berlin, he was new to the 

city. The availability of a public space has offered him an opportunity to perform for the public 

and receive an immediate feedback, he was also able to form contacts and begin playing with a 

local music band. Participant 3 had this to say: 

“In Berlin I started with percussions, specifically eastern/oriental, working 

with dancers and choreographers. I went into more contemporary, modern, 

freestyle. This showed me that I do not want to play just percussion, so I went 

into something more melodic, classical jazz, psychedelic. From here I started 

going to jam sessions with my Derbakeh. You can be as good as you are here. 

The concept of music here is different. They understand it by seeing the 

musician in that specific place and time, the emotion and energy you give, 

the context. This made me want to go into music here more, I started playing 

for free in bars and other places, and now, I am independent to a certain extent 

on my music after 3 years. Now I am registered as an artist in the state, I can 

get medical insurance, and see where to go from here. Now I teach here 

Derbake, to Germans and other nationalities.” 
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As a non-professional percussionist who only used to play music in a private space back in Syria, 

were music was a release valve for him, he called it his “therapy”. We can see the alteration of his 

perspective changed when he arrived in Berlin, where the ability to collaborate with other artists, 

availability of public spaces, exposure to a diversity of genres, the comprehensive understanding 

of music as well as the ability to be an independent artist all played a role in his decision to pursue 

his music career, as well as be able to teach music. Another important factor is the financial one, 

where in Berlin you could be registered with the state as an artist and be able to pay taxes is crucial 

for musicians, specifically new upcoming ones.  

Furthermore, in Berlin, being a core musical space, a musician can find the support needed, either 

from the state, universities, or musical institutions to perform, record, learn about music and the 

music industry. That has proven to be significantly beneficial for one to be able to pursue a musical 

career. Participant 1 shared this about his own experience, regarding the aforementioned factor:  

“There are public spaces to practice music, to attend jam sessions. In Berlin 

you can find workshops or courses, to learn how to be an independent artist 

or musician, how to pay taxes how to be able to maintain a consistent 

income.” 

Additionally, participant 7 stated:  

“There is more support here (Berlin), even on the individual level between 

artists, you see more collaborations, you can find studios for free to record at 

universities for example. You can also find many places to perform live. In 

Syria it was different. It’s a simpler music scene.” 

Participant 4 added: “It is a cultural center now; Berlin has surpassed London 

and Paris, artistically. Everyone who consider themselves independent artists 

come here, from all over the world. You have buildings for Sonny and 

Universal, all labels are here. Now my problem is not what I can do, it is what 

I want to do.”  

Public support in Syria, as understood from the participants, is dependent on how compliant the 

act or performance is with the discourse of the state. In Berlin, it is totally different, there are 

cultural and musical institutions and organizations that are independent of the state and are 
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autonomous when it comes to decision making. There are multinational music companies and 

corporations in Berlin, this also increases support for upcoming musicians as well as strengthens 

the motivation when a musician sees potential and even the understanding of art and music is 

different, an appreciation for all kinds of art is present, as has been stated by the participants on 

the variety of music and genres that are available, and if you introduce something new, it will be 

embraced in Berlin. Participant 1 as well as 5 both stated that plainly.  

Participant 1: “In Berlin, you can perform or produce the music that you want. 

People will be able to listen to you. It is welcomed, you will find people who 

interested. Be it electronic music, jazz, classical. However, in Syria you need 

to perform produce what the people want to survive as a musician.”  

Participant 5: “Here there is strong appreciation for music, it transcends 

language, this is what made me feel that I am in the right place.” 

We notice the discrepancies in experiences of the participants being in Syria and then in Berlin. 

There is a huge gap between these two “spaces” within the transnational music field. Resources, 

support, public spaces, understanding, acceptance, politics, are all factors that impact the music 

industry, the prospects musicians hold, as well as the trajectory in which their music career would 

improve (or not), in a certain country or cultural (musical) space. This shows us clearly the binary 

discrepancy between a “core” and a “periphery” musical space.  

 

3.2 Negotiating Legitimacy 

In this subsection I will present the findings of the interviews relating to negotiations for legitimacy 

between the Syrian musicians and the player who hold dominant positions within the “music field.” 

These negotiations are done through strategies and tactics put in practice by both sides, to enter 

the music field or act as a gatekeeper in front of newcomers. It is a struggle for legitimacy and 

positions within the music field. 

I will begin with the strategies of the existing players in Berlin which the participants encountered, 

as stated in the interviews conducted. Labelling and categorization were two of the most common 

strategies that have been encountered, 6 out of the 7 participants mentioned this factor, where 
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organizations and organizers, venue managers and other key players in Berlin attempt to label the 

participants as “refugee musicians”. Even when they are invited to perform at a certain place, they 

would change the name of the event to “refugee rockers” or “refugees in concert”. They were not 

seen as musicians, but as refugees who can play music. All participants began boycotting such 

events and concerts. Participant 4 said the following:  

“I was not pleased with what was going on with the band and how we are 

being portrayed; as the ‘refugee band’. We did many concerts, in more than 

one European country even a tour bus. But then we realized what was going 

on. People are not here to listen to our music; they are seeing monkey’s in a 

circus. So, we took time to try to understand, and we did, we understood how 

they see us and why, and why these opportunities are being offered to us, and 

where were going. We decided we do not want to be a prepackaged product 

for marketing. They labeled us as ‘refugee rocker’s’. We thought of 

countering that, then we also thought that it is not our job to tell people that 

we do not define as refugees. My status is a refugee, but my identity, that is 

for me, it is my own personal struggle with collectivism, it has been there 

since I was a child. A refugee success story is what they wanted that makes 

Europeans feel morally good.”  

He goes on by saying:  

“It’s tough to feel objectified. We were at a place where every musician wants 

to be. But we had to stop. We could not go on. So, we asked the agency to 

stop bookings, they were shocked. After that, I applied for a scholarship to 

study and got it, this allowed be to feel comfortable and think of what I want 

to do as well as for the creative process to be rebalanced after our arrival in 

Berlin and everything that happened.” 

The previous statement clearly explains the situation Syrian musicians were in when they arrived 

at Berlin. This participant particularly had a band already and was well known before arriving. 

Objectification and labelling are a way of preparing a “product” to market it and consequently 

capitalize on. Some people accept that situation and give in to the process of labeling and exploit 

it to gain more bookings, profit, and media attention, however none of the participants were of 
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those people. More statements will be mentioned by participants, given that this is a crucial point 

regarding the issue at hand.  

Participant 2: “When we first began, we had the problem of being labelled as 

refugees. Because we are refugees who play Arabic music, they would agree 

to let us perform. However, we started refusing to play under that 

connotation. We chose the concerts based on who is the organizer, if its 

motive is anything other than music, we refused it. We started choosing more 

cultural spaces and galleries to play in.” 

Participant 3: “We used to suffer from labelling. I do not want people to deal 

with me as a refugee, as a monkey on a stage. If you want to help, do it 

because I am a human. So, we see who is organizing and what are the titles 

used, but you need to be practical and realistic as well. My way is to go up 

on stage and talk, I always talk when I am on stage.”  

Participant 5: “When we first came, they saw us as refugees who play music. 

Even concert titles would be ‘refugees in concert’ you would hear things such 

as: wow it is refugees playing music?” 

Labelling and categorization were one of the main tactics used by the existing player in the field. 

Another was selectivity. Meaning, the musicians who would be accepted and given spaces and 

venues to perform, and considered part of the music space of Berlin, are chosen selectively based 

on what is considered “appropriate” or what fits into the German “model”. As we saw with 

participant 4, who was part of a band that was known and had done concerts while on the way to 

Berlin (in Croatia), he is a rocker, rock is considered a “western” genre or style of music. 

Participant 6 stated the same, who is a rapper (also considered a western genre).  

“I was treated in a strange way when I arrived. In German artistic circles they 

saw me as a refugee who raps, which is considered western. A refugee who 

raps and is a vocal atheist, he is also a supporter of democracy and is a leftist. 

This, for them, was a great positive sample of who they want to integrate. It 

was an untraditional image of how they saw Syrians. They wanted to market 

this image for the people.”  
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It is difficult not to notice the economic terminology used by the participants. “market/marketing”, 

a “product”, “pre-packaged”, “object/objectified”. The last statement that will be mentioned by 

participant 1, also stresses the idea of labeling, while mentioning the audience. Also, his statement 

offers a brief introduction to how Syrian musicians countered these strategies used by the existing 

players in Berlin.  

“At first, they (audience) used to attend concerts, because we are “refugees” 

working or performing. Other Syrian musicians and I began to refuse to 

perform and boycotted concerts that refer to us as refugees. For example, a 

concert where they remove the name of the band (who is Syrian) and name it 

‘refugee band’, no one would go. After a while of refusing such concerts and 

events for around a year, when I do a concert, it’s under my name and my 

music and the audience attend to see me and my music rather than a refugee 

playing music.”  

As Casanova stated in the previous pages, there are agents in the field who hold dominant positions 

within the field and have monopolized the power to legitimize or consecrate an artistic productions, 

which  act as gatekeepers, in front of newcomers who seek legitimacy and securing positions 

within the field. Participant 4, when asked about who or what allows, steers, pushes for such 

processes of labelling, categorization and selective acceptance, had this to say about the “cultural 

scene” which could be understood as the “field of cultural production,” in Bourdieu’s terminology.  

“The problem is the cultural scene, there is an invisible hand. It tries to put 

you in a certain category that has to do with your ‘identity’. There is financing 

for refugees who play music, some people do not mind that. But I do. I am 

not the spokesperson of the refugee community. In Berlin identity politics is 

crucial.” 

The participants refused to give in to those strategies of labelling. They began to counter them 

through different methods. Each depending on his/her resources and what they can do in order to 

exist and enter the field on their own terms and gain legitimacy. Some boycotted, some were vocal 

on stage, others ceased to play music and took a break, some musicians even created festivals and 

collectives, they did not wait to be given legitimacy, they wanted develop their own tools of 

legitimacy. Now I will present some of the findings and statements that have mentioned directly 
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or indirectly tactics implemented to be able to enter the field as well as become dominant players 

in the music field.  

To begin with, some of the statements mentioned in the previous pages, have highlighted one of 

the tactics put in practice by the Syrian musicians, which is boycotting, or refusing to play at 

venues or events that label them as “refugee musicians” or exploit them for marketing purposes. 

One of the ways of resisting those attempts of trying to categorize Syrians under the label of 

“Refugee music”, was changing the style of music played by them. Participant 6 expressed just 

that, about his own experience:  

“In Syria I used to make rap songs that provokes the general 

situation/atmosphere of an authority who views music only as dabkeh 

(traditional dance in Syria) or singing about love, so I did political rap. Here 

in Berlin I could not be the person they want me to be without provoking new 

ideas. That is where I got the idea of my project, I rap to electronic music 

now with another Polish guy who is born in Germany. We agreed that both 

of us have integrated well that is why we want to do electronic music. This 

shows them that this is not a temporary situation I am here to stay that is why 

I chose electronic music, to provoke new ideas.” 

Here we see that choosing something familiar to the German music scene was key to be able to 

communicate and provoke new ideas, not act, or perform based on the categories or predetermined 

conceptions of the existing player of the field. This participant chose rap that provokes as he used 

to in Syria, but in a different style. A style that Berliners would understand and still be able to be 

different to disrupt the general environment. He chose to differentiate himself, in a field where to 

be different means to exist.  

Other than boycotting events and venues, one of the tactics was using music in its different styles 

and genres to create a fusion of more than one genre. 5 of the 7 participants stated that they have 

adopted fusion music as a way of entering the music field. Participant 1 who is a professional 

trumpet player, had this to say,  

“We brought something new to Berlin. There are new musicians, new music 

in Berlin now. There is a new perspective. You hear them say, oh there is an 
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Arabic Trumpet? They became interested. For me, as someone with a refugee 

status, we gave them something new, its “Fusion”, you take something from 

Syria from Berlin from people around you and you create something new. 

Now, even when you hear electronic music or Jazz music you can sense an 

eastern feel in it, they are integrating with our music as well.” 

Participant 2: “We have space to experiment here. This is how our band 

Fatoush was formed. We were sitting as friends we all play music; it was 3 

Syrians, one French guitarist (whom I met by the river ‘public space’), a 

German violinist (my wife now). We began experimenting with music and 

practicing for fun, then it developed into an oriental fusion band and we 

started doing concerts” we sing in Arabic, French, Spanish German Italian.” 

As could be understood from the participants, most of them found that “fusion” was a valuable 

way to enter the field and differentiate themselves. For example, adopting electronic music in a 

city such as Berlin would be something familiar to the existing players in Berlin, however it is 

different. Different because they fuse it with music from Syria or using more than one language 

while singing.  

Participant 5: “Here I am playing Oriental western fusion. We play oriental 

rock with the band I am with, Jamila and the Other Heroes. We did a concert 

at a gathering as part of an election rally.” 

 

Participant 7: “I began with the band in 2016 (Fatoush). It was a multicultural 

group. My experience was positive interacting with people, and I sing in 6 

languages. So, the band is related to the style of Berlin, which is multicultural 

and diverse. We used to perform more than just Arabic music, we wanted to 

perform diverse music. I see it that we take traditional art and renew it.” 

Another strategy that some of the musician’s use, is the creation of new tools of legitimacy, such 

as music platforms, collectives, and holding annual festivals. Participant 3 shared his initiative, 

which is a music platform for newcomers to Berlin from all nationalities not just Syrians and called 

it “We Belong to Music.” Another Collective that was created by Syrian musicians and artist in 

“La6izzi Community.” I did not have the opportunity to interview one of the founders this 
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community, however, participant 4 did perform in one of their festivals last year (2019). There 

were many Syrian musicians who came from Amsterdam, Paris, and London as well. As for the 

former initiative:  

“We Belong to music” is the initiative I did. It was a response to the question 

of belonging and identity. I am no longer tied to the nation, I always question 

my role in the all this, now I am considered a refugee in Germany, so where 

do I belong? That was the idea of the initiative, this way you belong to music, 

that is your pivot when dealing with anything. It is aimed at all newcomers 

in Berlin not just Syrians.”  

After the presentation of strategies put in place as a way of negotiating legitimacy and 

acknowledgement, I will move on to the third theme on social integration in Berlin.  

 

3.3 Social Integration 

Integration is a highly complex process and many approaches collide when it comes to this topic, 

given the different perspectives and views regarding the process of integration. Here we will look 

at social integration. On the political level, it is a fixed process that is determined by the state, the 

economic level has to do with employment, the market and income. As for the social, in this thesis 

we will be looking at, communication, building social networks, breaking language and cultural 

barriers as well as marriages between Syrians and Germans. Questions asked revolved around 

integration of artists and musicians; whether it is easier for musicians, or if holding “cultural 

capital” assist the process of integration in a new society (it is important to state that Berlin 

specifically is considered a cultural, artistic city).  

All the participants interviewed for this research agreed that integration on the social level, is easier 

and faster for artists or musicians more specifically in Berlin. All 7 participants stressed the aspect 

of communication through music, considering the language barrier between Arabic and German. 

It also eased their process of network building and developing friendships with German people as 

well as other nationalities.  



48 
 

Regarding communication and the language barrier, participant 1 stated that, “I did not learn the 

language quickly, but I went with the artistic path, it is my only weapon to communicate with 

people.” This shows the ability of music to assist in the communication process between 

newcomers and existing players with the field. The same participant continued by saying, “I met 

a German person who has a record label. We will be doing a concert at Klunkerkranich (known 

venue in Neukölln, Berlin) through him when the track is released.”  

 To reiterate this point, participant 3 stated the following:  

“Music helped me communicate, it was easier for me. When you play music 

with someone, wherever they are from, even if no words are spoken. You 

greet each other with eyes and start playing, after 2-3 hours of music, then 

you greet each other again, have a beer, then you would be asked about your 

name. So here you made a real and warm connection with someone through 

music. I have a Spanish friend now, that we only speak with signs together. 

Playing music got us closer together than going through experiences 

together.” 

For this participant, the ease of communication through music, and the ability to understand the 

other and build a bridge between two individuals, allows for the development of a friendship. 

Participant 5 stated as well, “Music was the fastest way to ‘integrate’. Meaning, to become familiar 

with how people interact and to understand them. You are in Berlin now it is very diverse and new; 

music breaks the borders between people. Just playing in the street people will smile at you.” 

Moreover, as mentioned before, the availability of public spaces strengthens interactions between 

people, and offers musicians a space of expression through playing music.  

Participant 2: “You can meet a lot of people here through music. I met two 

people a French guitarist and his friend by the river where everyone sits and 

plays music as well as interact. In the span of an hour you can meet many 

people, some just listen, some start talking to you and you become friends.” 

Participant 2, other than forming friendships with other musicians and people, is now married to a 

German violinist who was with him in the same band (Fatoush), “now, I am married to a German 

woman, we met through playing music and formed a band together, she is a violinist.” Also, 
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participant 7 stated how being a musician opens more doors for you, in the sense that it allows for 

a two-way integration process and not simply newcomers integrating with population of Berlin. 

She also sheds light on the process of crowd interactions, which shows that even listening to music 

at a certain place and time allows for interactions between different people, and consequently more 

understanding and connections.  

“Music certainly opens doors for you. I have Syrian friends who are 

musicians, I go to their concerts and you find a mixed crowd, integration is 

happening from both sides. Out guitarist who is French, now plays (Maqam). 

Even now they have German friends and others have actually married each 

other (Syrian German).”   

Another participant also acknowledged the fact on crown integration by sharing his own 

experience while performing at a concert in Berlin,  

“We can see the crowd interaction Arabs and Germans. Once there was a 

circle of Dabke happening while we were playing, and the crowd was mixed, 

there was almost 500 people. It was Germans and Arabs in that circle. It is 

beautiful to see integration in this way you can sense the interaction. Also, 

some Germans would dance in their own way but to oriental music.” 

Music has allowed the Syrians to see themselves as part of Berlin, one of the participants called 

himself a “Berliner”, which he considers to be his identity, they see that they are contributing to 

the artistic identity of Berlin, they are part of the constant reconstruction of this city.  

Participant 6: “I am in one way or another the son of Berlin. I see myself as 

a Berliner, the language I use to communicate which is music is part of me 

now, part of my identity. I am no longer the Syrian rapper who came, that is 

the idea of electronic music, I am developing my tools and skills.” 

Participant 3: “Expression is crucial here. It (music) gave me the feeling 

that I am just like everyone else. I got something I have a talent and I have 

something valuable to give.” 

However selective it is, integration is easier for artists and musicians in this case, as has been seen 

in participants’ statements. Participant 1 stated that, “most people who are integrating are artists 
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in Berlin, it is a great artistic city. It’s easier for them (artists).” Most of the participants also, 

agreed that music helped them with their mental state and it was a way of balancing their inner 

compass, participants 3 and 6 stated that plainly, “now I meditate on music, every morning I do a 

session with my percussions and then I am ready for anything in that day.” The other participant 

as well said that, “music is also good for me mentally. It balances me out when I feel homesick or 

have anxiety due to many different reasons.”  
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Chapter Four 
 

 Making a Mark  
 

After presenting the findings of the interviews conducted, this chapter is for the analysis. The 

analysis is done through Bourdieu’s theories and concepts which were introduced in the second 

chapter. The analysis is divided into three sections that coincide with the three concepts and themes 

presented in the findings: the music field, negotiating legitimacy and finally, social integration. 

Analyzing migration processes is a complex matter, the component of music here, or cultural 

capital add to the complexity.  

 

4.1 The Music Field  

As we have seen in the previous chapter, Syrian musicians in Berlin have had different experiences 

with music in Syria compared to Germany. Berlin is known to be a cultural center, where different 

cultures, and subcultures found fertile ground to exist and be part of one cultural space. Public 

support, financing, marketing, an abundance of artists, renowned music (and other forms of art)-

related companies/organizations, huge empty spaces, and derelict land, have all entangled to form 

this cultural center.  

One of the most important characteristics of a “cultural field” is that it is a site of struggle, as stated 

in the first section on Bourdieu. Agents within the field are in a constant competition for social 

positions. Through obtaining cultural capital (other forms of capital as well, here the focus is 

cultural capital), legitimacy, or recognition, they gain dominant positions within the field or 

strengthen their own positions. Moreover, according to Bourdieu, what is at stake in the field of 

cultural production is the, “power to impose the dominant definition of the writer and therefore to 

delimit the population of those entitled to take part in the struggle to define the writer. The 

established definition of the writer may be radically transformed by an enlargement of the set of 

people who have a legitimate voice in literary matters.” (Bourdieu, p. 42) In other words, they hold 
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the power to give value to a certain artistic producer based on what they see is an artist or a 

“valuable” work of art.  

Here Bourdieu talks about literary production, in this case it is music production, where the 

establishment of a dominant definition of the musicians is done through subtle marketing 

strategies, as we have seen in the previous section how some of the participants, because they “fit” 

into the model of the “refugee musician” that is viewed as appropriate for this specific music space. 

Such as a “refugee rocker” or a “refugee rapper”, participant 4 and 6 specifically were seen as 

“good immigrant” who could integrate and become part of the music field, because they are 

“culturally invisible” (Kapmark, 2006, p. 11), the music they perform is considered “western” (rap, 

rock), so they would not disturb “the universe of options that are simultaneously offered for 

producers and consumers to choose from” (Bourdieu, p. 30). Furthermore, in his book How Music 

Works, David Bryne (2012), states, in the chapter on, How Music Works, specifically in the chapter 

on the business and financing of music production, he states that “someone made an effort to bring 

that artist or music to our attention. There are hidden forces that market a work of art to people. 

Something that a consumer likes not always realized that it was marketed and advertised to them, 

rather they feel they ‘discovered’ it” (p. 215). 

 Casanova’s literary field had certain characteristics, which are the characteristics of the 

Bourdieu’s cultural field. Here we show that the music field coincides with the literary field but in 

the music world. Other than the constant struggle for social positions, the music field is a belief 

system as well, it is held, constructed and reconstructed by the belief of value given through the 

“authority” to consecrate a certain artist or artistic production, put simply it is a reputation. What 

makes this reputation? It is not an influential person or a magazine review or an institution or the 

“personalities of the world of art and letters,” rather,  it is the field that is, “understood as the 

system of objective relations between agents or institutions and as the site of the struggle for the 

monopoly of the power to consecrate, in which the value of works of art and belief in that value 

continuously generated” (Bourdieu, p. 78). This belief system is maintained through delicate 

interventions by the state according to Bourdieu (pp. 76-77)., this was supported by one of the 

participants by saying “there is an invisible hand. It tries to put you in a certain category that has 

to do with your ‘identity’. There is financing for refugees who play music”  
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This is an accurate metaphor (invisible hand) for the state in this case; the state is “at once 

everywhere and nowhere”, it is “omnipresent” it is the “official and effective principle of 

construction of the world” seeking conformity, at the same time it is “well-founded illusion...a 

theological entity...that exists by way of belief” (Kim, 2018, p. 266). The authority to consecrate 

is “nothing other than ‘credit’ with a set of agents who constitute ‘connections’ whose value is 

proportionate to the credit they themselves command” (Bourdieu, p. 78). It is appropriate to share 

a statement by participant 6 here, this statement also relates to the selective process of integration, 

that we will get to in the third section of this chapter. Here it shows how there is a model which a 

newcomer needs to fit in to be able to “enter” the field.  

“They saw me as a perfect model for integration, just because I rap, and I 

am an atheist. Here they have a model of integration and they want you to 

fit into that.” 

Bourdieu states how the “art trader” does not adopt the “sordidly commercial” tactics for marketing 

a certain artist (musicians in this case) but use more “discreet forms of public relations” (Bourdieu, 

p. 77). For participants who had strong presence in the “market” when they first arrived, did not 

notice advertisements or media campaigns, rather it was subtle marketing, where they received 

more invitations to events or concerts. It was the “art trader”, the “invisible hand” that would steer 

their “presence” within the field. Moreover, this economic aspect of the music field is key, where 

according to Bourdieu, seeing the name of the artist on the musical production, “ conceals the fact 

that the cultural business man (art dealer, publisher, etc. ) is at one and the same time the person 

who exploits the labour of the ‘creator’ by trading in the ‘sacred’ and the person who, by putting 

it on the market, by exhibiting, publishing or staging it, consecrated a product which he 

‘discovered’ and which would otherwise remain a mere natural resource” (pp. 78-77). 

Additionally, in the field of cultural production, as in the literary field, and here, in the music field, 

there are structured hierarchies and inequality in the distribution of power and resources. There is 

a hierarchy in the music field, that has its basis in the history of cultural imperialism, as well as a 

monopoly of music resources, where the big multinational corporations have monopolized and 

assumed control over the distribution, circulation, and profit of music production (Stokes, p. 54-

55). This is seen in the experiences shared by the participants. All participants have agreed that 

they have more resources at the disposal in Berlin. They have encountered many more 
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opportunities, to be able to pursue their music career professionally. More funding, venues, bigger 

markets, public spaces, production studios, big record labels are all located in “cultural centers”. 

Participant 2 said that “in Berlin, if you want to record an album you can find a way. For example, 

at a university, you can have access to the studio there and record.” 

As the findings showed, there is also a multiplicity of actors within the music field as in the field 

of cultural production and Casanova’s literary field. We notice, the marketers, the producers, 

agencies, managers, artists, and consumers all make up the “music field”. The abundance of these 

actors in Berlin (such as record labels6) make it a “core” musical space. Some of those actors hold 

dominant positions within the field and act as gatekeepers in from of newcomers or other agents 

attempting at entering the field to gain acknowledgement and legitimacy (I will go into more 

details in the following section). 

The political factor is a crucial one. We have seen that the state plays a crucial role in the 

maintenance and reconstruction of the cultural field, hence, the “music field”. It is important to 

highlight again the political nature of the “core-periphery” dichotomy. Relating to the World-

Systems theory, in the music field when we talk about a core cultural space or a periphery cultural 

(or music) space, we do not refer to the people. It is not that the people in Germany are more 

artistic or cultural, (on the contrary as was shown in the section on the cultural history of Syria) 

but the machinery in which they are confined is weak (Babones, 2015). In the case of Syria, this 

is a post-colonial and oppressive political regime, that has control over all fabrics of society. Other 

than the lack of music resources, this state acts, as in Germany, as an “invisible hand” in the field 

of cultural production. In Germany, it is in the state’s benefit to support artists and keep Berlin 

known as an artistic and cosmopolitan city, to maintain the economic situation. In Syria, the state 

benefits from limiting artistic production or cultural production in general that does not abide by 

its policies, ideologies, and way of conduct. As we said the state seeks conformity, where it needs 

to materialize the “mental schemas” it created through the agents within the cultural field, to be 

able to exist and maintain conformity (Kim, 2018, p. 266).  

 
6 See: https://www.residentadvisor.net/labels.aspx?area=34  
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We have seen how the music field relates to the literary field as well as the field cultural production 

on a transnational level. Hierarchy, dependency, monopoly, state interventions, multiplicity of 

actors, are all aspects that coincide between the two fields.  

 

4.2 A Struggle for Legitimacy 

Musical legitimacy and the power to consecrate are the two main elements of the struggle within 

the music field. Bourdieu states, though about writers, here it is applied to the musician in the 

cultural field, “we are dealing with a world of belief and the consecrated writer is the one who has 

the power to consecrate and to win assent when he or she consecrates an author or a work – with 

a preface, a favorable review, a prize” (Bourdieu, p. 42) the consecrated musicians (i.e. hold a 

dominant position) has the power to give value or devalue a certain artistic product. There are three 

principles of legitimacy that are given by the French sociologist (Ibid., pp. 50-51):  

1. Specific principle of legitimacy, which is the independent world of art, “art for arts’ sake”, 

or recognition by “producers who produce for other producers”.  

2. Legitimacy corresponding to “bourgeois” taste and to the consecration bestowed by the 

dominant fractions of the dominant class and by private tribunals. “such as academics, 

which sanction the inseparably ethical and aesthetic (and therefore political) taste of the 

dominant.” 

3. Legitimacy which its advocates call ‘popular’. Recognition or consecration given by the 

“ordinary” consumer choices.  

These are the sources of legitimacy in which Bourdieu talks about. Those consecrated artists and 

agents in the field of cultural production, who hold a monopoly of legitimacy, act as gatekeepers 

for newcomers to the field. They constantly engage in defending and strengthening their positions. 

In the previous chapter, I mentioned the findings relating to the negotiations of legitimacy between 

the Syrians (newcomers) and existing agents withing the field (those who hold dominant 

positions). A struggle for legitimacy, where each side uses the resources at their disposal. For the 

existing players, we found that that process of labeling and categorization under “refugee music” 

or “oriental music” is the tool most used in this case. Categorizations based on legal status 
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(refugee) and identity or ethnicity (oriental). In this context, there are two main reasons for the 

adoption of these specific strategies by the existing actors to defend their positions. 

The first reason the open-door policy adopted by the German state in 2015, where large numbers 

of refugees entered the country. Usually, migration “gatekeepers” have the authority to control 

who enter and when, through investment visa’s, skilled migration initiatives, family migration and 

other tools. It is a process of “consecrating those (allegedly) equipped with a certain profile of 

capital as deserving authorized passage”, before racial profiling was made illegal, being white was 

a type of “capital” that assists you in migration, “now it is more based on capita, or what is called 

“skilled migrants” they became “Migrating-facilitating capital” (Kim, 2018, pp. 267-268). 

However, adopting the open-door policy blocked this process, people coming in could not be 

“filtered” by migration agents and institutions. This would cause the dominant players within the 

field to sense insecurity where their social positions would be at stake, due to the existence of 

newcomers in the musical space they dominate, who might be able to “transcend the dominant 

mode of thought and expression” (Bourdieu, p. 31). Labeling newcomers and fitting them into a 

certain category would limit them to certain genres of music, certain venues, and concerts, as well 

as certain markets that relate to the category they are put under.  

The second reason is the technological changes and developments in the world that naturally 

influences the music industry. Due to the high paced technological advancement, people have more 

ability to reach wider areas geographically and consequently reach consumers and markets. 

Multinational corporations’ control over the circulation and distribution of music has loosened. 

The internet is crucial here. According to Bryne (2012), musicians have more freedom to work 

outside of the traditional music industry and the label relationship, “as these opportunities open up 

for musicians, the industry itself is less flush with money, so they need to be able to navigate within 

it in order to ‘make it’ as musicians” (p. 220). Again, labeling offers a way to limit the access to 

different markets and consumers, and those holding dominant positions within the field could hold 

and strengthen their positions through categorizing the newcomers under a certain title that is not 

related to theirs. In his statement Bryne cautions that a one should be able to navigate within the 

field to be able to “make it”. This could be understood as the process of negotiating legitimacy, 

where Syrians did not submit to the process of labeling, rather they resisted it through more than 
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one tactic, they were able to navigate and not be “trapped” in one limiting category or label. They 

are “navigating” their way within the music field to gain legitimacy. 

Labeling is a highly used tool in the context of migration, specifically when refugees are involved, 

it is a way to “manage processes and patterns of migration” as shown in Zetter (2007). Here 

labeling is used to manage the processes and patterns of entering and existing within the music 

field.  

The Syrian musicians who participated in this research did not submit to the process of Labelling, 

by countering the strategies put in place to limit them to a certain category. Here we put their 

tactics into the context of Bourdieu’s cultural field. The first tactic we came across was boycotting 

events which identify them as refugees. This resistance or refusal to engage and reinforce those 

labels are highly important. Differentiation is key in this process. To be able to occupy a distinct 

position within the field, a musician needs to differentiate him/herself. Boycotting events and 

refusal to take part is the first step to differentiate oneself, not falling into the “refugee” category 

inevitably paves the way for new positions to be taken. In Bourdieu’s words, “ It is true that the 

initiative of change falls almost by definition on the newcomer… who are also those least endowed 

with specific capital: in a universe in which to exist is to differ…they must assert their difference, 

get it known and recognized, get themselves known and recognized (make a name for themselves), 

by endeavoring to impose new modes of thought....The fact remains that every new position, in 

asserting itself as such, determines a displacement of the whole structure and that, by the logic of 

action and reaction, it leads to all sorts of changes in the position-takings of the occupants of the 

other positions” (1993, p. 58).  

The second step they took in resisting and differentiating themselves, is through their performances 

when they agree to attend a concert (under their own names and without the refugee label). 

Participant 6 shared his own experience at a concert and what he did regarding this point, 

“The first part of the concert, I performed my rap music from Syria, in Arabic, 

it is what they expected. The second part, we went backstage changed our 

clothing into German military uniform, instead of looking Arab we looked 

German, and we started rapping in German and tackling German issues. The 

curator told us after that a German woman from the audience told her, in the 

first part felt sorry for us because we are refugees, in the second part she felt 
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sorry for herself. This is what I wanted to say: I have a problem with my 

identity and you (German) have a problem with your identity.”  

This is highly important where this performance has left a mark on the audience, created something 

new that is different from what is available within this specific music space. It is the beginning of 

winning recognition and gaining legitimacy within the cultural field. As Bourdieu puts it, “’making 

ones mark’, initiating a new epoch, means winning recognition, in both senses, of one’s difference 

from other producers, especially the most consecrated of them; it means, by the same token, 

creating a new position, ahead of the positions already occupied, in the vanguard” (p. 60). 

Participant 4 also shared how he differentiate it himself, along with other musicians with him on 

stage at a certain performance, that he curated and was under his name (one of the conditions to 

accept invitations, no labels). He said the following:  

“When we went on stage, we wanted to separate ourselves from identity, we 

did not want to be seen with our ‘original’ identity. So, we wore red, green 

and blue morph suits, we wanted to remove the aspect of identity, we even 

covered our faces with the suits and performed that way with visuals in the 

background, it was a great concert.” 

Here we see another example by participant 4 to differentiate oneself in the cultural field and make 

a mark as a way of gaining acknowledgement and legitimacy. Moreover, another important 

strategy of negotiation that the participants adopted related to the genre or style of music produced 

or performed. Five out of the seven participants stated that they are doing “fusion” music, where 

they mix different styles of music. Participant one said, “we are doing something new; you take 

something you know and something from another place and you get fusion.” We know that Berlin 

is a diverse and multicultural city, this makes adopting the music style of fusion a clever strategy 

where the people of Berlin, being from different backgrounds could relate to fusion music. 

Participant 7 as well, when talking about her band, which performs oriental fusion music and sings 

in 6 languages said, “the style of the band is diverse, like the style of Berlin.”  

Add to that, that all but two of the participants stated that they adopted electronic music. They 

integrated it into their own music. Participant 1 now plays his trumpet with electronic music, 

participant 6 raps to electronic music, participant 3 plays percussions with electronic DJ’s, last but 

not least, participant 7, is writing her own songs now that she wants to integrate with electronic 
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music. This here is another strategy to enter the field and earn legitimacy, Berlin is famous for its 

electronic music scene, it is an electronic hub. This allows the people there to relate more to 

electronic music, however the participants are adding to it their own styles that they developed in 

Syria, or they are differentiating their use of electronic music in order to exist.  

Syrian musicians in Berlin are creating something new, through their strategies of negotiating 

legitimacy. However, according to Bourdieu, when newcomers are not able to enter the field of 

cultural production, or in this case able to exist on their own terms, external changes are needed to 

win recognition and legitimacy. Such as, political, or social change that occur and change the 

perceptions or consuming patterns of the people. Another scenario that would assist in being 

recognized are, “deep-seated changes in the audience of consumers who, because of their affinity 

with the new producers ensure the success of their products” (Bourdieu, p. 58). As we have seen, 

from participants 4 and 6, they are impacting the audiences with their performances through 

transcending “the dominant mode of thought and expression, through reproducing it in a 

sociologically non-congruent context” (Ibid., p. 31). Or by adopting an electronic or fusion music 

style in which is presented and produced in their own, different approach.  

The final strategy adopted by Syrian musicians in Berlin is creating new tools for legitimacy and 

acknowledgement. Two of those initiatives were mentioned in the findings section: “We Belong 

to Music7” and “La6izzi Community8”. Here we add another initiative by Syrians which is a record 

label called “Homeway Records9”. The first initiative is described by the founder as, “A series of 

jam sessions and music events in Berlin with multicultural, beautiful, colorful musician. F*** 

nationalism belong to music!” the second, “is a group of Syrians with shared interests spreading 

culture and underground music from the Levant and MENA region.” As for Homeway records it 

“is a Berlin-based record label that diversifies and expands the global music scene by enabling 

independent musicians to reach a high caliber of production and distribution.” Syrian musicians in 

Berlin are creating new tools for legitimacy through initiatives and record labels that give a 

platform and space for newcomers to perform, express and “exist” in the field away from labels 

 
7 https://www.facebook.com/WBTMBerlin/about/?ref=page_internal 
8 https://www.facebook.com/la6iziCommunity/about/?ref=page_internal 
9 https://www.facebook.com/homewayrecord/about/?ref=page_internal 
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and categorization. These initiatives and projects are altering the “universe of options that are 

simultaneously offered for producers and consumers to choose from” (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 30).  

This paves the way for gaining legitimacy, based on Bourdieu’s principle of legitimacy, I argue 

that for the Syrian musicians the third principle is the most probable one, which is legitimacy 

through what is called “popular”, that is, they will receive recognition or consecration  by the 

“ordinary” consumer choices. This argument is based on three reasons, 1. Refusing to be labeled 

and categorized, while differentiating oneself gives access to a wider range of consumers and 

listeners. 2. The style of music adopted, whether it is “fusion” or integrating electronic music with 

their own, where the diversity and multicultural aspect of Berlin, as well as being a hub for 

electronic music, these two styles were appropriate to adopt by them. 3. The initiatives created by 

the Syrian musicians are also a way to gain “popular” recognition and consequently recognition, 

given that it is not just targeted at Syrian musicians, but all musicians and newcomers wherever 

they come from.  

One of the fascinating aspects of the presence of Syrian musician in Berlin, is that in theories of 

music and migration, the transformation of migrant music could achieve “cultural innovation and 

enrichment” usually witnessed in second and third generation migrants (Baily & Collyer, 2006, p. 

174). However, in the case of Syrians in Berlin, we are witnessing this from the first generation 

and at a relatively short period of time (since 2015).  

Now we move on to the third and last concept of this research, social integration. 

 

 

4.3 Social Integration 

Integration is a highly complex and multilayered process. There is integration on the social, 

cultural, economic, and political levels. Here we will be tackling social integration. Cultural 

integration here is seen as integration withing the cultural field (music field in this case) and 

gaining acknowledgement and legitimacy. On the economic level, it is integrating within the labor 

market and having a steady income, politically, it is fixed and tailored by the state. Germany is an 

official country of immigration, where in 2018, 25.5% of the population has a migration 
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background (Mediendienst Inrtegration). Many nationalities apply for asylum in Germany, in the 

years 2014-2016, the highest number was for the Syrians. According to the European Foundation 

of Democracy (2018), 500,000 Syrians applied to Germany. Other top countries over the same 

period include Afghanistan (127,012 applications in 2016), Iraq (96,116 in 2016), Albania (53,805 

in 2015), Kosovo (33,427 in 2015), 58 Serbia (17,172 in 2014) and Eritrea (13,198 in 2014) (p. 

61). The number of Syrians in Germany varies according to the source, one number is, 480,000 

(Diven & Immerfall, 2018, p. 190), and another is 532,000 is another figure (Frontline, 2019).  

Bourdieu offers us an inclusive and realistic look at the process of integration. We have seen how 

in the music field, the literary field, as well as in the case of Syrian musicians in Berlin, some 

processes had an economic trait/aspect to them. Terms used by Casanova (2007), the participants, 

as well as other references when speaking on the music industry; “market/marketing”, “consumer”, 

“commerce”, “prepackaged products”, “labor”, are all terms that were used to describe the music 

as well as literary world. Having said this, Bourdieu’s concept of “capital” (a “sociologized” 

economic concept), is appropriate to approach such an issue. Newcomers are integrating within 

the cultural field, and consequently the social field, through using their cultural capital, which is 

music.  

Moreover, Bourdieu gives deeper insights related to the process of integration through 

understanding how a group of newcomers or immigrants in a certain national territory might end 

up being “quite marginal to the social space of that nation because they do not possess the 

appropriate forms of social, cultural, and symbolic capital that “place” a person in social space” 

(Reed-Danahay, 2017, p. 16).  

The diversity and multiculturalism of Berlin is what rejuvenated the economy after the Berlin Wall 

collapsed to have the ability to integrate, refugees, immigrants, expellees as well as “East 

Germans”. As mentioned in the section on the immigration history of Germany, where 

unemployment reached 20% in Berlin, and 40% between second generation immigrants, who 

mostly came as unskilled industrial workers (Lanz, p. 128). Moreover, the diversity of cultures 

within Berlin, was an opportunity to market this city as a cosmopolitan multicultural center. 

Cultural consideration came after economic benefits and place-marketing (Olsen, 2013, p. 482).  

Selectivity, stereotyping, and categorization are the highlights of the integration of Syrians in 

Berlin. As mentioned before, the open-door policy adopted by the German state has allowed huge 
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numbers of Syrians (and other nationalities) to enter Germany. This caused a stir in the internal 

politics of the country, between the right and left wings, liberals, and conservatives. Usually, the 

state controls who is granted permission to enter based on their skills and the countries’ needs. 

Before racial categorization was made illegal, selectivity and “filtering” was based on race 

(whiteness and racial capital), now, as Kim (2018) states, “it is more based on capital, or what is 

called “skilled migrants” they became “migrating-facilitating capital” (pp. 267-268). 

However, the open-door policy did not allow that, selectivity was now put in practice for the 

integration process within society rather than for who are permitted to enter. Being a cultural 

center, “cultural capital” is key for integration in this context, where the focus and support was 

towards artists and musicians as a way of presenting the refugees who entered Germany. 

Participant 4, who has a rock band prior to his arrival to Berlin, and received a lot of media attention 

and invitation for concerts said the following, 

“My case is not representative, having a band played a role in that, there was 

a media buzz about it. It was like a public policy to show people what 

“refugees” can give; they needed a success story. You cannot stereotype 

about refugees as if all of them plays rock music. I am not the spokesperson 

of the Syrians. The diversity between Syrian is like any other place.” 

There was a need for the state to prove that opening their borders was the right decision made, to 

maintain order as well as social cohesion. So, the support and attention were aimed at musicians 

and artists, those who hold “cultural capital” which acted as a “permit” for their integration. 

Participant 1, when asked how music impacts integration, stated how it is easier for musicians to 

integrate in Berlin, “Integration is tough, but easier for artists in Berlin, most people who are 

integrating are artists in Berlin, it is a great artistic city. It’s easier for them.” Moreover, participant 

7, also reiterated the selectivity towards the holders of cultural capital by saying:  

“I saw it (integration) to be very selective. It was targeting artists and 

musicians and making it easier for them.” 

Artists and musicians are key to the image of Berlin. It is marketed as a cosmopolitan, diverse 

artistic city, so it is crucial to maintain this image to be keep flourishing economically. Here, 

commodification is an intrinsic part of maintaining the image of this “cultural center”. 
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Commodification is a socially constructed process that involves, “taking something’s original form 

and commercializing it, turning it into an object of trade and capital,” that usually has to do with 

identity and language and turning them into a services or goods (Grinnell College). Other than the 

political gain, which would result from showing “what refugees can give”, this coincides with the 

selectivity towards Syrian artists and musicians (those who hold cultural capital) for integration. 

Also, the attempts to put them under the category of “refugee” or “oriental” music, to have a new 

“product” to market and capitalize on, while enriching the image of Berlin as a cultural center, is 

put into context. This highly affects the perception of such cultures as well as the people who are 

considered to be part of it. 

This selective process also gives inaccurate images and stereotypes of the newcomers (whether 

positive or negative), where in this case musicians are not representative of the whole Syrian 

population that resides in Germany. For Bourdieu, “the grande bourgeosie turns to its composers 

and their dream-factories to provide fantasies it politically and socially needs” (Bourdieu, p. 57) 

There was a need to generate a positive image of the newcomers in Germany due to the big venture 

taken with the open-door policy. 

Selectivity and commodification aside, music as cultural capital eases the process of social 

integration, where it assists in communication, breaking language and cultural barriers as well as 

increases the amount of interaction with other people of different backgrounds. Many of the 

participants shared statements on how music has helped them “integrate” socially, in some 

statements even, listening to music and attending concerts and performances allows you to interact 

with the rest of the crowd. Some of the participants expressed their lack of understanding of the 

process of integration. Participant 6, said,  

“They keep telling me to integrate. I am still trying to figure out what 

happened with me in 2011 (uprising erupted). I have German friends that I 

hang out with, dance with, have relationships with. I speak German, I rap in 

German. What more can I do? They will never see me as a German.” 

Music is a tool for expression. It is social as well as political. Many thoughts, feelings, aspirations, 

and motivations are expressed and could be understood through music. Art in general is 

“constitutive”, it “is a reflective space and socially it brings something new into the world – it 
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contributes to knowledge and understanding” (O’Niell, 2008). Participant 4, when asked how 

music impacted his expression and identity, he said the following:  

“Music is the final product. The process is philosophical before being 

musical, depending on what is happening with you mentally, music is 

produced. It (music) shows what is going on inside you.”  

Moreover, one of the obstacles in front of newcomers to integrate, is the mental and psychological 

state. Migration and integration alone are a complex and heavy process. Forced migration, as in 

the case with Syrians, is even more difficult. Participants 3 and 5 stated that music helped them 

mentally, either with anxiety or depression, which also assists in the process of socializing as an 

entry point to integration.  

Initiatives and platforms such as those mentioned in the previous section (La6izzi, We Belong to 

Music and Homeway records), also assist the process of integration, where, “artists could work 

with art in a public space, create debate and influence the development of more temporary and 

interactive approaches to projects in public/urban space” (Olsen, 2013, p. 484), debate and 

expression are also essential to immigration societies, if managed properly, they will gradually 

alleviate the feeling of alienation and marginalization within society. A statement by participant 3 

was mentioned in the previous chapter where he talked about the importance of expression, 

“expression is crucial here; it gave me the feeling that I am just like everyone else. I have something 

valuable to give.” Participant 7 as well, had the following to say:  

“When I began playing music here, I felt a responsibility. I have a voice now 

I am not just another person. Also, how you present yourself is important, I 

am a cultural mediator. This is how I identify. It is important to know what 

you did, and where you come from, where you are now in this place, and 

what you have from your native culture.” 

Given that integration is a two-way process, music performed by Syrians gives the opportunity for 

Germans and other nationalities to further understand them as well as interact with Syrians 

(musicians and audience), by listening to their music or attending their concerts. For some of the 

Syrian musicians in Berlin, music paved the way for them to meet new people, build friendships 

with Germans and other nationalities, as well as get married. Participant 2 is now married to a 
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German violinist who he met through music and formed a band together. All other participants 

have also agreed that music allowed them and gave them more space to meet Germans and become 

friends.  

It is clear the great extent that music or cultural capital, in a city like Berlin (cultural center), assists 

the process of integration. For the participants, it assisted them to integrate in the music field, as 

well as socially, it also allowed them to perform and produce music which offered then a steady 

income (integrated economically), it allowed them to understand the German culture faster and 

even adopt some of it (such as electronic music or sing/rap in German), this means to some extent 

they integrated culturally in a multicultural society. What is left, is integration on the political 

level, which is a fixed process that is tailored by the state.  
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Chapter Five 
 

 Conclusion: Differ to Exist 
 

We have seen how the world of music, manifested in the “music field” is a hierarchal structured 

site of struggle. Numerous agents are in constant struggle for legitimacy and dominant positions 

within the field. We are confined by structures that have been formed and put in place throughout 

history, however, agents holding different forms of capital, have a way to affect those structures 

with time, through interactions with them and working a way around them. As mentioned, it is not 

the structure that creates our social reality nor it is the agent, rather it is the interactions between 

agent and structure, the interaction between structuralism and constructivism makes social reality 

what it is. This was shown by Syrian musicians in Berlin, where dominant players use structural 

defense mechanisms to strengthen their own positions and act as gatekeepers in front of 

newcomers. The Syrian musicians did not submit to such tactics and strategies adopted by those 

dominant players. Tactics which involve processes of labelling, categorizations based on legal 

status and identity, as well as commodification, have been countered by Syrian musicians as a 

tactic for negotiating their existence within the field on their own terms.  

Boycotting labelled events, adopting new styles of music, creating tools for legitimacy and 

platforms for belonging are all strategies in which they have put in practice in order to differentiate 

themselves and gain acknowledgement, legitimacy and dominant positions within the music field. 

In a universe where to exist is to differ, the Syrian musicians have been able to make their mark in 

Berlin and in the music field as well, a first step to gaining legitimacy and become acknowledged 

globally through their artistic production and cultural activities. They have transcended 

conventional concepts of identity, belonging, nationalism, through using their cultural capital 

(music) to communicate, express and perform their perspectives, thoughts, aspirations, and 

longings. They have achieved this in relatively short period of time, which makes the upcoming 

years even more fascinating to witness what they will create and produce with time.  

Music can bring people together. It is universal and common between different human cultures, 

that have existed throughout human history. It could be understood all around the globe, while 
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carrying social and political messages that could assist us in further comprehending our social 

world, by understanding the different perspectives it includes.  

It is natural that more rigorous research needs to be taken to deepen the understanding as well as 

build a more comprehensive picture of the relation between capital and integration. The aspect of 

duality in music, where it affects social space and is affected by the social and social spaces as 

well. Moreover, the notion relating to the transfer and “migration” of music from one geographic 

location to another is also highly interesting to tackle, where in this research it was mentioned as 

part of the characteristics of the music field. The migrant, or migrant musician is seen as the 

musical mediator, broker, transporter, or bridge between different “music spaces” within the 

“transnational music field” (translator in literary field). For now, the focus is on the music field 

and cultural capitals relation to the integration process. Moreover, the impact of political regimes 

and political situation on music production in one country or one cultural space is important to 

investigate. Now in Syria, given the conflict and all the changes the country has gone through, in 

Damascus, you can find more places to perform music, more people are singing or engaging in 

music production.  

Given the cultural diversity within Berlin, as well as the different forms of capital from numerous 

parts of the globe, it is an opportunity or a laboratory for the future. Perhaps it is time to transcend 

the “particular”, and embrace that which is universal, rather than exclusivity, look for commonality 

and inclusiveness. We live in a highly diverse world, where homogeneity is a constructed concept 

that is based on non-comprehensive and conservative perspectives. It is time to adopt 

heterogeneity; where difference is what is common, and change is the only constant.  

I will let one of the participants end this with a statement: “We are not boat people; our life did not 

begin in the Mediterranean. We are people who revolted looking for change, for a better future. 

Now through my music, I am searching for a non-identarian space, a space beyond identity.” 
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